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Cardinal Bruno Colallucci finished brushing back his shiny black hair and adjusted his cap firmly on his head, admiring his good looks in the gilt-framed mirror. He closed his dark eyes and drew in a deep breath, savoring the moment. A commission from his Emminence and a promotion within the Papal heirarchy all in one week was almost too much for a ‘poor priest’ from the foothills of Tuscany to bear. Nostra Aetate. As a member of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, he had been assigned to work specifically with the poor Knights of Solomon’s Temple, part of ‘Area 51’ of the Holy See.
Colallucci opened his eyes and smiled with a perfected expression of benign tolerance he had practiced for years. The poor Knights. A legend. A whisper. And who would have ever thought to look in the card catalogue under Nostra Aetate for them? Nostra Aetate: the Declaration on the Relation of the Church with Non-Christian Religions. Non-Christians. So in spite of reports and remarks to the contrary, the Church still considered the Templars heretics. Non-Christian. It seemed almost laughable now. Of course, that is why the Church tossed them out on their collective ears in the fourteenth century, wasn’t it? Strange practices, secretive initiations, heretical teachings. He’d read the charges brought against them by King Philip, the Fair in 1407 CE. Most of it had been nonsense, but some of it had been born of truth. Non-Christians. He had seen the members of the elite Council of Twelve come and go at the Holy See ever since he had first come to Rome as a newly ordrained priest. Whispers and rumors. Arrogant and seemingly beyond reproach. Moving freely through Vatican City with complete immunity. Full credentials. Special lines of credit, but were not their Order’s donations inordinately generous? He had first become suspicious of them when he had been assigned to the office of a minor auditor in the Prefecture for the Economic Affairs of the Holy See. A number of enormous donations had caught his attention. All anonymous of course. At least in the general sense of the word. But there had been annotations, references, vague symbols drawn into the margins of the spreadsheets. A Templar cross. A skull and crossbones. A red rose. These had piqued his imagination and he had done a little digging. A question here, a word there and finally an explanation from one of the clerks. “Your predecessor had a rather odd notion about these sums donated from a private bank account in Switzerland. He believed that these funds were a sort of payola or hush money coming from… would you believe it? Templars.” Really? “Oh, yes, he was quite the Templar fanatic. You know all that flap about Mary Magdalene and the Holy Bloodline of Christ? He actually believed that the Templar Knights were still alive and well and operating behind the scenes. Talked about it all the time.” So what happened to him? “Oh, didn’t you know? I suppose they would want to keep it quiet, wouldn’t they?” Who? Who would want to keep it quite? Keep what quiet?
“His suicide.”
Oh.
The Cardinal shuddered as he thought how close he might have come to unintentional suicide himself over the years, but now his patience had paid off. He was in the loop now. On his way up and so young… so young. He picked up his bag and turned toward the exit. His shoes echoing in the high ceiling, his eyes sparkling with amusement of the thought of finally meeting the legendary Grand Master of the Poor Knights of Solomon’s Temple in yet another dialogue with non-Christian religious entities.
If the Templars were non-Christian, what the devil… he chuckled… were they? From what the Holy Father had confided in him. Such a thought might not be so funny. He found it impossible to believe the Pope’s contention that members of the Council of Twelve or ruling body of this surviving remnant of Templar society might be immortal. Not possible. The Holy Father was surely suffering from dementia. He crossed himself at this uncharitable thought and begged forgiveness silently as he stepped into the bright Roman sunshine.
So they had been right here in Italy all these years or at least since their semi-reinstatement in the fifteenth century under the pontification of Pope Nicholas V, a scholarly man who had the tendency to overlook irregularities in moral standards and opinions of the scholars of the age in which he lived. Apparently, the Templars had struck a chord with Nicholas based on their love of books, especially of ancient tomes and records dating back to the time of Christ, Himself. Colalucci firmly believed that the Templars did indeed possess knowledge that might threaten the foundations of the Church all the way down to St. Peter’s tomb.
“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” he muttered the words attributed to the ancient Chinese General and master of warfare, Sun-Tzu as he walked toward the car waiting to pick him up and take him to the airport. As they drove through the crowded city streets, another piece of advice from Sun-Tzu drifted in from somewhere deep in his memory: a military operation involves deception. Even though you are competent, appear to be incompetent. Though effective, appear to be ineffective. In other words, keep them guessing.
“And he came thither unto a cave, and lodged there; and, behold, the word of the Lord came to him, and he said unto him, What doest thou here? And he said, Go forth, and stand upon the mount before the Lord. And, behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and brake in pieces the rocks before the Lord; but the Lord was not in the wind: and after the wind an earthquake; but the Lord was not in the earthquake: And after the earthquake a fire; but the Lord was not in the fire: and after the fire a still small voice. And it was so that he wrapped his face in his mantle, and went out, and stood in the entering in of the cave. And, behold, there came a voice unto him, and said, What doest thou here? And they came to the place which God had told him of; and he built an altar there, and laid the wood in order and [he] lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold behind him a ram caught in a thicket by his horns: and he went and took the ram, and offered him up for a burnt offering. Come now, and let us reason together, saith the Lord: though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool,” Lucia repeated the words of John Paul’s latest prophecy for the Grand Master ver batim.
“And you say that you understand this?” Edgard d’Brouchart asked, narrowed his eyes at her and then looked at the Ritter von Hetz.
The Apocalyptic Knight sat staring at the girl from under half-lidded eyes. He did not trust her. She looked too much like her father. The Knight of the Golden Eagle. And she had his ways. A striking beauty, yet haughty and arrogant, sure of herself. There seemed to be none of her mother in her other than her voice. She sounded exactly like Sister Meredith when she spoke, except of course, her accent was a bit hard to pin down. She had spent enough of her childhood living in the swamps of Louisiana to retain a small measure of an Amercian deep southern twang. The oddity only added to her aloof charm. If Meredith Sinclair had held sway over the Knight’s of the Council, then her daughter was a force to be reckoned with, but Lucia Dambretti seemed to have no such attraction to the Order or its venerable membership. Quite the contrary, it seemed, she had barely controlled disdain for it. The Knight had to wonder why she had requested a place in Barry’s Academy at all.
“Yes,” Lucia nodded. Her irritation at having been waylaid was very evident. She did not want to be there talking to them.
The Grand Master steepled his fingers in front of his face and leaned his elbows on the desk in the Seneschal’s office.
“Out with it then,” he told her when she fell silent.
“I would not want to do that, Sir. With all due respect I would request the presence of my father before I divulge anything more,” Lucia refused.
“But why? Your father is not here. Do you not trust us?” He frowned. “We are your uncles, your father’s and your mother’s Brothers of the Order. Has not Sir Barry been teaching you of your obligations to the Order, Lucia?”
“Of course,” she nodded. “It is not that I do not trust you, Sir, though I would not lie and tell you that you have my total confidence. It is just that I would like to talk it over with either my brother, John, or with my father before saying anything more. I am, after all, not of legal age and I believe that I need guidance,” she said and glanced at the Ritter. He was trying to read her thoughts, but she refused to meet his eyes. She had learned long ago how to shield against the intruding psyches of gifted people.
Von Hetz stood up. “Perhaps she is right, your Grace. She has suffered some very stressful trauma lately and she still has to face the disciplinary charges along with her Sister, Oriel, for leaving the Academy without Sir Barry’s permission. AWOL, I believe it is called. Whether she is of legal age or no, she has taken the lesser oath and under the circumstances, it is doubtful that she and Oriel will be allowed to join the Order now as regular members. In light of her unstable mental condition and her lack of discipline and devotion to the Rule of Order, I think we may be best served steering clear of anything she might say. She is much too independent to ever hope to attain the status of a Brother of the Order. I am afraid that the same is true of Oriel. Simon of Grenoble and Lucius of Venetia will have to face the fact that their daughters are not Templar material. They are more interested in remaining spoiled children than becoming Poor Knights of Solomon’s Temple and serving the One True God. The school is too rigid for them and they are unwilling to learn. They have lived without discipline for too long.”
Lucia’s face had grown very dark at his words, but she held her tongue. She knew quite well that he was on to her hedging. Her age had never stopped her from doing as she damn well pleased before and it was obvious that she was simply playing all her cards in an attempt to avoid talking to them. Her disdain for Konrad’s father was growing by the second.
“I see. Your opinion is duly noted, Ritter,” the Grand Master said and stood as well. “Run along back to class, child. We will speak of this more when your father comes along.” He reached across the desk and patted the back of her hand, further irritating her. The Ritter was speaking of his granddaughter as well.
