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Preface

 


 


Sir James Argonne, Chevalier du Trône,
poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple, Ordo Templi Rosae Crucis
d’Or, slapped the surface of the long wooden table with one
gloved hand and threw his leg over the bench, sending up a cloud of
dust from his mantle. He sat down across from his friend and
Brother of the Order, Hugh de Champagne. Hugh frowned deeply at him
before finishing off his final crust of brown bread, carefully
sopping up the last bit of cold gravy from his wooden bowl. A sad
excuse for supper. He would not allow Argonne’s noisy intrusion to
disturb what remained of his meager meal if he could help it.

Argonne nodded to him, smiled and then
crossed himself reverently as Hugh began his closing prayers of
thanksgiving for his supper. As soon as the last ‘amen’ was said,
he raised his hand and one of the servants cleared the table and
set wooden cups full of red wine in front of them.

James took a long, loud swallow and wiped his
mouth on the back of his hand before clunking the cup on the
table.

“I smell blood in the air, Brother,” Argonne
announced immediately and his smile broadened.

“What are you talking about, Brother?” Hugh
asked him and then pounded one fist against his chest, bringing up
a rather sizable belch. He looked around the deserted dining hall
and lowered his voice. “I should think you would be quaking in your
shoes by now what with the Normans moving in with us. A bit
crowded, what say? The Master didn’t assign you to quarter with the
Scot, did he? Sacre bleu! Makes my neck tingle and my arse
pucker,” Champagne laughed aloud and made a slashing motion across
his throat. “I don’t know what would be worse, serving the little
general or sleeping with the Chevalier du Morte.”

“What? Me? Quaking, Brother?” James shrugged
and laughed as well. “I hardly think this Napoleon fellow will make
more than a little ripple in the ocean of French history. He is
nothing! A commoner with grand delusions. Someone will put a knife
in his back soon enough and we’ll be home where we belong. As for
sleeping with the Scot... bah! I will sleep with the dogs
first.”

“We have no dogs here, my friend. And I’m not
so sure about this Napoleon,” Hugh muttered and sipped his wine
thoughtfully. “The Master seems to be of another opinion as well.
He thinks the man is dangerous. The old man is bringing the rest of
the fleet to Italy within the month. Didn’t you know?”

“Ahhhh, but what are boats for if not for
sailing hither and thither and thither and hither? It won’t be the
first time we’ve had to run on short notice.” Argonne waved one
hand in dismissal and then called for another cup of wine. He
waited until the servant was out of earshot before continuing in a
much lower voice. His normally dull blue eyes blazed with mischief.
“What the Master needs to worry about is closer to home.”

“Please, Brother. You must watch your
tongue,” Champagne hissed and glanced around nervously. “The walls
have ears and the floors have eyes. Your words will bring down the
wrath of God on our heads.”

“There is no one here, least of all God,”
James smiled and waved his hands around again. Only two servants
remained in the hall, scrubbing down the long wooden trestle tables
where the Brothers of the Order shared their meals. Just two
nameless peasants likely with criminal histories taken in by the
Order and glad to have food and a roof over their heads. Neither of
them looked up when James shouted “Vive la France! Vive
la révolution!”

“There... there you see?!” he smirked and
then scowled before adding “No one cares.”

Hugh had arrived late for supper and the
leftovers had been not only frugal and cold, but greasy. His
stomach growled and he cursed under his breath. He would have to
perform penance for missing prayers even though the delay had been
unavoidable. A lame horse. What could he do? God would know and
understand, but the chaplain would not. He was lucky that he’d had
any supper at all.

“These foreigners, Brother,” James continued.
“We must be careful. I tell you Dambretti and Ramsay are plotting
something. I can smell it. And Brother Barry? What of him? He left
for London eight weeks ago and has not returned. What is he doing
in London? Joining up with the King’s men no doubt. He will fight
against France if it comes to it. And do you think that a Scotsman
would not be far behind an Englishman? And tell me... why does the
Master take private counsel with the Ritter more often than not?
What business does a Bavarian have that could be of use to a
Frenchman? Furthermore, you and I both know that von Hetz’
allegiance lies elsewhere. He is Teutonic through and through. He
loves to lord it over the rest of us with his dire outpourings and
dark prophesies. I detest the man! The blood of Attila runs in his
veins and you know what the Hun did to Rome.”

“The Ritter von Hetz is no Hun, Brother. The
Austrians have always been enlightened brothers and you have to
remember that the Scots have been some of our best allies,” Hugh
reminded him. “Have you forgotten Friday 13th? Did you not hear
that the peasants were shouting Jacques de Molay’s name when they
sacked Paris? If I am not mistaken, Master de Molay was a Templar
of some noble standing. The revolution was a good thing for us, but
I am afraid of Monsieur Napoleon. He has ambitions equal to that of
any blue-blooded monarch. He thinks himself another Alexander or
perhaps even Julius Caesar. More like Genghis Khan, if you ask my
opinion.”

“Noble Templar?” James spat the words onto
which he fixated, ignoring what he did not want to hear about
Napoleon. “Are those words not mutually exclusive? That is what
sets us apart, Brother. We are not Noble Templars! We are all
equal. But...” he leaned across the table and grabbed Hugh’s arm,
blinking rapidly “I tell you, Brother, some of us are more equal
than others, no? That Scot would have us moving lock, stock and
barrel back to Scotland. He would fill the Council with Scotsmen
and haggis-eating whores and he would drag that foul-mouthed
Italian with him, bag and baggage. Next thing you know, we’d find
ourselves searching the moors for our heads while the Council
convenes in a glade full of naked Druids dancing around a
bonfire.”

“That is absurd! You are forgetting the Rule
of Order. Article 48 commands us to zealously guard against
slander, spite and rumor,” Hugh objected and shook off his friend’s
hand. “Sir Ramsay is above reproach. I have known him for a long
time. He is perfectly happy with what time he is allowed in his
homeland, though God knows what he could love about such a dark
land, but then that is the way with Scots. They are a dark and
brooding bunch.” The Knight of the Wisdom of Solomon tried to
lighten the mood and brush off his Brother’s treasonous remarks.
Argonne was obsessed with all things French. He was too proud, too
impulsive and Hugh wondered if he might not be a bit dangerous.

“Are you chastising me, Brother? Shall we
quote the Rule to one another now? What about Article 46 and
Article 47? Surely you are jesting with me, my friend, but mark my
word,” Argonne’s face darkened as he spoke. “Mark Ramsay... will go
too far one day and I will be forced to kill him for the good of
the Order. I will kill him and I will kill that damnable Italian as
well. The Lord said that we must separate the chaff from the wheat.
The Council must be made pure again. It must be so!”

Hugh sat in silence as James finished off his
second cup of wine and then left him alone in the dining hall.
Someday Argonne’s words would bring them both to grief. The Knight
crossed himself and muttered a short prayer asking forgiveness for
his Brother and then made a promise to himself and God to avoid the
man’s company in the future.


Chapter One of Twenty-Five

How long will it be ere ye make an end of
words? Mark, and afterwards we will speak.

 


 


Again, so soon? Had another year passed so
soon?

Sir Philip Cambrique walked slowly down the
long, tiled arcade, carefully avoiding the direct rays of the
midday sun streaming in under the arches. His eyes had never quite
become adjusted to the bright Italian sunlight and he had forgotten
his sunshades again. As he walked, he rolled up the cuffs of his
long-sleeved white shirt. A cool breeze wafted along the sunporch
when he stepped outside, fluffing his hair, relieving a bit of his
suffering. At least he wasn’t wearing chain mail and leather. He
found it difficult to believe that he had once lived in much less
hospitable climes before the advent of air-conditioning or even
electric fans. Midsummer’s Eve. The Feast of St. John the Baptist.
It should have been a festive occasion for the residents of the
restored Roman Villa only a few kilometers from the ruins of
Pompeii. A time of commemoration, a time of mourning and
celebrating the life and message of the great Baptist.

Philip paused at the only spot on the stone
walkway where it was possible to view the summit of Mt. Vesuvius,
looming in the distance beyond the ancient olive groves. It seemed
only a very short time since he had made this same walk, carrying
an almost identical package in his hands: a rather rumpled brown
envelope delivered by private courier to the honorable Chevalier
Edgard d’Brouchart, PhD, GMO, Ordo Templi Rosae Crucis d’Or
from the honorable Mark Andrew Ramsay, Chevalier du Morte, PhD, MD,
MAA, Midlothian, Scotland. In fact, it was the seventh such package
he had delivered to the Grand Master of the Order of the Red Cross
of Gold in as many years. Each one had arrived precisely at noon on
Midsummer’s Eve. The private courier, as always, was one
Christopher Stewart, apprentice in training to the Order’s
Alchemist and Knight of Death. The only thing that had changed as
the years progressed was the appearance of the young man. Each
year, he had grown taller, eventually morphing into a very
solemn-faced young man with a full, dark beard, and long, thick
hair that reached his athletic shoulders. He reminded the Seneschal
of one of those glamorous young fellows engaged in what the
Americans erroneously called ‘football’. Suddenly, an overwhelming
sadness gripped him and he found himself wishing that Christopher
Stewart really was a soccer star or a race-car driver... anything,
but what he was: in training to be an assassin. He crossed himself,
kissed his thumbnail and forced his attention back.

Would it never end? Ramsay’s shunning of the
Council was unofficially condoned by the Master’s silence and the
Brothers’ feigned indifference. These yearly letters from Sir
Ramsay were also duly ignored by the Master. Sir Philip shook his
head sadly. It would probably last until some action was taken to
close the matter once and for all.

He found the Grand Master sitting near the
swimming pool, wearing a pair of khaki shorts and a white tank top
that revealed intricate, but faded, almost invisible, tattoos
covering his broad shoulders and upper arms.

Perched on the edge of a marble-topped table
near the Master’s elbow, Lucio Dambretti, Knight of the Golden
Eagle, appeared deeply absorbed in a colorful magazine. Sir
Dambretti looked up at the Seneschal’s approach, flipping his dark
sunshades down on his nose against the glare. His facial expression
slumped visibly when he recognized the package in Philip’s hand.
The long scar on his otherwise handsome face crinkled into a frown
momentarily before he quickly looked away over the shimmering
surface of the pool. He had forgotten to note the date, otherwise
he would have been elsewhere… celebrating St. John the Baptist’s
Day with the proper grief, solitude and wine... lots of wine. He
was not in the mood for the ceremonial Blessing of the Flowers. The
same ceremony presented every year by Sir Barry’s students. Nor was
he interested in paying homage to Christ’s messenger, the Archangel
Gabriel, with long prayers and litanies, much kneeling, suppressed
yawning and general misery in the chapel. Gabriel, trumpeter of
doom. Basta! What need had he for flowers?

“Your Eminence,” Philip uttered the usual
greeting and bowed his head slightly, holding out the parcel to the
bulky, red-haired man sitting in the chaise lounge.

Before taking the envelope, Edgard
d’Brouchart scowled at Philip for several long moments as if it
were his fault another letter from Ramsay had arrived. After a long
sigh, he took the package and turned it over in his meaty hands,
examining the address on the front. Ramsay’s handwriting. He didn’t
have to read it. He knew what it said. With a derisive snort, he
tossed the package to Sir Dambretti, who caught it deftly just
before it shot past him into the water.

“Again!” d’Brouchart’s voice, full of
disgust, echoed across the water. He turned another scowl on the
Italian. Philip backed away.

Lucio laid aside his magazine, pulled open
the flap of the envelope and took out the flattened roll of paper
within. He could not help but smile at the sight of the ‘scroll’.
His dear Scottish Brother was such a stickler for propriety,
seemingly caught somewhere between the eleventh century and the
1920’s. The Knight had retreated to his big, drafty house in
Scotland directly after his devastating affair with the American
woman. The Italian was surprised that d’Brouchart had tolerated his
absence in Council for seven years. It was unprecedented and as far
as Dambretti knew and entirely unnecessary. No one blamed Ramsay
for what had happened. The horrendous punishment the man had
suffered had surely cleared his name on Earth and in Heaven. Lucio
shuddered visibly at the memory.

The scroll was a bit smashed, but neatly tied
with a red ribbon and sealed with a dollop of green wax imprinted
with two short wavy lines in the center. Aquarius. The alchemical
symbol for Dissolution. Ramsay was the ‘dissolutionist’, the
Alchemist. The man lived and breathed mercury and sulfur,
concoctions and decoctions. Working like a hermit in his dark lab,
day after day... year after year, producing the gold ingots that
kept the Order running in style. Dambretti owed him everything,
including the means to buy the expensive sunshades he pushed back
into the dark, curly hair on his head. Like the Grand Master,
Dambretti didn’t have to read the letter. Each time the letter
came, he was reminded painfully, of the last mission on which he
had been sent and what had transpired during those short, but
fateful days in America. The mission had been a debacle in every
sense of the word, resulting in four unnecessary deaths and a few
more close calls. One or two of them involving himself. In fact,
the Alchemist had saved him twice: once from a knife-wielding
maniac and once from his own cowardice. Ramsay, himself, had been
‘killed’ at least three times during the mission, but who was
counting? Nothing good had come of it and though he had a habit of
seeing the Hand of God in everything, he could not find the la mano
divine in their last mission abroad. Lucio crossed himself
subconsciously.

The losses they had suffered on that occasion
had affected him worse than many such disasters in the past, but he
attributed it to his advancing age. As the rest of the world
progressed, he found himself less and less accepting of death and
its attendant horrors. He did not like to think of his primary
vocation as one of Christ’s ‘warriors’. Every war, every battle was
worse than the last. New weapons guaranteed new and improved ways
to die. What could they possibly do now to stem the tide of
impending destruction that mankind seemed bent upon drowning
in?

But these letters… surely there was something
that they could or should do for their Brother in Scotland.
Invariably, thoughts of Ramsay turned to thoughts of Meredith
Sinclair. He had a bit of unfinished business in Texas himself, but
he had never really pursued the possibility of making the trip back
just yet. Ramsay’s letters kept him from going. They were like
yearly reminders of how fragile life really was and how quickly it
could end. How it would inevitably end for Miss Sinclair if he
could but hold out long enough. She had to be mid-thirties by now
and in a few years, she would be middle-aged and then elderly and
then...

Dambretti practically worshipped the Scot.
Ramsay had been God’s instrument in Jerusalem, saving him from
certain death just as the Holy City had fallen to the Muslims under
Saladin’s control. Ramsay could have left him behind to perish with
the rest of the rabble, but he hadn’t. During the Templar trials of
the fourteenth century, Ramsay had again been God’s instrument,
saving him from the hands of the Inquisitors, paying an exorbitant
bribe just prior to the interrogation. Ramsay who saved him on the
field of battle at Bannockburn and again during the French
Revolution when he had been on his way to the guillotine after he
had run afoul of the Committee of Public Safety. And again Ramsay
had been sent to retrieve him after a bungled mission in Poland
during WWII when he had ended up in a concentration camp in a case
of mistaken identity. And who could forget the ugly affair in
Berlin, let alone Morocco and the Sinai?

But revenge had been sweet in Texas when he
had watched the Chevalier du Morte cleave the knife freak’s ugly
head from his body with a single swing of his broadsword. Lucio
liked to think that there had been just a ‘wee bit’ of vengeance
paid on his account in that blow, though he knew that Ramsay had
killed the man for a dozen better reasons than revenge on his
behalf. Regardless of the reasons, such actions weighed heavily on
Sir Ramsay’s soul and these thoughts of blood and revenge were
blots upon his own, which would have to be confessed.

In spite of his feelings of deep gratitude,
Brotherly love and undying respect for the Chevalier du Morte,
there was a considerable measure of keen spiritual suffering
leftover from a number of adventures and misadventures they had
shared over the years. Things that clung to his mind and his soul
and made a chill run over him even in the heat of the midday sun.
These were unresolved issues. The most recent and by far, the most
painful of them was his cowardice when faced with entering a
water-filled cavern in order to save their trapped companions from
a horrible fate. No one knew of the incident save Ramsay and
possibly the Ritter von Hetz. The fact that Mark Andrew had forced
him to help at the tip of his sword had not made it into the
official reports, thanks to Ramsay’s inflated sense of honor and
propriety. Mark would never intentionally make him look bad, but
then Mark didn’t have to do it. He managed to do it for himself on
a regular basis. To add insult to injury, his guilt on that
particular occasion was twofold and he had failed to ask
forgiveness for either trespass. He also needed to make peace with
his Brother concerning a remark he had made about spending time
with Meredith Sinclair. A remark that might have been innocent
enough except that he had supported it with malicious intent,
implying that much more than time had been spent. The act had been
a spiteful, horrible thing and probably one of the worst
transgressions he had ever committed. Furthermore, he had made his
lie even greater by keeping the one kiss he had stolen from her
foremost in his mind for seven years, wishing that he had indeed
spent time with her, moreover, plotting and planning the day when
he would go back and attempt to make it a truth. His lust was a
choking weed masquerading as a rose and as the years progressed, it
had grown and evolved until he sometimes felt that he truly loved
her, although he knew it was illusion.

An illusion. The blatant truth was that Sir
Ramsay was hopelessly in love with her and that was the only thing
that made him want to take her. To take her from Mark Andrew so
that no one could be closer to the Knight of Death than he, Lucio
Dambretti, friend, Brother, comrade-in-arms. Certainly no woman
should come between them and no woman ever would, if he had
anything to do with it. It had always been so. If Mark Andrew
suffered from some horrid disease of the mind, so did Lucio suffer
a similar disease. And though he loved his Brother, he was jealous
of him and at the same time, he coveted Mark’s attention. He was
torn between doing the right thing and going back to America to
prove his point. Meredith Sinclair was not good enough for Mark
Ramsay. Not worthy of his attention. Not deserving of his love.
Afterwards, he would present the lovesick Chevalier with some
personal memento belonging to her, something that would attest to
her infidelity and that would be the end of it. Lucio knew exactly
what it would be: a certain silver ring that had suddenly gone
missing from Brother Ramsay’s finger for seven years. He also knew
that it was no coincident that the ring had been missing since they
had returned from America. Ramsay wore Meredith’s silver in his
hair and Dambretti would have bet his life ten times over that Miss
Meredith was wearing Mark’s silver on her finger. If he were to
bring that little piece of silver home, it would be all over. Then
they could get on with their lives. But… there was danger there.
Grave danger.

The letters broke his heart and, at the same
time, infuriated him. Ramsay had no right to fall in love and
humiliate himself to such an extent over a woman! Lucio had never
understood the Scot’s propensity for suffering. Sir Ramsay was
everything he wanted to be and to think that his ‘hero’ could fall
so hard and so shamelessly for a pretty face was beyond belief. Why
could he not simply take a lover and be done with it? Surely some
local ‘lassie’ could satisfy his need for companionship. Ramsay had
enough money to support an entire harem in style. He could have had
a mistress tucked away in every town and village in Scotland. The
situation was unbearable, a constant war raged in the back of his
mind like the proverbial itch that he could not reach. Though he
had asked God for forgiveness, he could not ask his Brother to
forgive him because he did not truly feel penitent and he truly
wanted her.

“Read! Golden Eagle, your work,”
d’Brouchart’s voice startled him from his reverie. The Master
leaned back in the chair with a pained look on his face.

Dambretti cringed. He hated it when the Grand
Master referred to him in such a fashion. It usually meant he was
in trouble, which seemed to be most of the time lately. The Master
had been after him to read and translate an entire work recently
discovered in an ancient, fourth century crypt in Jerusalem and he
had been too slow in his translations according to d’Brouchart.
Coptic was not his language of choice. He wished the archaeologists
would stop with their damned digging. They already knew the truth.
It was right in front of their noses and they refused to see it.
Refused to acknowledge the literal fact that Jesus Christ as
portrayed by the damnable Holy Romans was a fraud and a deception
perpetrated on the masses. Why search for proof of things that had
never existed? And before the Coptic scrolls, he had been hounded
incessantly about a tablet unearthed in Iraq near the ancient site
of Babylon, inscribed with Sumerian script and before that had been
another of the frustratingly incomplete Dead Sea Scroll fragments
written by some one named Jehosephat. The latter had turned out to
be nothing more than a tally of food stores kept at one of the
ruined retreats used by Essene monks who had lived thereabouts
around the time of the crucifixion of Jesus. It had taken him
almost six months to translate that one. A complete waste of time.
D’Brouchart was driving him crazy. At least this piece of text
would be easy enough to read.