Lucia stood up and the Master smiled at the expression he had seen on her father’s face many times. She was her father’s daughter. All she needed was the scar on her cheek. The expression was one of pure unadulterated hatred, but it would pass. Lucio Dambretti had never remained encumbered by hatred for long. He was much too in love with life to allow grudges to keep him down. Even his continuing feud with Mark Ramsay over Lucia’s mother had subsided with time.
“Your Grace,” she nodded her head curtly and turned on her heel, leaving them in the office. The Ritter went to the window and watched her progress across the courtyard. She even had her father’s gait, clenching and unclenching her fists as she went.
“It was never a good idea to allow females into the Academy, your Grace,” von Hetz said as he returned to his chair as he expressed his opinion. He was eternally grateful that God had seen fit to grace him with a son instead of a daughter. “If you will remember, I was against it from the beginning. She has too much of her father in her. A female Golden Eagle. Too much! Too much.”
“I am afraid you may be right. Dambretti will not be happy to hear that his daughter may be expelled from the Academy and I don’t think Sister Meredith will be none too happy about it either,” d’Brouchart said and raised his eyebrows. “I will leave it to you to break the news when the decision is made.”
The Ritter sighed. Of course. “Nor will Simon of Grenoble when Oriel is removed,” von Hetz tried to sound concerned. “But there is something far worse that Simon will not be happy to hear.”
“How so?” d’Brouchart asked and frowned at the platter of fruit in front of him. He had ordered something a bit less healthful for his mid-morning repast. A bowl of chocolate ice cream if memory served. Damn the cooks! He’d be looking for new ones if they didn’t shape up and soon. What did he care for healthful eating? How he lamented the passing of peacock tongues and lambs-eye gruel. He smiled at the irreverent thought.
“The prophecy, Sir, is quite plain to anyone with ears to hear,” the dark knight said as he crossed his legs. “Simon is not the one.”
“How so?”
The Grand Master did not want to hear what he knew the man was about to say. He picked up an apple, polished it on his sleeve and bit into it.
“It is very plain now that I was wrong. These two children we brought from Arabia are very disturbing. I have tried to look into their minds and it is the same with them as it was with John Paul. As it is with Lucia Dambretti. They are mystical creatures even more so than Dambretti's twins. It goes against what I had expected to learn that Lucia can block my attempts to see into her mind.”
“John Paul is not a mystical creature in the same sense, Brother. His mother and father are no more mystical than yourself. Only the Tree of Life Elixir makes them any different from anyone else,” the Grand Master snapped and then turned his chair to face the windows. “A bit... deep perhaps, but he is flesh and blood. He is only a man, just as Simon is only a man.”
The Ritter narrowed his eyes sharply. There was something wrong with the Master’s tone. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought perhaps the man was hiding something. Lying perhaps, but about what? He dare not look into d’Brouchart’s thoughts without permission.
“When I look into John Paul’s mind... when he has allowed it... there are... things there. I cannot explain them. I see the same things in the minds of the two children we brought back here. I see the same thing when I can glimpse Oriel’s mind and I have been unable to see into Jozsef’s mind at all. His father has taught him well. I can contact him no more than I can contact Lucia Simone. Marco Niccolo is more open, but there are areas wherein he is as closed as his sister. And Konrad William. A stone wall. Complete, without chinks. Nothing!” von Hetz admitted again that he was losing his sway over these newest additions to their extended family. At all costs, they had to keep any more of these ‘exceptional’ children from becoming Knights. Of course, Konrad William was already an apprentice and might well be a Knight very soon if things progressed as he foresaw, but well… he was after all, a proud father. Konrad William would be no trouble.
“What of Ramsay’s latest progeny?” d’Brouchart asked him.
“We have filled the world with a new kind of man and woman, your Grace, and I am as guilty as my Brothers for having produced one of them. The son of Mark Andrew, his mother has named him Luke Andrew, as I’m sure you know... he is no good. I have never seen anything like him before. He is even more of a mystery than the abominable son of the Djinn. This little Omar character. An Infidel name. I suggest we look into changing it to something more suitable if he is to remain with us for any length of time. Considering the state of world affairs, we may have a hard time finding a suitable home for him with such a name attached. If this were not the twenty-second century, I would suggest, regretfully, of course, that we rid ourselves of all of them and pray to God for another chance to redeem ourselves. We have produced Oriel, Lucia, Jozsef, John Paul, Marco, these unholy twins of Mark Ramsay’s doing and now, we have another problem. Children of the Djinn! These children were made possible by Sir Ramsay’s misadventures in the underworld. I know who they are. It is only a matter of time before we will see what they are.”
“How so?” d’Brouchart asked and his face grew pale. What was his Seneschal suggesting? The same thing that Sir Philip had suggested when Simon had been born. Sir Philip had begged him to kill the boy. Was the Ritter advocating that they destroy all the children of the Templars and the Djinn’s children as well? He noticed that Konrad William was not listed in the Ritter’s oration. His heart sank at the thought of his beautiful granddaughter, Oriel, being included in this mix.
“I saw the green ball at the Djinn’s palace in Lucio Dambretti’s mind. He was horrified and do you know who is contained within this abominable vessel? Why none other than the Queen of the Abyss, herself, Luke Matthew Ramsay’s shade and that scourge of the Earth, Cecile Valentino,” von Hetz reminded him. “We can now account for two of these children. The ball was split asunder and lying in the bottom of the palace pool.” The Ritter leaned forward and lowered his voice before continuing “I can account for Luke Matthew and Cecile Valentino, your Grace, but my question is: Where is the Queen of the Abyss?”
“What are you saying, Brother? That these two children are Luke Matthew and Cecile Valentino?!” d’Brouchart blurted and stood up again in alarm.
“I am,” von Hetz said darkly. “One has only to look closely at them to see.”
“Holy Mary!” d’Brouchart muttered as he sank slowly into his chair and allowed the half-eaten apple to drop to the floor. It was too much.
“But there is more,” von Hetz told him quickly.
(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
The following day was long and tedious. Cardinal Colallucci was as he always was. Arrogant, doubtful, aggravating and stupid. And Simon had caught him primping twice in the mirror that hung behind the desk in the Seneschal’s office. He was sure of it. How could the Holy Father appoint such an imbecile to be their liaison officer? The man asked the same questions over and over. Each time, he merely rearranged the words like an expert weaver forming a repeating pattern in a tapestry. After each turn, he waited impatiently while they explained everything they dared to tell him again. Simon was beside himself by the time the man had retired to the quarters they had prepared for him.
“Never wrestle with a pig, you both get dirty and the pig likes it.”
He smiled as he repeated one of Lucio’s old sayings that he often used when speaking of Vatican officials, wondering who had said it originally.
The Healer wandered out the front door of the main building into the parking area. He was torn between getting into his car and simply leaving or going back to his rooms to lie down, perhaps commit a little suicide or maybe get riproaring drunk and take a skinny dip in the Master’s pool. Before he could decide which adventure on which to embark, movement in the shrubbery caught his attention.
“Pssst!”
Simon stopped in his tracks. He looked about for the source of the sound he thought he heard.
“Over here for pity’s sake!” a hoarse, but urgent whisper wafted around the corner of the building.
The Healer walked cautiously to the end of the building and then shrieked as someone grabbed him roughly, pulled him around the corner and slammed him none too gently against the rough, plastered wall. He looked into the deep blue eyes of Mark Andrew Ramsay above a gritty hand pressed over his mouth.
“Hmmmm. Mmmmm!” he attempted and then finished “Brother!” when the hand relented. He laughed in surprise and grabbed the Knight by the shoulders.
“Shhh!” Mark Andrew shushed his outburst before it started and pulled him deeper into the shadows.
“What’s wrong?” Simon lowered his voice.
“Have you been to the mountain?” Mark Andrew asked. He looked like a wild man. He still wore the same clothes he had last seen him wearing in Arabia. His black combat uniform was covered with white dust, his hair was full of the same and his pants and shirt were ripped in several places.
“What mountain?” Simon asked him and then realized what he was talking about. “No! You mean Vesuvius?”
“Yes!” Mark Andrew’s expression put a cold fear in his heart.
“No. We were going tomorrow. To look for you,” Simon told him. “Why? We won’t have to go now. We were going to start our search for you there, I mean.”