He broke the wax seal on Ramsay’s letter and
several small pieces fell onto the tiles near the pool, melting on
the hot surface almost immediately. Lucio wiped one hand across his
sweaty forehead and squinted at the carefully formed letters, the
perfectly aligned margins, the conscientiously spaced lines and the
elegantly executed slant of the script.

“Most Excellent Master and Honored Brother of
the Order,” he began to read from the thick parchment paper.
Dambretti failed to understand how one man could be seemingly
perfect in everything he attempted, but this one thing. One little
four letter word: Love. He cleared his throat dramatically,
eliciting an impatient grunt from the Master.

 


“His Excellency’s undivided attention and
unimpeachable consideration is urgently and humbly requested by his
devoted servant and Brother, Sir Mark Andrew Ramsay, Chevalier du
Morte, Assassin, Alchemist, Order of the Red Cross of Gold, Knight
Templar concerning a matter of grave importance. The Honorable
Chevalier du Morte would respectfully request that the Esteemed
Grand Master should convene a full table discussion of the
Primitive Rule of Order in respect to its immutability in light of
its ancient age and the prevailing conditions of the modern world
which would, in this humble Knight’s opinion, seem to indicate some
possible revisions must needs be in order.”

 


Dambretti stopped reading and cleared his
throat again, buying time while checking the letter to make sure
that nothing had changed from the previous year’s letter. The words
were the very same he had been called upon to read every year on
Midsummer’s Eve. He wondered if Mark had a copy of it that he
simply retraced again and again. The Italian looked up at the
Master who glared at him balefully before continuing his
recitation.

 


“In particular, article number seventeen
‘For if any brother does not take the vow of chastity he cannot
come to eternal rest nor see God, by the promise of the apostle who
said: 'Strive to bring peace to all, keep chaste, without which
no-one can see God,’ wherein the definition of the word ‘chaste’
can be defined in more ways than just that currently accepted by
the Order to mean expressly, to the exclusion of all other
possibilities and having regard to the preserving of one’s
virginity, and, in seeing that few, if any, of us may be justly
called by that Divine Title, i.e. a Virgin, that the Council may
have the wherewithal to evoke a change so that the word ‘chaste’
may indeed be defined as decent, modest, nice, pure, virtuous,
etceteras, etceteras, none of which words may necessarily be
withheld from a person or persons engaging in the natural
affections formed by, and resultant of, love between a man and a
woman and blessed by God the Father in the bonds of Holy Matrimony.
Further did Paul not also say ‘It is good for a man not to touch a
woman. Nevertheless, to avoid fornication, let every man have his
own wife, and let every woman have her own husband.’? And this same
apostle did also say ‘if thou marry, thou hast not sinned’. Is it
not required of our Hebraic Brothers who wish to take up the duties
of the priesthood that they should be married? Was this not the law
as handed down by our forebears? Was not our Lord Jesus also
married? If this law was good enough for Israel, why is it that the
Order should question the wisdom of Moses? Of Solomon?

This humble Knight must assume that his
Excellent and Honored Brother, knows by heart that article
twenty-two states that the hair should not be worn ‘too long’, but
none have been able to define what measure constitutes ‘too long’;
hence, how chaste does one have to be to be considered chaste? By
this request, the Chevalier Ramsay does not assert that article
seventy, concerning the company of women as a dangerous thing,
etceteras be stricken nor altered. Nay, not at all, as this article
clearly refers to accepting women into the Order as Sisters, but
this humble Knight would wish to point out that going strictly by
the wording of article seventy, this humble Knight does not see the
need for Sisters in the Order… no. And as regards this, is it not
true that the Holy Mother was as well a beloved apostle and
follower of the Christ whilst he yet walked the hills of Galilee
unlike our esteemed Brother Paul who saw fit to convert only after
chastisement from our Lord after his crucifixion? Brothers, should
we desire to take women into the Order, there should be no fear
lest we should appear so weak. However, Chevalier Ramsay would
contest the accepted meaning of article seventy-one as pertaining
to looking overlong upon the face of a woman, to be modified that a
Brother should not look overlong upon the face of a woman to whom
he is not married. Why does the Order follow the whims and wishes
of an impostor, a false prophet who taught many things contrary to
the tenets of Christianity without ever having had the benefit of
knowing the Christ or receiving the Word from the Master’s lips?
How is that a group of disgruntled old men in papal robes now dead
for almost nine hundred years dictate how modern men in a modern
society must needs conduct themselves?”

 


Lucio’s voice went up an octave
subconsciously. Dambretti paused. These last two sentence were new…
He glanced up at the Master and d’Brouchart’s eyes narrowed
sharply. He had noticed the change as well.

Lucio finished the letter without looking at
it in a tired, sing-song voice.

 


“Honored Master and Venerable Brother, I
implore you to consider my request with some measure of gravity and
the expediency due a request made by the office of a Brother in
Good Standing. Indulge to me your ears but for a moment. I make his
request with a pure heart. ’ Signed ‘Mark Andrew Ramsay, Chevalier
du Morte, etceteras, etceteras… etceteras.’”

 


Lucio’s voice trailed off into a yawn. The
sunshine was making him sleepy. He longed to stretch out on the
tiles like a well-fed cat and sleep in the rays of the life-giving
Sol. If he had his druthers, he would be in Scotland enjoying the
cool, misty mornings and beautiful rolling countryside as he had
done for countless years when there was no war in the wings.

D’Brouchart leaned forward in the chair,
reaching for the letter. Dambretti handed it over and the man held
it close, squinting at the signature and then reading over the new
information inserted in the body. One was clearly a reference to
the 1128 Council of Troyes wherein the papal legate, et. al., set
up the original, Primitive Rule of Order for the Templar Knights.
The other remark was even more surprising. Ramsay was aggravated
enough to express criticism of the Pauline teachings of the Church
of Rome. Brother Ramsay, like most of his Brothers agreed that the
Roman Catholic Church and the author of nearly half the accepted
New Testament had ultimately erased most of what the Christ Jesus
had taught His disciples. True followers of Christ were deemed
heretics by the Church. For all intents and purposes, the Order of
the Temple was, indeed, heretical by Roman definition.

“How long has it been since our Honorable
Brother Ramsay has graced us with his company?” he asked as he
always did.

“Seven years running now, your Grace,” Lucio
sighed and amended his answer slightly from the previous year. “He
has not been back since Twelve of Twelve, your Excellency.”

D’Brouchart nodded. He already knew the
answer and he needed no reminder of that distasteful incident, but
Ramsay had brought the damned thing on himself. If he had not
become careless and allowed himself to become a victim, none of it
would have happened. The tryst with Meredith Sinclair, the loss of
Sir Thomas Beaujold, none of it would have occurred. Dambretti
wondered if it was his imagination or if the furrows in the
Master’s forehead were growing deeper. It was not possible. While
the Master sat silently eschewing the situation, Lucio could almost
hear the sweat running down his own back under his shirt. The only
other sounds in the courtyard were the songs of birds from the
olive groves and oaks further away toward the barracks. He wondered
how long it would take before the Master finally made a response of
some kind to Sir Ramsay’s request. His pleadings could not be
ignored indefinitely. The Knights had the right to request an
assembly of the Council whenever serious matters were perceived to
exist, no matter which of them made the request, nor the nature of
the grievance. Ramsay had the right to be heard in the Council
chamber, yet year after year, his request was simply ignored.

“How long will it be ere ye make an end of
words? Mark, and afterwards we will speak,” the Grand Master
quoted a scripture emphasizing the coincidental inclusion of
Ramsay’s first name, surprising the Knight of the Golden Eagle. The
pun on Sir Ramsay’s first name was almost blasphemous, but the
scripture’s question seemed custom made for the present situation.
D’Brouchart was not given to quoting the Holy Bible, especially in
such an indelicate manner.

Lucio leaned on both hands and arched his
back, stretching out the kinks. The request from Sir Ramsay came
every year, painfully reminding them all of unpleasant memories.
Personally, Lucio thought that some of the blame for what had
occurred should be laid on Edgard d’Brouchart himself. The Grand
Master had been forced to abandon the safety of his hideaway in
Italy and travel to America in order to recover his six Templars,
five of whom were members of the Council of Twelve, including
himself. He had come prepared for the worst, but upon finding the
situation much less volatile than he had feared, he decided to show
off a bit of his power, just to scare Cecile Valentino into giving
up his Knights. As far as d’Brouchart had been concerned, they had
been captured as a result of their own arrogant incompetence. By
the time he had arrived on the scene, all but one of them had
already escaped. None of them had ever seen the Master wield the
ancient baculus, as far as Lucio knew. The Golden Eagle had been
properly amazed and terrified, but the staff itself had left him
curious. How could a red cross pattee that appeared to be made of
finely wrought metal have become embedded in a tree sap fossil
dating from the age of the dinosaurs? The cracked amber ball atop
the staff was an anomaly worthy of study, but the Italian had pried
very little information out of the Master-at-Arms in charge of
antiquities and ancient relics except that he had personally
examined the staff on several occasions, whenever new scientific
methods for dating rocks and crystals had developed at the behest
of the Master. Never once had he been able to explain how the medal
might have become trapped in Jurassic amber, nor could he explain
how the stone had been carved into a perfect sphere, but a tiny
sample taken from the globe near one of the staff’s claws had shown
the stone to be somewhere between 65 and 70 million years old.
According the beliefs held by the Brothers, it was not unreasonable
to believe that skilled metal workers were around at that
particular time in geological history. Though they may not have
been actual men, they had been metal workers and craftsmen of great
renown. One thing that they all knew for sure was that time was
simply a Frankenstein monster that had turned on its creator and
devoured him whole.