“Start… your search?” Mark Andrew said in puzzlement and looked around as if he might expect to help the Healer with it. He frowned and then his expression turned to one of disbelief. “You haven’t even tried to find me?” The disappointment in his voice was almost palpable. Even the normally stoic Scot was astounded by his Brothers’ coldhearted disregard for his welfare. They hadn’t even started a search for him and it had been well over three days since he had been trapped with a broken leg and a broken arm beneath the rubble of the Djinni’s demolished palace in Arabia. What were they doing? Why? Ahhh, but he knew why. They didn’t want him to return. At least, d’Brouchart didn’t want him to return. The Grand Master was afraid that Mark Andrew would wish to keep his title of Grand Master even though Edgard had recovered. They thought he wanted to be Grand Master! This was why the Ritter had come looking for him. Looking for his head, that is. But had Lucio also abandoned him? And Simon?
Simon felt the blood drain from his face as he understood how the Knight might feel. He had risked everything for them… always and they had not even begun a search for him.
“I’m sorry, Brother,” Simon apologized and looked at the ground as tears stung his eyes. It was quite obvious that Mark Andrew had been through a harrowing ordeal since he had seen him in the Djinn’s palace. He even had dried blood on his face amidst the layers of dirt and grime. “I tried to…” he began and immediately felt stupid. “I wanted to stay and look for you. I was in a bad position at the time… outnumbered and outranked, I’m afraid and then my father forbade me to return after we had gotten the children home to safety. He said you would... he said you would come back on your own. I…”
“Nevar moind,” Mark Andrew’s tone and expression changed again. He let go of the Healer. Why had he expected anything more? “Who was going to the mountain?”
“Myself, of course. My father. Probably some of the soldiers. No one else that I know of,” Simon told him miserably. He wanted to beg for forgiveness, but it was hopeless.
“Then I want you to go along with him,” Mark Andrew said and looked away from the Healer. He had already used the powers he retained from the Ritter’s Mystery and looked into Simon’s mind. He was innocent. He knew nothing of what the Ritter was advocating. Nothing of the danger to himself at the hands of his father. It would not do to try to tell him that his father was planning to offer him as a blood sacrifice on the side of the volcano. It would sound laughable. Hell, he even thought it sounded laughable. Simon would never believe it.
“There is something I must do. I would like for you to be there at the mountain. Don’t worry, I’ll meet you there. I just don’t want them to know I’m back yet,” Mark Andrew told him, trying to reassure him and redirect his attention away from the real problem. “If you love me, tell no one that you have seen me. There is unfinished business with the Djinn and I need a bit of time to… set things right. No interruptions.”
“But everyone is worried about you,” Simon protested. “Merry called a dozen times from Scotland asking for you. Lucio is beside himself because the Master will not launch a mission to go back to look for you. I have been expecting him to go off on his own in spite of orders. I have to tell them you’re all right.”
“Brother! You owe me,” he said slowly, deliberately and called in a number of favors. “Do not let me down… again.”
Simon shuddered, but nodded his head vigorously.
“Where is he… Lucio, where is he?” Mark asked as he let go of the priest.
“In Naples, I suppose. He has female trouble again,” Simon said quietly.
“What of the two children you brought back? Where are they?”
“The Ritter took charge of them.”
Mark Andrew slammed his fist against the wall and then held his head back, closing his eyes.
“Th’ Rittar!” he said angrily. “I should’ve known he would take them.”
“What about the Djinn? Do you have him? He didn’t get away, did he?”
“No, I have him. The Djinn is not our only worry, Brother. Th’ dragon is loose in Arabia. She serves the Djinn. Th’ Queen is nae longer in th’ catch boll. She serves her own whims…” his voice trailed off and a sudden spout of anger flared without warning. “Th’ Rittar wud have kilt me own children, Simon, and you went along with it. You didn’t tell me.”
“What are you talking about?” Simon asked, eyes wide. “What children?”
“Th’ twins! Th’ con-joined twins,” Mark Andrew growled at him and looked around as the wild look returned to his eyes. “’e ’ad them... repaired... no, separated! The’ Djinni told me. They air in Scotland with Merry. They didn’t die.”
“Holy Mother!” Simon gasped and then pressed his hands to his head and swayed at this staggering bit of news. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry, Brother. I thought it best… I didn’t know what to do. What shall we do?”
“The Ritter wants my head now, Brother,” Mark said more calmly. “That is why he came to Arabia. To kill me.”
“Brother…” it was Simon’s turn to be devastated. “Are you sure about this? I don’t understand. What has happened to us? My father is expelling Lucia and Oriel from the Academy. John Paul is being sent home to Scotland for possible retirement. The Master is going to retire him as a Knight! He’s going to have him give up his Mysteries to Stephano Clementi. He has told me this in private. John Paul has not regained his sight. He doesn’t know… Oh! But you didn’t know about his blindness, did you? John was blind when he came out of the coma,” Simon said and stopped.
“Blind?”
Mark Andrew closed his eyes and the world closed in a bit tighter.
“Permanently?” he asked.
“The doctors seem to think so,” Simon nodded. “The Master is sending me to Jerusalem day after tomorrow. How can I get out of it? You will need me here.”
“No! He’s not sending you to Jerusalem, Brother,” Mark Andrew sighed. “Look! I canna stay ’ere. It’s too risky. Is Champlain still in Scotland?”
Simon nodded.
“Good! If something happens to me, Brother, and you have the chance, I want you to take care of my children and if Merry will have you, marry her. And if she won’t have you, tell her I said for her to marry Champlain. I don’t want her to be alone. She will need someone who can protect her and I don’t want her depending on Lucio.”
“I don’t understand, Mark,” Simon shook his head.
“Ye will aftar tomorrow. I’m goin’ t’ look fur Dambretti. If ye dunna hear from ’im tonoight, dunna go with yer father to th’ mountain. Swear it t’ me, Brother! Under no circumstances!”
“But... But...!” Simon was beside himself. Mark took him by the arms again and pushed him against the wall.
“If I come back and you’ve betrayed me, I will kill you. Do you understand?”
“Yes! No, I won’t,” Simon told him and the Knight pressed one arm against his throat.
“Swear it!”
“I swear! I swear!” Simon gasped and Mark let go of him.
Mark Andrew kissed him lightly on the lips and backed away. The Knight of Death truly looked insane and Simon wondered if he had lost his mind finally, once and for all. Before he could protest, Mark Andrew left him. Where was he going? Furthermore, how would he get there? Simon frowned and then remembered that Mark Andrew could go almost anywhere he pleased and he didn’t need a Volvo. The Healer stood staring into the darkness under the olive trees for several minutes before heading for his room. There was nothing to do, but go back and wait to hear from Lucio and try to figure out some way to avoid going up Vesuvius with his father if he didn’t hear from him. His first impulse was to call Scotland, but under the circumstances, he decided he had best wait until he knew better what was going on. He would not take Mark’s threats lightly.
He let himself inside his rooms and flicked on the light at his desk. He shrieked again at the sight of Lucia Simone sitting on his sofa in the dark.
“Uncle Simon,” she addressed him immediately and stood up. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
“What?” He looked around. “Why?”
“We have to go,” she said as she took his arm.
“I can’t go!” he said. “I have to wait for Lucio to call me. Go where?”
“No you don’t,” she shook her head and pulled him toward the door.
“Wait!”
He went back to his desk and rummaged about for his cell phone. He stuffed it in his pocket and then hurried out the door with her. She led him rapidly across the courtyard and down the walk to the chapel. The place was dark and deserted. It was almost ten o’clock.
“Aren’t you supposed to be at home?” he asked her.
“What difference does it make?” she countered. “Tomorrow I will no longer be welcome here at all.”
“Oh, so you know about the Master’s decision?”
Lucia nodded as they made their way up the steps. She led him to the rear of the chapel, through the bell tower door and up the stairs. He was shocked to find Oriel, Konrad and Lavon de Bleu waiting for him in the small, dusty room under the bells.
“What is this about?” Simon asked them as Lucia pulled him into the small circle. They sat around a single candle in a ornate silver candlestick, he recognized as one taken from the altar below.
“Please, father, sit down,” Oriel begged him and gestured to the floor beside her.
“Uncle Simon!” Lucia said as she sat next to him. “You are in grave danger.”
“How so?”
He could see that they were deeply afraid of something.
“Grandfather is planning to kill you tomorrow,” Oriel told him point blank.
“That’s ridiculous!” Simon raised his voice and received four shushes at once.
“You can ask Armand de Bleu. Ask Sir Barry. Ask Sir de Lyons,” Lucia told him. “They know something is wrong. The Master sent assassins to Scotland, but they did not find what they were looking for.”
“What were they looking for?” Simon asked and swallowed hard.
“They were looking for my brother and sister,” Lucia told him.
“The twins?” Simon’s eyes widened. How did these children know of the twins when he had not even known of their whereabouts and their existence until only a few moments ago? Mark Andrew had said that the Ritter wanted to kill his children.
“Yes! And if Uncle Louis had tried to stop them, they had orders to kill him as well and my mother if need be.”
“That’s simply not possible,” Simon objected and shook his head. It couldn’t be. “Why would my father want to kill me or these children or… Louis Champlain? Never!”
“He doesn’t necessarily want to kill you, but he believes that God is telling him to do it,” Oriel explained.
“Are you saying he’s lost his mind?” Simon frowned.
“Not exactly,” Konrad spoke for the first time and Simon turned to Ramsay’s apprentice. He had never trusted the Ritter’s arrogant son.
“My father…” Konrad paused and then continued rapidly. “My father has convinced him that he should sacrifice you as a burnt offering to atone for the sins of the Order. My father believes that the Order is in danger of falling to ruin because of the sins of its members. My father is convinced that only a blood sacrifice will atone for the sins, but he has made the Grand Master think that it is all just a dream or a test at best.”
“A sacrifice,” Oriel took up the narrative. “A sacrifice along the lines of Isaac, son of Abraham. The Ritter believes that God may be testing the Order. He believes that the Master’s dreams and the prophecies of Sir John are telling the Master to take you to the mountain and sacrifice you there in proof of his obedience to God. He has told my grandfather not to worry. That it is all a misunderstanding. He intends to get him to the place of sacrifice and then he believes that Grandfather will follow God’s instructions when he sees the altar. Grandfather is convinced that God will not allow him to carry through with it. Just as he stayed Abraham’s hand before he killed Isaac.”
Simon’s mouth fell open. He had asked his father once if he would sacrifice him as Abraham had offered Isaac. But he had never thought it would become reality. Mark Andrew had been right! Thoughts were dangerous. Words were worse.
“The Master believes that God will give him an out,” Konrad continued. “Provide the ram? Like He provided the ram for Abraham’s sacrifice?”
“Ahh, yes,” Simon nodded. So this was why Mark Andrew had told him not to go to the mountain with his father unless he heard from Lucio tonight. “But how do you know this?”
“I know my father’s mind,” Konrad told him. “It is not a pretty place.”
“And I know my brother’s prophecies,” Lucia told him.
“And I know the secrets of the Holy City,” Oriel told him.
“And I am but a poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple,” Lavon de Bleu added sadly. Lucio’s apprentice had said nothing until now. He turned his golden eyes on the Healer and Simon shuddered to his toes.
“Spes mea in deo est,” Simon whispered.
“Spes mea in deo est,” all four of them answered him in unison.
Mark Andrew climbed the stairs to Lucio’s apartment. Several motley cats met him at the door and rubbed against his dirty boots, hoping for a meal. Several small plastic containers licked spotlessly clean littered the tile in front of Dambretti’s door. One of the cats, a black female with emerald green eyes stretched luxuriously and growled seductively. Cats! Ramsay preferred dogs. The bigger, the better. Cats reminded him of the slinky belly dancers that once populated the marketplaces and opium dens in the Middle East. Trouble. Women were nothing, but trouble. Worse still were the men who allowed themselves to become entangled with them. He had plenty of experience on which to base his opinion, having been an idiot more times than he could count.
He knocked on the door and got no answer. Lucio was not home. He was with the ‘female trouble’ as Simon had called it. Damn the Italian! He used his ‘key’ to open the door and let himself inside. He took a quick shower and helped himself to a suit of clean clothes. The apartment was much changed from when he’d last seen it. Cleaner, less cluttered. He took a bottle of wine from the refrigerator and half a loaf of stale bread from the counter before sitting down in Lucio’s leather sofa.
He set the open bottle on the table in front of the sofa and stuffed some of the dry bread in his mouth before flipping open the ring.
“Lord Adar?” Lemarik’s musical voice called to him from Lucio’s bedroom. “Where are you?”
“In here!” Mark Andrew shouted and shook his head. The Djinn was a real piece of work, but pleasant enough considering his current position as slave.
“Ahhhh. Ohhhh!” The Djinn swayed into the living room and turned about several times. “The Eagle’s nest. I know this place!”
“I’m sure you do.”
Mark Andrew laid his head on the back of the sofa. “I need you to find the Golden Eagle and bring him home.”
“Ohhh. He is with Ruth! You said I could not see Ruth again,” Lemarik objected and shook one long finger in the Knight’s face.
“Keep your eyes closed!” Mark Andrew told him without looking up.
“You are irritable, Adar,” Lemarik commented gloomily and leaned toward him. “You are being rude to your most humble servant.”
“I need to see him, my friend,” Mark Andrew said tiredly and raised his head, reaching for the wine. The wizard retrieved the bottle for him, producing a sparkling crystal goblet from one sleeve to put it in.
“You are weary. You need to rest. Allow me to bring you something to eat.”
“No. Just find Lucio,” Mark Andrew said as he broke off another bit of bread. “This is fine for now. Would you care for some?” He had to remember the rules. He had to offer the Djinn a meal.
Lemarik wrinkled his long, thin nose at the stale bread.
“I am not that hungry, but I will take a glass of wine.” He seemed to flow into the kitchen and came back directly with a glass. He filled the glass and turned it up. “Yes. Yes. The Golden Eagle has very good taste in wines.”
“So I’m told.”
“Now I must tell you something about Ruth,” Lemarik said and seemed to shrink a bit.
“What?” ark Andrew frowned. He was not in the mood for conversation.
“She is in love with me,” the Djinn told him with a hint of sadness in his voice.
“She is in love with Lucio! She doesn’t even know you.”
“Ahhh. But you are wrong. She does not know Lucio.”
“What difference does it make? She thinks she is in love with Lucio.”
“No! She thinks she is in love with Lucio. She is in love with me.”
“That makes no sense.”
“In her mind, she is in love with me. In the physical sense she is in love with Lucio.”
“Ahhh!” Mark Andrew nodded. It still made no sense.
“When she sees me, she will know,” Lemarik shrugged and turned up his wine.
“Then don’t let her see you!” Mark Andrew growled, aggravation sneaking into his voice.
“I was afraid you would say that,” Lemarik sighed and his shoulders drooped momentarily. Then he drew himself up, shook his head and sparks erupted from his long, dark hair. “Have you seen my children?”
“No. But I had news of them. They are safe for now,” Mark told him.
“That is not true,” Lemarik countered and shook his head again. More colorful sparks flew from his hair and floated up to circle his head. “They are not safe. You must get them back from that dark Knight.”
“Do not read my mind!” Mark Andrew told him adamantly.
“As you wish. But it is much easier than talking to you.” Lemarik folded himself down on the table beside the wine bottle.
“Don’t get comfortable! I want you to go now and bring Lucio home.”
“I’m doing that as we speak,” Lemarik explained and frowned at him. “Do not interrupt me while I am working, I beg you, my Lord.”
Mark Andrew sat up and blinked at him in consternation. The sparks swirled around his head and flew away toward the kitchen. The Djinn sat perfectly still on the table. Unblinking. Unmoving. Mark Andrew got up slowly and waved one hand in front of the wizard’s face. He was gone. Only his body remained.
(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
Lucio sat straight up in the bed and looked around, confused and disoriented. He was surprised to find himself here and not at home. Suddenly it was very important for him to go home. Urgent.
“Ruth?” He looked down at the woman beside him.
“Si`, bambino,” she answered groggily.
“I have to go, my love,” he told her gently and kissed her on the forehead. She reached one arm up to take his hair in her hand and kissed him more forcefully on the lips.
“Don’t go now! You just got here,” she told him.
“Ohhh! I would love to stay with you, my sweet pomegranate, but duty calls,” he said as he got out of the bed and began to get dressed.
Ruth pushed herself up in the bed, looked at the clock and then watched him curiously, wondering if he was becoming schizophrenic. They had only gone to bed fifteen minutes earlier. Why go to bed and get up fifteen minutes later?
“But, Lucio!” she pouted. “It is still early. You are a slave to your work.”