The Brothers in attendance that day in the
scrubby countryside of west central Texas had been surprised and
horrified when the Master’s plan had gone totally awry with deadly
results. In fact, the Brothers in attendance had previously had no
idea that the Master possessed the ability to call up mythical
beasts from the bowels of the earth. Even now, Dambretti scarcely
believed his own vivid memories of the occasion. Researching the
baculus and its powers in the Order’s archives had revealed very
little information. A brief description of the staff and a
reference to King Solomon’s use of the baculus to summon the
legendary Worms of Sherma to cut the stones used for building the
first temple in Jerusalem was all he could find. Lucio could only
surmise that the original nine Brothers of the Order had found the
baculus hidden amongst a number of other treasures they had
unearthed beneath the ruined temple around the year 1120. Whatever
and wherever those treasures were was something known only to the
elder members of the Order. Dambretti assumed that Edgard
d’Brouchart knew where the Templar treasures were and he suspected
that von Hetz also knew. He sometimes wondered whether Mark Ramsay
might not know the answer, but Ramsay seemed much younger that
d’Brouchart. Surely Ramsay’s membership in the Order could not have
predated the fall of Jerusalem in 1287 by much. Ramsay could not
have been more than 25 or 26 when he’d first met him. Another ten
years had passed before Ramsay had joined the Order within the
Order, the Red Cross of Gold, and brought him along at first as
squire and then as apprentice.

Sir Ramsay had never been the same after his
encounter with Cecile Valentino and he suspected that the Chevalier
du Morte had lost much more of his memory than at first suspected.
Further, Dambretti thought that he had yet to recover fully. In
addition, he had noticed that Ramsay’s relationship with the Grand
Master had changed drastically after the incident. Ramsay’s respect
for the Master had grown somehow, whereas d’Brouchart’s regard for
Ramsay seemed greatly diminished.

Each year the letter came and d’Brouchart’s
disdain for the Scot seemed to double. Each year, its punctual
arrival reminded them all of the strange turn of events that had
brought them to that portentous day in America, Land of the Free,
Home of the Brave. The Italian smiled. Freedom? What was it anyhow?
He didn’t know. Dambretti wanted to shout and scream at the Master.
Make him do something about Ramsay’s obsession, but he bit his
tongue, almost bringing blood in the effort to remain quiet. He had
no right to counsel the Grand Master. It was not his job. It would
not be appreciated and would most likely give him a great deal of
grief. He shrugged and squinted up at the clear blue sky.

“Where is von Hetz?” d’Brouchart asked
suddenly and looked up at Sir Philip, who stood waiting upon the
Grand Master’s pleasure for dismissal, sweating profusely in the
heat.

“He is in Switzerland, your Grace,” Philip
answered, frowning slightly.

Sir Philip wondered why his Master would be
thinking of the Knight of the Apocalypse at this particular time.
Was it because the Ritter von Hetz had also avoided their company
since the night of the Twelve of Twelve coming only once a year for
the annual meeting of the full Council. How long did it take to
recover from such a thing? Seven years? Seventy-seven years? Seven
hundred years? The last time Sir Philip had been in Mark Ramsay’s
company had been the night he had been obliged to administer twelve
blows to the Knight’s head with his gloved fist. He wrapped his
left hand over his right fist, ashamed suddenly of owning it. His
participation in what he privately considered an atrocity was
something he was not proud of and probably qualified as the most
distasteful duty he had ever been called upon to perform in his
entire life. As far as he was concerned, the crimes that Ramsay had
committed were surely covered by any number of mitigating
circumstances. They were committed when Brother Ramsay had been
much younger. They had been committed in the distant past when laws
and rules of engagement had been different in times of war. When
life had been much less valuable than today. Last, but certainly
not least, Ramsay’s crimes were no worse than those committed by a
number of Brothers who had gone before him. If ever a crime would
have been considered past any reasonable statute of limitations,
Ramsay’s crimes, some committed almost a millennium ago, surely
qualified for some consideration. But the Master had ruled that
there were no statutes of limitations in the Rules of Order and the
General Rules of Conduct which the Templars, especially the
Knights, were expected and sworn to uphold. What made it worse was
the fact that Ramsay asked no quarter and made no plea on his own
behalf. He had accepted the decision and punishment without so much
as one raised eyebrow. The man had been truly penitent, which was a
damned sight more honorable than the vast majority of the Brothers
similarly accused. The Templars had gained a reputation, sometimes
well-deserved, as being nothing more than elevated criminals with
perpetual get out of jail free cards through lenient papal
authority. They answered to none but the Pope and God, Himself,
though some had been found guilty by their own councils and
punished accordingly.

Philip closed his eyes and wondered why the
memory of that awful night chose to haunt him now in the bright
open daylight. The night that Ramsay had received his punishment
had been hot, stuffy, airless, even though the ancient crypt below
St. Simon’s chapel had been cool, almost chilly. The loathsome duty
to ‘mete justice’ had fallen to all of them, thanks to the Ritter
von Hetz who had plead Ramsay’s case with the Master, requesting
the Twelve of Twelve as a lesser punishment. A shudder passed
through him and he could still hear the ominous sound of twelve
voices calling count upon the blows delivered to the Chevalier
du Morte’s head. Those voices had rung in his ears for days
afterwards and he still heard them in his dreams. The majority of
the punishment had been delivered even after the man had long lost
consciousness and perhaps even died… Philip shuddered again. His
turn had come late. Next to last, in fact, when the hood covering
the Knight’s head had been soaked with blood. The Seneschal had
burned his gloves in the Villa’s incinerator, fished out the metal
portions and buried them in the olive grove, trying to rid himself
of the grisly, blood-stained reminders. They had been the seventh
pair of gloves he had treated in such a manner. He hoped they were
the last. At any rate, the Ritter had been right, the punishment
had been less severe than excommunication and permanent banishment
or execution.

That night had been the last time any of them
had seen Ramsay, except for Lucio Dambretti who still spent week
long visits with the Knight in Scotland whenever he could get away.
Sir Ramsay had spent only two and a half days in the Villa after
that night, recuperating from his injuries, attended only by his
apprentice in one of the more secluded rooms in the Knight’s
quarters, which occupied the renovated Villa urbana where
the original Roman farmers had lived. On the third day, when he
should have been in the last stages of the healing coma, he had
gotten up and left, much to everyone’s surprise. He’d spoken to
none, but the Grand Master before leaving, and that only because he
was required to beg leave before retiring to his estate in
Scotland.

Philip would never forget his last fleeting
glimpse of the Knight. He had been reading his newspaper, sipping
coffee beside the pool just as the first rays of the sun touched
the ancient oaks in the courtyard. His favorite time of day and he
loved to sit outside, listening to the multitude of birds rising to
their daily duties while he scanned the little newspaper from the
French village in which he had spent his childhood. A peculiar
little vanity, reading about the lives of total strangers, but it
kept him somehow rooted to the ground. He had just finished
glancing through the obituaries when he had seen the door of
Ramsay’s quarters swing silently inward, exposing the dark interior
of the room. He remembered quite well how the hairs at the nape of
his neck had stood up and all the blood had drained to his feet.
And then, there he had been, rising early in the morning like a
negative portrait of the Christ Jesus coming out of his tomb on the
morning of the third day. Instead of shining white raiment, Ramsay
had been dark, dressed in black from head to toe. His face, though
obscured in the deep shadows under the porch, had exhibited a mass
of bruises and healing gashes visible even in the gloomy light.
Christopher Stewart had followed close behind him, dressed in a
dark gray three-piece suit, carrying two black bags slung over his
shoulders then, after speaking briefly to the Master in the
conference room, they had disappeared like two ghosts in the early
morning mist. That had been, as they say, that. He had not been
back to Italy since then. Scotland had embraced her son, wrapping
him securely in her misty lowlands and kept him safe from the world
for seven long years.

The Master had received regular reports from
Sir Montague in London with reference to Ramsay’s alchemical
activities. Philip, as Seneschal, was privy to the contents of
these reports, looking them over for errors and/or questionable
items before handing them over to the Master for final approval.
William Montague, who also served the Order by carrying out double
duty as the Order’s chief accountant and broker, as well as,
holding the title of Knight of the Holy City at the Council table,
had confided to him that he, like Ramsay, preferred to live away
from the Villa, firmly ensconced in London’s bustling business
district. Sir William reported that Ramsay was making considerable
contributions to the treasury each quarter in the form of gold
bullion. Christopher Stewart also delivered these tidy little
packages personally, making the drive down to London in a variety
of expensive rental cars. The time, date, make and model of his car
were reported on sticky notes attached to the ledgers as if it made
any difference what the apprentice chose to drive or exactly what
time he arrived. Montague was fastidious. He reported every penny
spent by every member, every commander, every entity, endeavor and
outpost down to the amount of money they spent on postage
stamps.

But money was no object for the Order.
William claimed it was due to his vigilance. D’Brouchart was always
pleased to hear that none of his Knights were overly extravagant.
Dambretti, again, was the exception. There were always a number of
questionable expenses on his monthly expense report, but they
suspected that a woman or, more likely, women were responsible for
the bottom line on the Italian’s credit card statements.

Nothing had been going on of major
consequence over the past several years that may have required the
personal involvement of the Knights of the Council. The so-called
Global War on Terror enacted since the horrific attacks on America
in 2001, had resulted in military actions in Afghanistan and Iraq,
but the Americans were doing a fine job without their help.
Ultimately, the Americans would spend a great deal of money, lose
no small number of servicemen and nothing would change the mindset
of the Infidels. Iran was the true threat in the region. The
growing fanaticism there could not to be ignored, but there was
nothing to be done about them just yet. There had been several
subsequent attacks in Russia, France and Indonesia, but none of
them required Ramsay’s particular talents and, apparently, the
Master no more wanted to see Ramsay than the Knight wanted to see
him. They had received nothing from the Knight personally other
than the annual letters begging pardon for missing the meeting
without any real explanation for why he chose not to attend due to
some urgent vagary or other. It seemed that Mark Ramsay had
retained his status as Chevalier du Morte as well as his
head, but the Order had lost him all the same. Christopher Stewart
attended the meetings in silence, speaking only when spoken to as a
good apprentice was expected to do. The apprentice would arrive at
the Villa the day before, attend the meetings and leave with a
mental report in his head, handwritten notes in his hand and a
personal message from Simon d’Ornan in his pocket, all to be given
to his Master upon his return to Scotland. What it boiled down to
essentially, was that they needed him more than he needed them.