“That is truer than you know, my sweet lotus blossom,” he told her as he sat down to pull on his boots.
“How long will you be gone?” she asked him.
“A long, long time. But I will be back soon,” he told her.
Ruth frowned at him. His answer seemed to confirm her suspicions that he was losing his fucking mind.
Lucio turned, took her in his arms and kissed her passionately, sending an almost electric current down her spine. The kiss made him shudder from head to toe. This was the Lucio she remembered from before he had gone off with those horrible men he worked with. Good! Perhaps they had not done anything too terribly bad to him. Nothing that he could not recover from. He had barely paid any attention to her since his return and had spent most of his time sleeping in her bed and complaining about the politics of the Vatican. A subject Ruth cared nothing about. She had been glad to go to work that morning, but he had still been in her bed asleep when she had come home. He had gotten up to eat supper and drink some wine and then, he had fallen asleep again on her shoulder while they were watching a movie. But now, perhaps, the old Lucio was back. Her bambino!
“Come back to bed, bambino,” she pleaded and held onto his hand. “We can stay here a little while and I will make you glad you did. We can go out for coffee and watch the night streets. It would be fun. Or we could just stroll around the streets while everyone else is at home asleep.”
“Oh, nooo,” Lucio shook his head sadly. “That would never do. But I will try to get back to you as soon as I can get away. There is something I wish to speak with you about, my love... my life.”
“Oh?” Ruth climbed from the bed and pulled her robe on. She followed him to the living room where he looked for his jacket among the cushions of the sofa. “What is that, bambino?”
“I would like to know if you truly love me or if you are only interested in my looks,” he told her and she stopped to stare at him in disbelief.
“What on earth are you talking about?”
She put her hands on her hips and patted one foot on the rug. “If I didn’t love you, I wouldn’t be engaged to you.”
“I cannot talk to you about it now,” he told her and came to peck her lightly on the nose. “I don’t have time, but I must know. You can be thinking about this until we meet again, my little rose petal.” He squeezed her backside firmly and shuddered once more. She giggled and slapped at him.
“I don’t understand the question,” she whined as she followed him to the door. “How can I think about something when I don’t know what it is I’m thinking about?”
“I want to know if you love me for my self. For my mind,” he said and tapped one finger against his temple and smiled at her. “Or if you love me because I look like this.” He held out both hands as if to model himself for her and turned around like a fashion model.
“That is ridiculous!” she told him and then laughed. “I thought only women worried about such vain things.” She tapped her finger against his nose and he shuddered again. She giggled. “You are precious, bambino! I love everything about you except your temper. I don’t have to think about it. I love your looks and your voice and the way you talk to me...”
“But what if I did not look like me?” he asked and frowned slightly.
“Don’t be silly. Who would you look like if you didn’t look like you?” she asked him and leaned her head on his chest. He took a deep breath in her hair.
“I don’t know, my love,” he said, shivered and squeezed her tightly. “Someone more handsome perhaps? Someone a bit taller and less… bulky? Someone with whiter teeth and a brighter smile? Someone effervescent and bubbly? Someone with a dimple in his chin instead of this handsome battle scar? Someone with long, silky locks instead of this curly crow’s nest?”
“You are teasing me!” she shook her head. “I told you that you are jealous of me, bambino. You are describing a movie star. I think you are very handsome… just as you are.”
“I see,” he said, his disappointment quite evident. “Well. I must go now, my precious little bird. My beautiful peahen. Do not forget me while I am away.”
(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
Simon knocked hesitantly on Sir Barry’s door. He waited nervously for the English Knight to answer.
“Brother?” Sussex asked and squinted at him through the screen door. “What is wrong?” Simon never came to his rooms unless there was some disaster in the offing and only then to knock and shout and run.
“I have just spoken with...” Simon began and looked around the courtyard. No one was in evidence anywhere. “I have just spoken with...” He didn’t know what to say. What not to say. “They told me to ask you for... confirmation.”
“Confirmation? Of what?” Barry asked with a puzzled frown. “Come inside, little Brother and tell me what passes.” He pushed the screen open and gestured for him to come inside. Simon stepped inside and looked around. The place was amazing. The small room was filled with weapons. Simon knew that Barry was a weapons specialist and that he collected bladed weapons as well as other, more modern means of killing people, but he’d not known that he collected them for pleasure, for a hobby. That seemed more like something de Lyons would do, something that Beaujold had done in the past. Most of the weapons displayed on the walls were medieval in design and many of them were all too familiar to the Healer. He shuddered at the thought of the hideous wounds Barry’s arsenal could have inflicted, could still inflict and the memory of having witnessed many such wounds first hand on the ancient battlefields from time to time made him blanche. Surprisingly, amidst all the bristling weaponry, several portraits of the so-called King of Rock and Roll smiled down at him.
“Sit down. Please.” Barry offered and pulled up a leather armchair, scooping up a pair of bronze greaves from the seat. Evidence that he had been repairing the relics was spread across the table that took up most of the small room. He dragged another matching chair over from the wall to sit facing the Healer. It was a very strange arrangement. Sir Barry was obviously not accustomed to entertaining guests in his quarters. “What can I do for you, father?” his tone changed to that which he normally used when seeking Simon for confession or other spiritual matters.
“I spoke to Oriel and Lucia,” Simon told him after taking the proffered chair. “They told me some very disturbing things.” He did not want to mention the presence of the two male apprentices. Lucia and Oriel were not Templars yet. Lavon was one of Barry’s prize students, but Konrad was a sore spot with the English Knight even though he had taken the oath in a beautiful rendition completely without the need for prompts, notes, stutters or stammers. The pair were scheduled for initiation in less than two weeks and Barry still had misgivings about the Ritter’s son. There was ‘something rotten in Denmark’ he had repeated his favorite Shakespearean line to Simon on several occasions in reference to the young man. If they were wrong about what they were saying, it would be tantamount to treason and both Lavon and Konrad would be ruined before they had even gotten a chance. The girls would be excused. They were, after all, about to be expelled. It would be only natural for them to have some animosity against the Ritter and the Grand Master. But Konrad was speaking out against his own father… Simon cringed inwardly. He understood perfectly this antagonism between father and son.
“How so, about what?”
Sir Barry narrowed his eyes. They had sent Simon to plead their cases, but Barry had no influence in such a matter as this other than giving personal opinions and unsolicited advice. The Master had asked him nothing about Oriel and Lucia as far as their impending expulsion. He had it on good authority that they would be expelled and that was second hand news. He had tried to broach the subject with d’Brouchart and had been met with a cold stare. “I have done all I can to intervene on behalf of the girls, Brother. I am afraid that it is out of my hands.”
“That is not the subject,” Simon told him and clasped his hands in his lap. “Do you know if my father is planning some sort of sacrifice? An offering for atonement of sins on behalf of the Order at large?”
“A sacrifice?” Barry’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “No.”
Simon was somewhat relieved to hear this.
“Do you know of anything at all that would indicate that something was amiss with the Master since he woke up? Do you know if he was planning to do away with Sir Ramsay?”
“What? No! Surely not. Why do you ask? Wait… no! I only know what John Paul has told me,” Sir Barry stammered as he sat up straight in the chair and frowned. His eyes darted around the room as if he were chasing some lost memory or errant thought or battling with his own conscience. Betray a Brother’s confidence? This was the Master’s son he was speaking to. Was Simon fishing for information, possibly investigating on behalf of his father? But he had already said too much. If it was a trap, he had fallen into it without a whimper. “His prophecies of late have referred to some sacrifices to be made, but I am of the opinion that he is speaking metaphorically and if he is talking to someone in particular, he is speaking to his father. Sir Ramsay has a number of things on his conscience that might need accounting for… someday, but we must all make sacrifices. Always. Atone for our sins. Try to remain in favor with God. Confess to one another,” Barry paused and chewed his bottom lip nervously.
He did not like Simon coming to his sanctuary and burdening him with such thoughts. He had enough to worry about trying to maintain his own soul in good working order. “I will tell you this and remember, this is only my assessment of what I see and what I hear. The prophet is troubled, Brother. Mentally, I mean. He feels that the Master may be plotting Sir Ramsay’s murder. It would appear that you have been talking with him, eh? I would hope that you would keep this in confidence, Brother. I realize that Edgard d’Brouchart is your father. I would not want to cause trouble between him and the prophet. There is already enough, but I hardly think that the Master would want to murder our Alchemist. Why not simply imprison him? He has the means, you know. There are always the outposts,” Barry leaned forward and looked directly into the Healer’s eyes. “We have some very good facilities and no escapes on our record. The Master has done similar things in the past. Do not be overly concerned about Brother John’s suspicions. He has suffered a terrible malady and it has left him blind. He cannot carry out his duties as a Knight of the Council and is being forced into retirement. It is not something anyone of us would take too well.”