Ramsay’s functions within the Order were
vital to its basic operations. His duties in Scotland were
extremely important to the survival of the Red Cross of Gold to the
extent that they would have an extremely hard time finding
financial backing for their endeavors without him. Gone were the
days when young men and their families stood in line, waiting to
hand over huge properties and assets simply for the honor of
serving in the Order. They still held vast tracts of real estate
throughout Europe, Asia Minor and Africa, some of it more
productive than others and their investment portfolio was
impressive, but their expenses were enormous. Supporting a covert
army in the twenty-first century was no small undertaking. Keeping
it covert and useful for the furthering of the Order’s goals and
objectives was indeed an accomplishment worthy of global praise,
but they received no recognition for the work they did keeping the
Western World free of religious oppression. As imperfect as the
world was, it might have been a much darker place without their
continued efforts and unsung heroes. Ramsay’s contributions to the
Order made him only slightly less important than the Grand Master
himself. He had been training his apprentice for ten years and the
young man had only barely scraped the surface of the immense body
of knowledge he would need should the occasion arise in which he
would someday step into Ramsay’s shoes. The apprentice could have
trained another hundred years and fallen short. In fact, Philip
could not imagine anyone stepping into the Chevalier du
Morte’s shoes or boots. The idea was appalling. He firmly
believed that ultimately it had been Mark Andrew’s monetary worth
that saved him from exile or execution upon his return from America
seven years ago. The Grand Master was nothing if not shrewd.
Ramsay’s loss, to say the least, would have had devastating
results; however, he could not simply be allowed to continue
without some form of punishment for the string of appalling crimes
that had confessed at the hearing. Philip had known Ramsay for
years upon years and never would he have suspected him of such
heinous activities. But did one man ever really know another?

If Ramsay had not fallen, they might never
have known about his disease and he might never have come forward.
It had been Ramsay’s own overblown sense of honor and duty that had
led him to offer his head on a platter to the venerable Master once
the thing was revealed. Edgard d’Bouchart could have rid himself of
the one serious threat to his own mastery in all the rank and file
of the Order. But even Edgard needed pocket change and he had been
not a little bit worried that Ramsay’s execution might have caused
an irreparable breach in the cohesion betwixt the members of the
Council of Twelve. Ramsay’s supporters and friends were staunch and
loyal to the man, but for the most part, though all the members
respected him, they also had a deep-seated fear of him and
everything he represented. When missions arose, Ramsay’s name was
usually at the top of the list of possible choices for mission
commander. The Scot was straightforward and practical. His
knowledge of military operations, especially covert operations, was
second only to the innate knowledge possessed by the Chevalier
d’Epee, the Knight of the Sword, but regrettably, the venerable
Chevalier d’Epee had been replaced by his apprentice a mere
seven years ago and the former Knight of the Sword had been
dispatched into the ether with the Golden Sword of the Cherubim
wielded by none other than Mark Ramsay himself. The thing had
apparently been unavoidable, but with Thomas Beaujold out of the
way, Ramsay’s seniority was equaled only by the Ritter von Hetz and
the Seneschal. With one blow, Ramsay had elevated himself to the
most valuable player on any potential team.

Sir Philip had pulled his punches during the
punishment of the Twelve of Twelve, but to receive one hundred and
forty-four blows to the head, even if all the punches had been
pulled, was a penalty peculiar only to members of the Council of
Twelve. To use the brutal method employed on anyone outside that
small circle would have been tantamount to a death sentence. Sir
Philip had witnessed something very disturbing that night.
Something perhaps even more foreboding than the memory of the
event, itself, and that was the viciousness with which some of his
Brothers had administered their share of the punishment. Sir Philip
had naively expected all the blows to have been delivered with
reluctance, but such had not been the case. To this day, he
pondered the identity of the Knights who had displayed such
animosity toward their Brother. Their actions had shown why
anonymity had been employed during the tribulation. Low lights,
deep hoods and silence on the parts of the Brothers in attendance
had almost certainly disguised their identities with the one
exception of Simon d’Ornan, Chevalier du Serpent, who was by
far the shortest member of the Council at a towering 5’5” in height
and the Grand Master who had deliberated the thing and then been
the last to deliver his portion of the penance. With a little
deduction and an examination of his memory, Philip could eliminate
five of the Knights. There were, oddly enough, seven he could not
differentiate. The cruelty of the punishment had been compounded by
the fact that Ramsay, himself, had been temporarily replaced by one
of the lay-brothers in order that twelve blows could be delivered
upon himself in his own name! Only the Master knew the identity of
the odd man out chosen to stand in for the Knight of Death. Philip
suspected that it had been Jacques de Plessier, Simon d’Ornan’s
apprentice. The man had a distinctive limp. Jacques had most likely
pulled his punches, having been a priest just out of the monastery
when Simon employed him, but he couldn’t be sure.

Ramsay’s own apprentice, Christopher, wrote
increasingly infrequent letters to Armand de Bleu, his once close
friend and apprentice to James Argonne, Knight of the Throne. In
spite of Sir Philip’s requests and gentle persuasion, Armand shared
the contents of these letters sparingly, treasuring them as more
precious than the Holy Relics in the Chapel. Philip could easily
understand the apprentice’s feelings for Stewart. The two young men
had shared a riotous and sometimes troublesome friendship during
their short careers as students at Sir Barry’s Academy. Christopher
had been his closest friend and after he had finally graduated from
Sir Barry’s Academy after two or three unscheduled delays, de Bleu
had been devastated by his departure. The hopelessness of their
friendship had been dealt a deathblow when Sir Argonne had drafted
Armand shortly after the death of his apprentice in an automobile
accident in Paris. The stout French Knight had very little interest
in his apprentices other than as a pesky requirement of his job, in
fact, he had very little interest in anything outside his duties as
historian for the Order and his hot and cold running friendship
with Hugh de Champagne, the Knight of the Wisdom of Solomon.
Argonne treated the soft-spoken, highly intelligent young man as
nothing more than a servant most of the time. The letters which
came from Scotland care of Simon d’Ornan were safely stashed in
Armand’s gym locker where he hoped his Master would not discover
them. Argonne had forbidden him to communicate with Ramsay’s
apprentice, claiming that the unruly American was a bad influence
on him, citing numerous petty incidents and demerits recorded in
Armand’s scholastic record which involved Christopher Stewart as
co-conspirator. Argonne had gone so far as to petition Philip for
help in making sure that Armand had no contact with Ramsay’s
apprentice. Sir Philip had taken the matter into his own hands,
upbraiding the dour French Knight severely for trying to restrict
Armand’s friends to practically nothing, reminding him that Armand
was young and needed contact with other young people in order to
develop properly. In the end, he had accomplished nothing other
than placing himself on Argonne’s bad side for a few months. The
Seneschal did not care for James Argonne, but he kept his personal
views to himself. Argonne on the other hand, made no effort to
disguise his animosity for Ramsay and Dambretti and their
respective apprentices. It was quite evident that he practically
despised them and the feelings were likely mutual. Philip tried to
keep an eye on de Bleu as much as possible, looking for signs of
abuse. Physical manifestations such as cuts and bruises or less
visible... mental anguish and depression and he had experience
enough to know that James was, indeed, a sorry Master. Sir Philip
had meant to bring de Bleu’s predicament to the attention of the
Grand Master, but it was one of those tricky matters. If he did, he
would have to bring formal charges against Argonne. The Master
would be forced to conduct an investigation and Armand would be
questioned. The boy would be damned either way. Armand needed
stimulation and diversion for his brain and fortitude enough to
make the most of his life in spite of adversity. The young man
needed spiritual guidance and that was the Healer’s realm, but
Simon was not very well liked by Argonne either. The young man
needed constant diversion in order to keep his feet grounded on the
earth it seemed. Barry, the schoolmaster told him that Armand had
been a daydreamer in school. Philip’s thoughts were once again
jerked rudely back to the present when the Grand Master cleared his
throat loudly and made a move to get up from his chair.

“Summon von Hetz,” d’Brouchart told him
gruffly and pushed himself from the chaise lounge, causing it to
squeak ominously under his weight. The big man stood up, frowning
down at the letter before tossing it over his shoulder. The breeze
plucked at the paper and sent it skidding across the colorful tiles
and into the pool where dark clouds of ink immediately spread out
from the paper. “Summon the Council. Command du Morte’s
attendance... and the Ritter’s. Enough is enough!”

Dambretti climbed off his perch and walked to
the edge of the pool. He watched the ink clouds grow and swirl and
then dissipate in the crystal clear water, wondering if Ramsay’s
dreams of uniting with Meredith Sinclair might not be somehow
symbolized in the fate of his letter. After a few moments, he bent
down and grabbed the soggy papers from the pool. He took them back
to the table and laid them out carefully on the hot marble surface.
The words were still visible on the thick paper that now looked
like many of the ancient documents he translated in his ‘spare
time’. He picked up the Master’s discarded towel and blotted the
pages gently. He would take this letter home to Naples and add it
to his collection. The Italian smiled crookedly, causing the long
scar on his left cheek to crinkle slightly as he wondered what his
former Master would think of the extensive collection of
memorabilia he had amassed over the centuries. Letters, notes,
journals, hair ribbons, feathers, buckles, buttons, broken knives,
broken watches, even a few well-worn wallets and a broken silver
hairbrush. All of them mementos once belonging to the ineffable
Scot. All collected, labeled and tucked away in a small,
velvet-lined trunk during the years that he had worked for and with
the Knight of Death. He wondered what Mark Ramsay would think of
his former squire’s odd, love-hate feelings for him. Dambretti both
hated and worshipped Ramsay. He had long ago stopped trying to
understand why.

“So! Do you think the Grand Master is going
to relent?” he asked and looked at the Knight of the Orient over
his shoulder.

Philip shrugged slightly. The Seneschal had
stayed behind, watching Dambretti as he rescued Ramsay’s letter
from the water, wondering why he would do it. Wondering if perhaps
if he should speak to Dambretti about Armand’s situation. Perhaps
the Italian could help the apprentice where he and d’Ornan could
not. But Argonne would learn of it and there would be trouble.
Besides, Dambretti’s temper was famous. If Lucio thought Brother
Argonne was abusing Armand de Bleu, he would simply beat the man
senseless and bring the apprentice back to the Villa for sanctuary.
Yes, there would be trouble.