“Of course,” Simon nodded. So John Paul was of the same opinion as his father and yet, as far as he knew, they had not see each other, but there were other means of communicating… more subtle. Barry was ready to write it off to John’s mental state. He decided not to tell Barry anything further. Sometimes ignorance was not only bliss, it was best. Simon well remembered the Ritter’s inexplicable behavior when Ramsay did not join them in the desert after the destruction of the Djinni’s palace. The man had been in a very great hurry to vacate the area almost as if he wanted to leave the Scot for dead or at least incapacitated to the extent that he would not be able to come home. Buried under tons of rubble… alive? Simon set his jaw and blinked rapidly as the full implications of what might have occurred and the idea that he had stood by like an idiot, allowing it to happen. Echoes of James Argonne’s plot to leave himself and Ramsay buried under the chapel of Glessyn forever sprang to mind and he felt his heart rate increase. Sweat popped out on his upper lip and the blood drained from his face. The Ritter had cited his concern for the children at the time, but Lucio had voiced his doubts as to the true motives of the Ritter on several occasions during their trip back from Arabia. Mark Andrew had said that the Ritter was coming for him. He remembered those words quite well.
Barry stood abruptly. “Can I offer you a drink? Some water? Wine? You look like you could use a drink, little Brother. Surely thinking of these things is not beneficial to our cause.”
“No, please, don’t bother,” Simon declined and managed a small smile for his old friend. Barry was afraid to talk to him. He was Simon of Grenoble, the Grand Master’s son. “Do you think that the Master has changed since waking? What is your opinion? Do not think me capable of betraying your confidence, Barry. I am your confessor and your Brother. My duty to the Order goes beyond the thin line of blood that connects me to the father who denied me for almost eight centuries.”
“I have spent very little time with him,” Barry spoke over his shoulder as he disappeared into his bedroom and came back with a bottle of water. He resumed his seat, but he was much less comfortable than before. “I really couldn’t tell you. I suppose he is well enough.”
“What about the Ritter?” Simon asked him.
“He is the Ritter,” Barry laughed nervously and shrugged and rubbed his left hand against his cheek, betraying his discomfiture. “He is what he is... Brother? Is there something else you want to ask or say to me? Has something happened?” Barry wondered if someone might not have told him what had occurred at Lucio’s apartment. If perhaps Armand de Bleu might have confessed their near treason in a fit of contrition.
“No,” Simon answered and stood up. He would get no where like this. If they had doubts about the Master and were planning a coup or some other action, he was the last one they would discuss it with. “I was just concerned about what the girls were saying about the sacrifice. As far as my father’s intentions where Sir Ramsay is concerned, I do not know. Tomorrow, we are supposed to start a search for him. I suppose that will ultimately tell the tale. The girls must be confused. Perhaps I should speak more with them on the matter.”
“Perhaps you should,” Barry agreed and went to open the door for him.
Simon stepped onto the walkway in front of the Knight’s quarters and his cell phone chirped in his pocket. He walked away from Barry’s door before answering it softly. Lucio’s most recent ‘pen name’ appeared on the tiny screen: Serafino Saviero. Ardent Angel of the New House. Hmmm, Simon mused and frowned. A name chosen for him by his beloved Jasmine and known only to Jasmine, himself, Lucio’s apprentice and possibly Ruth Carlotti.
“Oui?”
“Brother?” It was Ramsay, not Lucio. He could hear loud voices in the background.
“Oui.” Simon hurried away to his quarters and let himself inside.
“How soon can you come to Naples?”
“Now, I suppose. What is wrong? Is Lucio all right? What is all that noise?”
“His trouble has followed him home,” Mark Andrew told him. “Please come right away.”
Simon grabbed his coat and his keys and headed for his car. Whatever was going on was not good. He remembered Lucio commenting several times how much havoc Mark Andrew had wreaked in his private life since becoming Grand Master. If the woman’s voice he had heard was Ruth, then she had finally come face to face with Serafino’s Boss for the first time. Not good. Not good at all.
Perhaps Mark Andrew could tell him more about this thing with the sacrifices. They had to be wrong. His father could not be planning to kill him. He was the Moshiach. They had all told him so. The knowledge tucked into the nooks and crannies of his head told him so. Who but Simon of Grenoble would have been able to carry the mystery he carried without it destroying them completely? Everything he had been through. Everything that he was, had brought him to this moment in time. All the suffering he had endured and witnessed had prepared him for the day when the Temple would be rebuilt and he would make the first new sacrifices for God’s people in the New Temple in Jerusalem. How many times had his father told him that he had great things ahead of him? If that was true, then how could his father be planning to make him the sacrificial lamb, risking everything on the odd chance that God would provide a lamb as he had provided for Abraham?
The Ritter leaned back in his chair and extended his long legs out in front of him, clasping his hands on his stomach.
The Grand Master’s eyes were bloodshot and weak from crying. Von Hetz could feel sympathy for him, but he would not relent. The will of God would be done. If this was a test such as that faced by Abraham, then they would have to be strong. The Master would have to be strong and he would have to be there for him to rely on. As strong in their faith as Abraham had been. If God was pleased with them, he would provide a lamb to replace Simon and if God wanted Simon’s blood for atonement, then, that too, was the will of God. There were many, many instances in the Scriptures where men fell from favor with God and lost everything they had before returning to favor. Their wives, their children, their homes, their wealth, their freedom. Job lost everything he had and yet, he was one of God’s most blessed sons and never out of favor to start with. The Ritter’s mind wandered into uncomfortable territory. The God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Job was not exactly the kindest, most loving god. In fact, the only question in Konrad’s mind was whether they should be following instructions from Yahweh at all. He pushed these thoughts away quickly by reminding himself that if the Creator of the Universe wished to use Yahweh as the instrument of their spiritual evolution then it was not his place to question. But… he frowned and pushed away the the gnawing little sliver of doubt. He could not afford to let the Master see him sweat.
“But how can I do this?” d’Brouchart asked him again, breaking the uneasy silence. “I am not as strong as I look.”
“That is nonsense, your Grace. You must have faith. ‘Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar? Seest thou how faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith made perfect? And the scripture was fulfilled which saith, Abraham believed God, and it was imputed unto him for righteousness: and he was called the Friend of God. Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only’,” von Hetz quoted a few relevant scriptures and leaned forward, lowering his head and looking at the Master from under his brows. “You do yourself a grave disservice. Remember the words of the lord which he spoke to Solomon, son of David, ‘if thou wilt walk before me, as David thy father walked, in integrity of heart, and in uprightness, to do according to all that I have commanded thee, and wilt keep my statutes and my judgments: Then I will establish the throne of thy kingdom upon Israel for ever, as I promised to David thy father, saying, There shall not fail thee a man upon the throne of Israel. But if ye shall at all turn from following me, ye or your children, and will not keep my commandments and my statutes which I have set before you, but go and serve other gods, and worship them: Then will I cut off Israel out of the land which I have given them.’ We have turned from God and we have been cut off. That is why Ramsay now has the power which flows through his head. He has the mystery of the Temple. He has the mystery of the Orient. He has the mystery of the Apocalypse! The Key of Death. The Philosopher’s Stone. He knows of the Grail, the Ark and the Dragon’s Blood. He knows the secret of the Golden Key and its function. He knows the mysteries of the Mystic Healer. He knows too much! He has the power to destroy the Order and hand it over to his children. He has a Djinni in his pocket and the Serpent in his service. He knows how to traverse the very pits of Hell and return to tell about it. He practices necromancy and black magick. Consorts with familiar spirits and even paraded as their king. Calls upon God’s own angels to do his bidding. Sacrilege! Blasphemy! Four hundred years ago, your Grace, he would have been burned at the stake for even one of these crimes. We are guilty for having allowed him to come to thus. We have been remiss in our duties! I should have killed him in America. It was within my power to stop this before it started. I erred. I am at fault and I must make amends. You must make amends for the follies of your children, your Brothers. You must do as God commands. If you fail, all is lost. How can we have come this far only to fail? To be cut off? If he is allowed to continue, he will take your chair, he will totally corrupt the Order and he will, in essence, rule the world. Who is to stop him, other than you? And have you not noticed, my friend, that even his voice has changed. He can sing and he can woo us with his words. I witnessed this new power at the Djinn’s palace. A few more moments and he would have converted some very ill-tempered Muslims to the Christian faith.”