“It is the Will of God, Brother,” Dambretti
said softly and flashed a brilliant smile at the Seneschal. He
rolled the pages carefully in the towel and tucked it under his arm
before jamming his hands in his pockets. He walked away, whistling
to himself.

Mark Ramsay would have to come now. He could
not refuse a command from the Grand Master.
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The boy’s angelic, but dirty face reappeared
amidst the greenery, peeking out like some sort of faery creature.
He frowned deeply at the man who had interrupted his play on the
verandah and then pursued him into his mother’s garden. His sky
blue eyes contrasted disturbingly with his darkly tanned face and
even darker, almost black hair which hung loose on his shoulders.
His face was smudged with dirt and his mouth was stained with the
remnants of red fruit punch. His black and white striped rugby
shirt was hopelessly smeared with a multitude of unidentifiable
smudges in a veritable rainbow of color, almost as if he had
painted himself.

“John Paul!” The man called to the boy who
had disappeared into the thick foliage of an enormous azalea bush.
“I have something for you.” The child reminded Gavin of one of the
Lost Boys from Peter Pan. The boy was an odd little bird, but a
quiet one.

The boy stepped out of the shrubbery,
carrying a remote control car with a missing wheel tucked under his
arm. He clutched the detached part in his hand.

“Yeah, it’s me, Gavin. I know, I know. You’re
mom keeps telling you to call me Mr. Nash, but we could never truly
be friends if you do that, could we?” He paused, but the boy only
blinked in response. “I just keep bothering you, don’t I? I just
want to be friends, John. That’s all. I promise,” Gavin continued,
trying not to appear judgmental or sound condescending as he held
out a flat box wrapped in blue and white paper. John Paul was all
business. It simply wasn’t right at all for a boy his age to be of
such somber nature. Never laughing or humming or even making car
sounds if he thought he might be overheard. A hard nut to crack,
this one. Gavin wished that he had paid more attention in the
psychology courses he had taken as a college freshman.

John Paul approached the short, sandy-haired
man carefully, suspicious of his every move. His bright eyes darted
about the garden, searching for and locating several paths of
escape… just in case.

“It’s something you wanted,” Nash coaxed him
out and slid to the walkway, kneeling in front of him, holding up
the box up in front of the boy. “Your mom told me that you wanted
one for Christmas. Well, I say why wait?” Gavin wondered how in the
world the boy’s mother knew what he wanted if he never talked to
her.

John Paul knew his mother would be mad if he
took another gift from Mr. Nash. She had told him over and over
again to stay away from Mr. Nash unless she was there and she was
nowhere in sight. John Paul glanced back toward the house and then
looked at the box again. The man was dangerous. And he knew full
well that his mother did not really like Gavin even though she had
never said so. She just played like he was her friend. They weren’t
friends. Not really. Just what the danger was, John could not
fathom… but he could feel it.

“It’s a Gameboy, John. Brand new. Still in
the box...” Gavin told him. “If you don’t want it, I know another
boy...”

John Paul snatched the box from the man’s
hands and dashed down the path toward the gazebo, leaving behind a
drifting stream of green leaves, yellow flower petals and tiny
feathers, which seemed to fall from his hair. Gavin wondered why
Merry didn’t cut it short like most every other boy in Waco. She
was constantly fussing and complaining about the tangles. Maybe she
wanted a girl... maybe not.

Gavin Nash slung his jacket over his shoulder
and wiped the sweat from his brow as he frowned after the boy,
smiling smugly over this tiny, hard-won victory. A piece of
blue-green fluff settled on the toe of his shoe. Out of curiosity,
he pressed his index finger against it and was surprised to see
that on closer examination, it was a tiny, perfectly formed feather
of iridescent green. A feather from a ruby-throated hummingbird,
perhaps? He blew it off his finger and watched it float to the
ground before turning back toward the house, whistling a happy
little tune as he went. It was not easy winning the boy over,
especially with his mother hovering over him all the time. She was
too protective of him. The woman wouldn’t even allow him to go to
the public school. How did she expect him to ever grow up at all?
How would John ever overcome the debilitating shyness that made him
remain silent when every indication promised that he should be
capable of speaking the same as any normal boy his age? Gavin
believed that Merry was creating a life-long burden for herself by
allowing the boy to live in a fantasy world of his own making.
Gavin’s own father would have recommended a sound spanking and few
nights without supper and television, but that would never happen
in this case. John Paul badly needed a father figure to take charge
of his upbringing before Merry ruined him completely. Of course,
Gavin had no such honorable intentions in mind. He didn’t want to
be Gavin’s father. He didn’t want to be anyone’s father for that
matter. He was just curious. Curious about a great number of
things.

Gavin found Meredith in the library, staring
into the computer screen when he reached the house. She was always
at the computer, surfing the web. What was she looking for? He had
never understood the profound change in her behavior since his
return from Egypt three years earlier. Everything had changed while
he was gone and none of it made sense. Of course, a lot of things
can change in four years. He never meant to spend four years in
Egypt, but time had simply gotten away from him. The most baffling
mystery had been the sudden disappearance of Cecile Valentino
almost seven years ago to the day. Meredith had never answered any
of his letters in all that time and his letters to Cecile had been
returned to sender. He should have known something weird had
happened when he had to learn of Cecile’s missing status from other
members of the Order. Merry and Cecile had shared the same address.
The same bed, half the time and Merry must have been the one
returning his letters to Cecile unopened, but now she acted as if
nothing were amiss. As if Cecile had never existed at all. Every
time he tried to talk to her about Cecile, she brushed him off with
half-baked explanations and bald-faced lies haphazardly concealed.
Merry insisted that it had not been sudden at all. She said that it
only seemed sudden to Gavin because he had been gone so long. It
had taken him months to pin down an approximately date for
Valentino’s departure. Some time around mid June. He glanced at the
date on his watch. It was mid June right now.

Meredith had allowed her membership in the
Order of the Rose to lapse shortly thereafter and he’d heard only a
few fantastic tales about a ruined initiation, stolen horses and a
burglar or burglars who tried to infiltrate the ceremony with the
idea of robbing the guests. At least, these were the rumors
circulating amongst the remaining members of the local chapter of
the Order of the Rose. There was nothing more than a paragraph in
the newspaper archives concerning the strange events of seven years
ago, a small blurb about a burglary at the home of Miss Meredith
Sinclair wherein the burglars were interrupted and nothing of value
had been stolen. Even the horses had been recovered unharmed. There
was absolutely no mention of the perpetrators or whether or not
they had been arrested. His good friend, James Petrie, had
mentioned something about an unusual house guest from around the
same time, but could tell him nothing more. Most of his information
had come from the rather gossipy owner of a local bed and breakfast
who claimed that there had been at least six ‘suspicious
characters’ staying at her establishment at the time. Her story had
supported a few other claims, but still....

According to Merry, the split between herself
and Cecile had been in the wind even before he’d taken his last
trip to Egypt, didn’t he know? And furthermore, it had nothing to
do with the attempted burglary and horse napping. Surely Valentino
had written him about it before she left? She couldn’t believe that
he didn’t know.

No! He didn’t know at all, but he intended to
find out. Where was Cecile? Where were all the journals and
research notes that he and Cecile had accumulated? What had
happened to Cecile’s lab in the basement? Where had all the
alchemical equipment gone? It had taken a great deal of time, money
and effort to find some of that stuff! And now it was gone and in
its place, a child. A boy, who just happened to be six years, three
months today.... Midsummer’s Eve.

Meredith Sinclair glanced up expectantly when
Gavin entered the library through the patio door, but then grabbed
something off the desk when his identity registered on her mind and
her expression changed to one of disappointment. He wondered what
it was that she didn’t want him to see and who it was that she
might be expecting to simply walk through the patio door
unannounced. As far as he knew, she rarely entertained guests and
had no close friends since her withdrawal from society seven years
earlier. The secret prize was gripped tightly in her left fist as
she clicked on the ‘close’ icon in the corner of the computer
screen, shutting it down before he could see what she had been
reading. He sighed and leaned against the back of the sofa,
crossing his arms over his chest.

“Gavin, what a surprise,” she said, forcing a
smile as she rolled her chair back and turned to face him with an
incredibly convincing expression of surprised innocence. “I didn’t
know you were coming.”

“I know. I’ve been worried about you.” He
affected his own attitude of mock concern. He was almost as good as
she was at faking it.

“Why?” She asked.

Her clear blue eyes sparkled as always. Her
long blonde hair was pulled back from her face and swept into an
elegant braid at the back of her head with only a few errant
tendrils curling around her face. She was as beautiful as ever and
as usual, she reminded him of an angel or a Greek goddess. It was
hard to believe that she lived alone at a secluded edge of
civilization in Nowhere, Texas. He sincerely believed that she
would regret it someday. The only signs of the passing years were
tiny lines near the corners of her eyes and these were only evident
when she smiled or frowned, but the time would come soon enough
when….

“You always seem to get depressed this time
of year,” he commented and shrugged, trying to find a way to bring
up the past without angering her. She was touchy about it and had
no problem snapping his head off at the least provocation. Even
after seven years, she refused his offer of friendship, refused his
sympathy, his help. What had happened to the ‘little girl’ he had
known? What the hell had Cecile done to her to make her gun-shy to
the point of absurdity? “You should get out more. Won’t you let me
take you and John Paul into Waco for dinner and a movie or
something?”

“I’m not depressed,” she told him lightly and
turned to face the computer again. The secret surprise still in her
hand. She tapped two fingernails impatiently on the mouse pad. “I’m
just busy.”

“Doing what?” He asked doubtfully. “You’re
not writing a book, are you?”

Merry sighed and looked down at her closed
fist, not wanting to look at him. Gavin Nash was not bad looking as
far as mediocre men with mediocre means and mediocre minds went. He
had big, chocolate drop eyes surrounded by long dark lashes, a
healthy, outdoorsy complexion, sun-streaked brown hair, a good
physique, though a bit on the short side. He possessed a winning
personality and the ability to talk a man out of the shirt on his
back. The trick worked well on women as well, but he was
unavailable. Talking men out of their shirts was his forte.

“Research. I’m doing research... on the
Sinclair name,” she said simply and offered no further
explanation.

“And what have you learned if I might ask?”
he perked up a bit. “I’ve been to France, you know. That’s where
the name comes from I believe.”

“Scotland,” she corrected him and then closed
her eyes. He was digging... again.

“Oh, I must have been thinking of Sainte
Claire,” he nodded and smiled. “Sainte Claire. French. Married into
a Scottish family, didn’t they? Something to do with the first
Templar Grand Master? Hugh de Payens?”

Merry sat straight up and frowned at her
reflection in the blank computer screen.

“I don’t think so,” she said quietly and
pressed her fists against her eyes. “Gavin, if you don’t mind. I
have a headache. I’m sorry. You know I’m not interested in that
topic.”

“Sure, I understand. I forgot. Cecile was the
expert on Templars. She could probably elaborate on it for you. You
should give her a call,” he continued in spite of the warning.

Without further comment, she left him in the
library. He could hear her calling to her housekeeper in the
hallway, issuing instructions about John Paul’s bath and when she
wanted him to have supper. Gavin lingered in the hallway, studying
a painting of a strange tomb surrounded by shepherds that looked
vaguely familiar. He looked more closely at the name on the print
and nodded his head. Les Bergers d’Arcadi by Nicholas
Poussin. Since when had Meredith become interested in the secrets
of Rennes le Chateau? Things were getting curiouser and
curiouser.

He gazed at the enigmatic painting until he
no longer heard anything from the kitchen or the upstairs balcony
and then went back to the desk where he sat down in front of
Merry’s computer. Something was disturbingly wrong here and it
involved Cecile Valentino and the ghost of a strange house guest,
who had graced the Sinclair mansion with his presence seven years
ago. As the computer sprang to life, fleeting whispers from long,
lost conversations came back to haunt him. Ordos Temple Rosie
Cruces d’Or. Mysticism. Alchemy. Secret societies. Assassins.
And a particularly intriguing passage from one of Cecile
Valentino’s last letters sent to him in Egypt.

 


 


‘Gavin, you need to come home now. I need
your help. You won’t believe it, but I think I’ve found our
‘friends’ and I have one of their secrets in my possession even
now. I don’t dare write it all down. Someone might find out and
that would ruin everything. Just let me say that it is what we’ve
been looking for. Please come home. Love and kisses, Cecile.’
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“There have been many changes, Brother,”
Dambretti told the Knight of the Serpent who sat across from him at
the small table they shared in front of a pleasant little, open-air
café. “Look at us, for example. We don’t observe the Rule as it is
written. What color is your shirt?”

Simon d’Ornan looked down at his pale yellow
pullover shirt and grimaced. It was certainly not black, brown, tan
or white, the only colors approved for wear by the Primitive
Rule.

“And furthermore, are not those shoelaces in
your shoes?” Dambretti asked him and leaned to look down at the Doc
Marten ankle boots his Brother wore. “Shoelaces are strictly
forbidden. And when was the last time you shared your cup or your
bowl with a Brother?” he wagged one finger in the Healer’s face and
eyed his coffee cup with one raised eyebrow. Simon dragged his
cafe-au-lait closer to him. “And how many Brothers live with
you in your apartment? Are we not required by the Rule to live
together? What say you and I shack up there together? I only snore
when I’m asleep and we could save on towels and water if we share
the tub.”

Dambretti had to laugh when the Healer’s face
turned red with embarrassment. After all their years together, the
slight Frenchman was still easily flustered by the Italian’s loose
manner.

“What you say has some merit,” Simon had to
agree. “But what Brother Ramsay wants is permission to marry.” His
light blue eyes widened and he leaned forward, lowering his voice
as if speaking some great and horrible truth. “A woman, no less.”
Simon’s expression betrayed a sense of incredulity at the idea.

Lucio had to laugh again, causing Simon’s
chagrin to deepen accordingly. The Healer looked down at his coffee
and cleared his throat nervously.

“You should not make fun of me, Brother,” he
said quietly.

“And would it be better if he wanted to marry
a man, Simon?” Lucio asked. “The world has changed, Brother, as I
said before. We don’t share cups and bowls because there is no
longer a shortage of bowls and cups, nor is the need for such
frugality with water and linens upon us. Simple. And no one is
punished for it.” Lucio held out his hands and shrugged.

“Bowls and cups cannot be compared to men and
women and… and… they don’t have… have relationships,” Simon
stuttered to a halt and looked around at the other patrons at the
tiny establishment. “You cannot compare apples to oranges,
Brother.”

Simon was sorry he had worn his favorite
shirt. Dambretti looked very much like a priest at the moment,
ironically enough and in spite of his overt irreverence. Some of
the villagers had even stopped and asked for his blessings since
they had been sitting at the little table. He wore a stiff-collared
black shirt with white piping on the sleeves and the pocket. The
latest design from Paris or Rome, no doubt and very deceptively
‘holy’ in appearance. But it was more than that. Dambretti always
looked priestly even dressed in blue velvet knee britches and a
burgundy frock coat. The Healer thought that it was this oddity
that caused women to be attracted to him. Women were always in love
with their priests. A common thing. He had even experienced it once
or twice before the accident. Before the Order had taken him
away.

“What I am saying is that Brother Ramsay’s
request is not so far-fetched as everyone might think,” Lucio
shrugged. “You are forgetting your history. There was a time when
married men were accepted into the Order and not only married men,
but women proper were members. If they had the land and the money,
they were in. You know it as well as I do. Everything is the Will
of God and you of all people know that. No one likes to talk about
it now. God has willed that Sir Ramsay bring his request before the
Council of Twelve or else it would not be in the offing.”

“But God’s Will is not revealed to all of us
so clearly, Lucio,” Simon countered softly and smiled at him. The
Knight of the Serpent did not share his Brother’s blind devotion to
the ‘Will of God’. He firmly believed that some of the ideas of men
were inspired by less lofty entities. “If Brother Ramsay had been
adhering to the articles of the Rule, he would not have gazed
overlong on the face of the woman so as to fall in love with her to
begin with.”

“We do not know on what he was gazing, my
Brother,” Lucio told him and turned up his cup of coffee, draining
the remaining liquid. “All we know is that he did fall and what is
done cannot be undone.”

Simon frowned as if waging an inner war with
himself. He looked around again and then leaned forward, lowering
his voice again before speaking. “I have heard it on good authority
that Ramsay has a son now and that it is the child that bothers him
so much. I know that you and he are close. Has he told you nothing
of it?”

“Where did you hear that?” Dambretti asked
and frowned as well. He had not heard this rumor. “You know what
the Rule says about rumors, Brother. Rumors and the spread of
rumors are strictly forbidden.”

Simon sighed and closed his eyes. Lucio never
missed an opportunity. At least, not lately.

“Well said,” he capitulated and leaned back,
crossing his arms over his chest. It would not bode well for any
one of them to have such a hostage to fortune hanging around his
neck. Such a thing could put their collective necks in a noose,
literally and he regretted profoundly having mentioned the
possibility of a child. He regretted profoundly that the Master
confided such things in him. He remembered quite well how surprised
he had been when d’Brouchart had mentioned that he had been keeping
tabs on Miss Meredith Sinclair and that she had been blessed with a
male child, probably as a result of her liaison with the Knight of
Death. The Master had been highly disturbed by the information, but
had refrained from doing anything about it, nor had he bothered to
send word to Ramsay. When Simon asked why he had not told the Scot
about the boy, he’d been put upon to keep the information in
strictest confidence. Now he had almost let the cat out of the bag.
The Master would have his skin. He never understood why the Master
chose him as a confidante. Why not tell Sir Philip or the Ritter?
He let the matter drop. “But you are overlooking one very, very
important issue.”

“What is that?” Lucio asked and blinked at
him expectantly.

“Ramsay has not aged a day in the past seven
years, but the woman…” d’Ornan shook his head sadly. “She is seven
years older now and she will get older. Brother Ramsay will not. By
my calculations, she should be about his age now, technically
speaking, but soon she will be twice his age. What is he? In real
years, I mean? Thirty-five? Thirty-seven? Then what? What will
happen when his wife is seventy and he is thirty-seven? What
then?”

Dambretti’s frown deepened. Once again, he
had not been thinking ahead. He waved to the waiter for another cup
of coffee. This would take some more thought and some more
discussion… along with some chocolate biscotti and another cup of
espresso.
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The Chevalier du Morte, Mark Andrew
Ramsay stood perfectly motionless, looking down at the intricately
carved Celtic knots on the tombstone in front of him, seeming
almost a stone statue himself in the semi-dark crypt below the
little chapel in Midlothian, Scotland. The chapel that he usually
referred to as ‘the Kirk’ covered some extremely old tombs and was
home to a number of ghosts. He wasn’t quite sure if the ghosts were
attached to the bones under the stones or not. Some of them were
unfriendly, most were benign, and none were perceptibly evil. Each
time he came here, the powers embodied in the stones overwhelmed
him and brought him just to the brink of remembering something he
could not quite grasp. Time slipped away from him and he found
himself waking as if from a deep sleep. Oftentimes, these peculiar
incidents left him feeling hollow as if the very stones on which he
stood had somehow drained his personal energy. Other times, it was
as if the reverse occurred and he felt energized and regenerated
for hours after his visit. But the odd sensations always left him
with the vague suspicion that some part of his memory, not yet
fully recovered, might have explained everything, but how could he
know? He could only wait and hope that something would finally
click in his brain and a logical reason for his reticence to enter
the beautiful little chapel would appear from out of the ether in
which he knew all his lost memories were floating, ready to be
rediscovered. The only thing he was certain of was that he had not
regained his entire memory since his run-in with Cecile Valentino’s
body guard seven years earlier. He had done as much research as was
possible regarding amnesia and the currently available treatments.
As far as the cause of his malady, there was no information to be
had. Whatever Maxie Sturgeon had thrown in his face had affected
his brain severely and he had to be thankful that it had taken only
his memory and nothing more.