“Your words are hard, Brother,” the Master muttered and hung his head. “Would that I had died long ago than to have come to this.” He raised his head again. “But I see the truth in what you say. We are all at fault. We must pay for our sins dearly this time. Then we are in agreement with the names of the three?”
“We are, your Grace.” Von Hetz relaxed and leaned back again. “If tomorrow proves out to a sorry end, Simon of Grenoble would be one. John Paul Sinclair-Ramsay would be two and his father, Mark Andrew would be three. I am quite sure of it.”
“But if Simon is spared?” d’Brouchart asked and frowned again.
“Meredith Sinclair. The unholy trio. The beginning of the end for us. Sister Meredith, her son and Mark Andrew Ramsay. For nearly sixty years we have suffered one calamity after another. I have studied long and hard over this thing. We have always followed the Rule of the Order. When Sir Ramsay blatantly broke with the Rule and we allowed him, at my behest no less!...to live. Furthermore, I had his son in my hands and I contemplated killing him, but I was weak. If I had been listening to God rather than my own counsel, I would have ended the tragedy before it got out of hand. I feel that I am more to blame than any one of my Brothers in this. I had the means to correct the situation in my hands and I not only let it slip away, I propagated it!” The Ritter slammed his fist against the chair arm. He deeply regretted having gone soft on Ramsay when they had brought him home from America. The Council had already been in favor by a narrow majority to execute him for his crimes, but he had persuaded them to deliver only the Twelve of Twelve to him instead. “Ramsay’s crime was compounded and multiplied and it grew like a cancerous growth on the very heart of the Order. Now we come and go and do as we please just like the multitudes and we have lost our purpose. Our commitment to God! One of the purposes of the severity of the Rules of the Order, the Primitive Rule is to commit ourselves to self-sacrifice! We have lost our resolve. We no longer practice self-sacrifice! So now we must pay. We must sacrifice our most beloved Brother of the Order. The one we love and revere above all others. I would not presume to second guess the Creator, your Grace, but I am praying and hoping that it is only a test of our faith... to test your faith and not to be carried through to its end. God’s will be done!”
“You have devised the means to get him there?” d’Brouchart asked and steeled himself. He would now commence to live one second at a time until this thing was done and departed from him. He had lived through many, many things. Some almost as painful as this. Surely, God would give him the strength to carry out what God, himself, wanted him to do.
“We will go together to the mountain, your Grace. Montague will accompany us and we will learn of his loyalty to you. I do not think it wise to involve Sir Barry or de Lyons or de Bleu, but we must have at least one more ally privy to the truth,” von Hetz explained. “I would suggest that we wear our uniforms to please God. To show him that we are still His soldiers. We will tell Simon that he should wear his uniform because you plan to make some ceremonies on the mountain in order to locate Brother Ramsay if we do not find him there.”
“Ahhh. Very clever,” d’Brouchart’s face said one thing and his heart another. He would spend the night in prayer and fasting and he would eat nothing for the next three days, perhaps longer. “But let me remind you of something, my very dear and beloved friend,” the Master’s face changed slightly to match the severity of his words. “You advocate the death of Ramsay’s son. You support the murder of my own son and you incite insurrection and mutiny by plotting the death of a duly appointed Grand Master of this venerable Order by speaking against Brother Ramsay. Let us hope you are right, my Brother and let us not forget that you, too, have a son.”
(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
Simon was surprised to see the purple wizard sitting on Lucio’s coffee table when he arrived at the Italian’s apartment. Lucio was pacing the floor with a wine bottle in one hand and his sword in the other. Mark Andrew was sitting in a large, over-stuffed chair with his head laid back. His eyes were closed. He looked up at Simon wearily, briefly and then closed his eyes again. He would let Lucio explain it to the Healer.
“Brother!” Lucio greeted Simon and kissed him lightly on the lips. “You will not believe what this creature has done to me.”
“I have done nothing to you, friend of Adar,” the wizard objected and sat straight up on the table, spreading his long fingers in front of him. He sat lotus-style on the table as if meditating. “Ruth is in love with me. I am very sorry that you were unable to keep her for yourself. If you wish and my master agrees, I could give you some… pointers, is it?”
“Watch your tongue, devil,” Lucio warned and drew back the sword before Simon could protest. The Healer actually shrieked when the Italian sliced through the Djinni. The blade passed cleanly through the body of the Djinn without causing him the slightest problem or discomfort. “I would have killed him on sight and he sits there mocking me with his magick!”
“They have been arguing for hours,” Mark explained to Simon and opened his eyes again. “It keeps me awake and entertained.”
“This is ludicrous,” Simon spoke to Lucio. “Put away your sword, Brother. You cannot kill him that way.”
“Why did you call me all the way down here? To witness this?” Simon turned his attention to Mark.
“He is still the Grand Master,” Lucio spun on the Healer. “He has not been relieved of that duty and if he calls you here to witness me washing my hair, you will not question him!”
“Brother Lucio, your temper runs hot and cold, indeed,” Simon acquiesced and held up his hands in protest. He walked around the table without taking his eyes off the Djinni who sat perfectly still on the table. There were tiny sparks swirling about his head now. “My father is awake and back at work today. We need to sort this out. We cannot serve two Masters.”
“Back at work! I would not call it work, Brother,” Lucio grumbled and advanced on the shorter Knight. “To plot the death of his own son? He has lost his mind.”
“Sir!” Mark Andrew’s eyes flew open and he stood up. “Hold your peace. It is not Simon’s fault. Remember, he is the victim here. D’Brouchart is his father.”
“Santa Maria!” Lucio said and raised both arms in the air and went back to his pacing, mumbling to himself in Italian. He stopped suddenly and shook the sword at Simon. “Remember, friend, we were your Brothers long before his Eminence deigned to become your father.”
“Please, Brother.” Mark Andrew gestured to the sofa. “Sit down.”
Simon collapsed on the sofa in front of Lemarik. It was too much! The Djinni seemed to be staring at him from his large dark eyes, but he was hardly in the same dimension with them.
Mark Andrew resumed his seat. A knock sounded on the door and Lucio went to admit Armand de Bleu. The French Knight came in, took one look at the Djinn, crossed himself and began to pray under his breath. He said nothing aloud, but went directly to Lucio’s kitchen and came back with a bottle of beer. Simon just stared at him.
“The Grand Master sent assassins to Scotland, Simon,” Mark Andrew told him abruptly. “He sent two Templar assassins. Two of our finest! I chose them and trained them myself for him… the Grand Master... in my spare time between being murdered and beat and excommunicated and crucified and poisoned. And he sent them to my home. To kill my children. To kill my wife. To kill my Brother. He sent the Ritter to kill me in Arabia. It was God’s will that I did not join you in the desert. I only wish that God had an easier plan for me. He could have delayed me without breaking my leg. But who am I to question God? I am not Job and I do not serve Yahweh.”
“Brother!” Simon tore his eyes away from the Djinni. “Do not blaspheme. If God chooses Yahweh as the tool of our miseries, then so be it.”
Mark Andrew held up one hand and turned his attention to Armand.
“It is true, Brother Simon,” the French Knight nodded. “He did send them to Scotland. When we received word that you would be coming home, he recalled them. He sent word to Champlain that they had been sent there to ‘help’ them in case of trouble. Champlain had already taken Sister Meredith and the babies into the underworld to hide from them.” Armand got up to answer another knock at the door.
William Montague came into the room and drew up short at the sight of the Djinni on the table. He crossed himself and whispered something.
“What is this, Brother?” he asked and looked at Lucio in surprise.
“This is my special guest!” Lucio waved one hand in exasperation. “He likes to live in me.”
“Brothers,” Montague nodded to them and sat down at the far end of the sofa, frowning at Lucio’s remark, but not daring to press the matter.
“We were just telling Brother Simon about the assassins,” Armand filled in the Knight of the Holy City. “He does not believe it.”
“It is true, sad to say,” Montague added his verification. “He sent them to Scotland. I thought he had sent them to bring the children home at first. There was a letter from the Ritter telling him about the babies and telling him that if we had not heard from him by Friday, that he should do something about them. It is obvious that they intended to kill the children. Or, at least, that is the feeling I get from it now.”
Simon closed his eyes, waiting for the old nausea to assail him. It did not come.
“And they have been discussing John Paul’s last prophecy,” Monty continued. “Lucia Simone understood the prophecy. She refused to tell the Grand Master what it meant. She wanted to speak to John Paul or her father before she said anything more. That is when they decided to expel the girls from school. They want to get shed of them or at least they want them out of the Academy. And I would also have to believe now that the Ritter was sent to Arabia to eliminate Bro… Master Ramsay. They believe that he has become dangerous to them.” The Englishman turned his light blue eyes on the Scott and traced the line of his mustache thoughtfully as he gaged the temper of his accepted Master. It was all quite perplexing to the former flying ace turned accountant. He thought himself a gentleman of some learning, quiet and efficient, devoted to the Order he served and completely in accordance with the Templar rules, but the volatile Scotsman disturbed him greatly. On the one hand, Ramsay had every reason to turn on the Grand Master, yet Montague would never have believed this turn of events. Further, he would never have thought to be defending and following Ramsay into what surely might be his grave.
“You mean to the Order,” Simon said and opened his eyes and looked at the Knight. The horror of the situation was sinking in slowly, but surely.
Monty tore his attention from Mark and looked up at the healer, pursing his lips thoughtfully before answering.
“No, Simon. To them, Brother,” Montague reiterated. “They are worried about their stations. Master Ramsay threatens them personally.”
“But he is the Grand Master. Has always been the Grand Master. Brother Ramsay was only a stopgap measure. Brother!” Simon turned on Mark again. “Brother, surely you do not intend to lay claim to the title. This isn’t like you at all. Tell me you plan to relinquish the chair at first opportunity. Surely we can set this all aright in Council?” He looked around, but only Montague met his gaze. Lucio had stopped pacing, but held his sword pointed at the floor while he looked up at the light fixture. Armand stared at his own fingernails and Mark did not open his eyes. Simon did not want to hear any of this. What about his children? They would be motherless and fatherless.
Another knock sounded on the door and Lucio put his sword on the mantel before going to answer it. He seemed to be calming down a bit in spite of it all.
In the hall, he was somewhat surprised to see Guy de Lyons kicking viciously at one of the cats that had sank its claws in his boot.
“Do come in,” Lucio invited and turned, holding out his hand.
Guy nodded curtly, disengaged the cat and stepped inside while Lucio bent to pour some water from a crockery pitcher he kept for this purpose in the cats’ bowl. The Knight of the Sword reacted much the same as his Brothers at the sight of the Djinni sitting on the table with tiny blue sparks circling his head. He crossed himself and drew a deep breath.
“Is that who I think it is?” he asked and sat down on the arm of the sofa. He leaned forward and waved his hand in front of the Djinni’s face. Lemarik did not move or blink. The Knight of the Sword actually smiled at the strange sight.
“What is he doing, your Grace?” de Lyons raised both eyebrows at Mark Andrew with the question. His use of the honorary title displayed his allegiance to the Scot.
Simon’s mouth fell open. He knew Guy very well and had never thought to see him turn on the Master. So it was a mutiny. Half the Council was here in this small apartment and the only one with doubts was himself. Three more were in Scotland and beyond any doubt of their alliance with the Scot. Barry had seemed non-committal, but would probably lean toward supporting Ramsay when the truth came out. That left only the Ritter in support of d’Brouchart. He would have to go and try to reason with his father. A truce. An agreement. A compromise. They seemed so calm about all of it. Simon could not believe it. He stood up abruptly and then sat down as the room began to spin.
“Brother Simon,” de Lyons turned to speak to him. “It is good that you have come here to join with us.”
“Join with you?” Simon looked about. “It is mutiny then?”
“I prefer to think of it as a difference of opinion, Brother,” Mark spoke up for the first time in a while and a bit.
“That would leave only the Ritter to support my father,” Simon muttered and frowned. “This is mutiny, Brothers, whether you will it or no.”
“No, it is not. At least, not technically,” Montague explained quietly. “The Grand Master was duly replaced. The Council voted. The vote was legal. I’ve researched it thoroughly with Brother Armand’s help, of course.”
“But the Master was... indisposed.” Simon shook his head minutely.
“The Rules state that whenever the Acting Master is incapacitated or debilitated in such a way that he cannot function as Master, the Council will meet and elect a new Master. That is what we did,” Montague continued. “Sir Ramsay has not stepped down, nor has the Council met to decide what is to be done. There is no provision in the Rule for such a situation as this. It has never happened before.”
“It is as Brother Monty says, Simon. There is no precedent,” Armand told them and yawned. “Brother Ramsay is still Grand Master. I, for one, will follow Sir Ramsay because I am damned tired of this situation. Your father treats me like a personal servant and has little respect for the rest of us. We are all Knights of the Council and yet he hides things from us. He shows favoritism and does not trust his own Brothers. Do not look so glum, Brother. He doesn’t trust you either.”
“Amen to that!” de Lyons nodded. “And I can speak for Sir Barry though he is not here. He said that he would be along as soon as possible.”
Simon’s hopes vanished with the mention of Barry’s loyalties.
“Furthermore,” Montague added. “I have received instructions to meet with Sir d’Brouchart and, Sir von Hetz in the morning in full dress uniform to travel to Vesuvius to begin a search for Sir Ramsay. This is the ploy he will use to bring Simon to the appointed place of the sacrifice.”
Simon leaned back in the sofa and stared at the ceiling. They were serious.
(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
“Montague has agreed to accompany us?” d’Brouchart asked. It was getting very late. He was tired and he didn’t want to think any more.
“Yes, of course, your Grace,” von Hetz nodded. “It will work well for us. The others have a great deal of respect for him and if Montague is with us, then they will be more likely to come into line again. Barry and de Bleu and de Lyons are still under his spell and you know Dambretti. Champlain... he is what is called a wild card. It would depend on how things went with Ramsay and Sister Meredith. That one will have to be played by ear. You must take control of the Council again and we must do away with all this dancing and hair pulling. Dambretti will either bend or break. He can be replaced.”
“We can all be replaced, Brother,” the Master sighed. “Have you heard from Champlain at all?”
“Yes. As a matter of fact I believe we all received a message from our Brother in Scotland. He was testing the water, which shows he is cautious. He inquired after my health and yours. He spoke of when he might be returning home. Inquired after Ramsay and Simon and asked if there was anything you needed of him.”
“I see.” The Grand Master stood up. “I would like to retire to my quarters and try to get some rest. This weighs heavily on my head, Konrad. One word from Ramsay… one word. If he would come in and give himself up. I know that he is not dead. I can feel it in my bones. No matter what happens tomorrow, Konrad, we will have to mount a search for him. If he is trapped in Arabia, we will have to bring him home. If we can get through tomorrow, then perhaps things will become more clearly defined for us.”
Von Hetz nodded and stood as well. He considered the possibility of rousing his son from bed and speaking with him about what was to come. Giving him a bit of advice about how to carry himself more like a Templar and less like a spoiled college kid and also to warn him of the dangers of women and the need to avoid the company of Lucia Simone. If all went well, his son would soon be the Order’s new Knight of Death. He was a bit young, but he would grow into it with the right tutelage and physically, he was already lithe, strong and handsome. Certainly, he, himself, would not have minded becoming immortal at a younger age as far as physical agility, hence, his son should not object.
The Knight of the Golden Eagle, on the other hand, was too volatile. If Konrad meant to dally with the affections of young girls, Lucia Simone was not the proper target for his affections. It seemed that Dambretti could not separate himself from his female problems and the Ramsay dynasty. Worse still, Dambretti would defend Ramsay to the death. It was a love/hate relationship that von Hetz could not understand. If the Golden Eagle’s daughter didn’t kill his son herself, her father surely would. And he had to think of some way to get the twins out of Scotland and get rid of them before they got any older. He should have done what needed to done to start with when they were barely out of their mother’s womb. Such a deed, though heinous, would have been much easier at an earlier stage. Now the children were restored to health and perfect examples of human offspring. He could not understand why he had let his feelings stand in his way when the time had come to destroy them. What had possessed him.... possessed! Of course! That was it. He had allowed one of his Brother’s or possibly his Sister’s magick to influence him. Perhaps even the Djinni had been involved in the thing. Ramsay had certainly had enough time to cast his diabolical spells on the children even when they had still been in the womb. He would have wanted to protect his progeny. That had to be it.
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