As the situation stood, the matter lay on his
heart like a lead weight. There were gaps in his memory through
which he might have ridden a horse in full battle armor. He was
sure of it and he was also sure that his Grand Master was somehow
morbidly pleased that he’d suffered such terrible traumas for what
he considered unavoidable straying from his purpose. He tucked an
errant strand of black hair behind his ear and ran his hand over
the rough surface of the stone coffin, trying in vain to remember
the face of the Knight who was entombed beneath it; he could not.
What memories he had recovered were crowded with too many faces and
too many ghosts and he could not yet sort them out, living or dead,
near or far, friend or foe. The Kirk had one appealing feature that
brought him back here under the floors in spite of everything and
that was that the cool, dry atmosphere allowed his mind to wander
freely, with great clarity and he could recall every feature of
Meredith’s face, every nuance of her soft Texas drawl, every curl
on the nape of her neck and he could almost feel her cool hands on
his back and on his face... he could taste her lips, smell her
perfume and if he closed his eyes, he could hear her heart beat.
The Kirk seemed in sympathy with him on this one issue and it felt
like a babbling spring of cool water pouring through his feverish
brain whenever he let go of his cares for these brief moments of
respite.

His thoughts wandered back again to Midsummer
seven years earlier when he had blissfully lived for three days
without any memory of his purpose whatsoever. He wished fervently
that he could recapture that feeling permanently. To be free of his
responsibilities for a time. To lie next to her. To feel her silky
skin next to his. A skittering noise made him snap his deep blue
eyes open and the feeling of her presence was lost. Looking for a
source for the sound, he found nothing.

He brushed the dust from his hands and looked
around at the other slabs of stone covering yet more Knights of the
Temple, all fallen long ago. Some were decorated only with the
impressions of the broadswords they had wielded in life; swords
that now lay in ruins amidst their owners’ moldering bones.
Thankfully, he had not known all of the men resting here. There
were too many. Too many good men lost for lost causes. Now only the
Knight of Death came down here to visit them and mourn for them and
appreciate them for what they tried to accomplish for the unknowing
and uncaring world. Appropriate somehow that Death should continue
to walk amongst them. He and a few of the other Knights of the
Council of Twelve were the only ones who knew this place below the
chapel. Not even the modern day ‘Grail Hunters’ had found it out.
They concentrated their efforts on another, similar place not far
away and for that, he was eternally grateful. Sir Ramsay wondered
what these lost brethren might think of the world now.

The Order in its true and original form had
disappeared completely over the years. Their descendants, the
people who would have maintained that this place belonged to their
personal histories meant very little to him. They were outsiders,
grown far from what once was. They had served their purposes and
served them well over the years, but now even their numbers were
dwindling. It was his job to make sure that everything in the
chapel remained undisturbed and when the stray tourist stumbled
onto it, a small, weathered placard on the door directed them to
call his home telephone for information. Whenever these calls came,
it was his duty to explain that the chapel was private property,
nothing more than the remnant of an old family chapel once
belonging to some long dead earl or baron for which he would make
up a name and title on the spot. Most of them were satisfied and he
was left in peace. The ones who were not satisfied, remained so. He
would not allow them inside the building citing structural damage
and unsafe conditions. A few pictures of the outside and they would
be gone.

He visited the place on every major feast day
and often came for no reason other than to gaze upon the carvings
and decorations that called to him from some distant past and led
him to wonder if he might not have had a hand in the building or
perhaps in the design of the place. If anyone were to ask him, he
would claim the Kirk as his own property though it really belonged
to the history of the land on which it stood. Only the fact that it
stood on his property made it superficially his.

Pulling his thoughts reluctantly back to the
present, he played the beam of his flashlight over the walls and
low ceiling, looking for signs of water leaks or new cracks in the
stone. The dark rock absorbed the powerful beam, but showed no new
signs of wear and tear. The only ornament in the room was a
life-size wooden cross set against the far wall above a simple
altar made of the same dark stone where he sometimes burned candles
for the Brothers buried here. The cross was symbol of cruel death
set to reign over this hall of the dead. An empty niche was carved
in the wall behind the altar beneath the cross, a stark reminder of
the reason he had temporarily sealed the crypt in the fifteenth
century. An ebony and ivory statue of the Holy Mother had once
stood there. The priceless relic had been ripped from its
foundation and burned on the steps of the chapel during a fanatical
period in history when most of the churches in Scotland had been
ransacked, defaced and destroyed by warring factions he no longer
cared to remember.

The dusty string of a spider’s web caught his
attention as it waved gently in the almost imperceptible air
current generated by the torch flames in the corridor behind him.
He would have to come back soon with cleaning equipment. The
tombstones were dusty and his boots left clean marks on the darkly
polished floor.

Just as he was about to exit the tombs, a
lost memory, seemingly unrelated to his whereabouts, drifted to the
surface of his consciousness washing over him with a sickening wave
of nostalgic longing for a simpler way of life gone forever. Images
of blazing fires in a brick oven and stormy skies seen through wavy
panes of rain-washed glass flashed through his head and he saw
himself laboring in his ancient laboratory beneath the soft light
of an oil lamp. The lab, the forge and his library had been his
most beloved pastimes when he was not on some mission or another
for the Order until Meredith had filled his head with unrequited
love. He suddenly slammed one fist against the rough stone wall,
jarring himself from thoughts of her and the pain released him long
enough for another lost memory to drift to the surface as he
mounted the spiral staircase leading to the apse of the Kirk. With
surprising clarity, he remembered a trip he had once made all the
way to Paris, France, when conveyances were not nearly as
comfortable as his Mercedes sedan. He had gone there to hear one of
his countrymen give an oration on the workings of one of those
popular secret societies, which had evolved from the influence of
certain Templars stranded in Scotland in the fourteenth century.
This alone piqued his interest, but his apprentice at that time had
been a very energetic young man deeply involved in one of the local
chapters of the society that claimed to have erected the Kirk’s
sister chapel away to the north. He had been to the Rosslyn Chapel
a few times and knew that its builders had taken great pains to
incorporate many esoteric symbols in the church that was not a
church. There were many references to things Egyptian, to things
Solomonic, to things from Merica, to things pertaining to St. John
and the Holy Mother carved into the stones; too many to deny that
the Templars or some associated body had influenced both chapels’
builders.

The former presence of the black Madonna in
the crypt bespoke a long history of well kept secrets which had
nothing to do with more traditional organizations now claiming
descent from the Templar Knights of old. No one could deny the
influence of the Celtic peoples here as well. His Kirk incorporated
an intricate, but subtle weave of Egyptian, Templar, near East, Far
East and Celtic symbology was enough to make any group of
conservative-minded historians lose their grip. And there were
other influences. Druidic, shamanic, Islamic and possibly even
demonic touches embedded here and there amongst the thousands of
looped and knotted designs that adorned the walls and pillars
inside the building reinforced the idea that not all was as it
seemed here. One of the most disturbing symbols in the building
could be found at the joints of every door frame and window sill.
Swastikas. But these carvings predated Nazi Germany by at least 500
hundred years. The ancient swastika was a holy symbol for Hindus,
Buddhists and Jains from the far eastern schools of thought and
signified good fortune. Their benign meanings had been subverted
forever by the end of World War II. As far as this Kirk, which was
formally called Glessyn, went, it seemed to him that the sum total
of all the world’s great religions had been purposefully brought
together here under one roof and that, in itself, represented one
of the more noble dreams of the Templar founding fathers and one
that had set them years... centuries, even millennia ahead of their
contemporaries. They wanted to eliminate strict dogma and unite all
the opposing religious factions in the world under one peacefully
unified philosophy, embracing all beliefs with equal alacrity. With
all its mysterious symbols and the fact that several members of the
Templar Order rested beneath the chapel floor, one could easily
become convinced that some great mystery was hidden here, waiting
to be discovered. It was quite possible that there was more than a
grain of truth in the connections made between the modern secret
societies and the Ordo Militi Templi. But if that were truly
the case, he did not know its history now, nor could he make the
connection between what he was and what they had become. He thought
of himself first and foremost a Brother of the Order, a member of
the Council, a Templar Knight with responsibilities to God and to
the Order that served God. Somehow he felt rather than knew that
these modern societies and orders had lost the original sense of
purpose and direction along the way.

The apprentice associated with the memory of
the long ago trip to Paris, having been one of those bright fellows
who always immersed himself completely in every undertaking, had
convinced him to travel to Paris and listen to this acclaimed
teacher in order that he might decide for himself whether they
professed the truth or only imagined themselves part and parcel of
the Templar Order. The final detail that had changed his mind and
convinced him to undertake the long, dreary journey had been the
man’s name. Andrew Ramsay… Chevalier Andrew Ramsay. This had
piqued his interest just enough to be curious and, since there had
been nothing better to do at the time, being around 1738 or 1740,
he had acquiesced. However, at journey’s end, he had listened to
the man with growing disappointment. His speech was clever,
embracing a number of Templar beliefs concerning religion,
philosophy, brotherly love, etceteras, but he never really touched
on the real raison d'existence for the Order. Nor did his
comments on the subject of ‘secrets’ mention anything of real
substance other than passwords, signs and signals by which a
Brother might be recognized during travel. His apprentice had even
arranged a private meeting with the Chevalier after the event
wherein the man had consented to speak with him personally much for
the same reason he had taken the journey, the similitude of names,
and then, very generously offered to sponsor him for membership and
initiation in the society if he would swear to uphold the tenets,
keep the secrets, pay the dues. Pay the dues....

Mark Andrew had declined the invitation
politely and had never allowed his apprentice to talk him into such
foolishness again. These things were not for him. They were
inspiration words to be sure, but the true meanings of the symbols
and ceremonies had been lost or, perhaps, intentionally forgotten.
There was much talk and much speculation, but if they were truly
the hidden movers and shakers of the world, he had never run into
any of them in practice. He supposed that he had somehow been
related to the Chevalier in some distant connection, but all
of that and all of this was disconcerting to him now. He had his
job and he had his title and he had his obligations. No amount of
romantic oratory or symbolic posturing could add or subtract from
the world in which he existed. His life had become a disjointed
series of pleasant dreams and horrendous nightmares. Even
Christopher Stewart and Lucio Dambretti could not know what was in
his mind, nor could he find the proper words to confess it to Simon
d’Ornan.

Next year he would bring Christopher to this
place and teach him about the Kirk and its significance. Scotland
had been the last stronghold of the true Knights of Christ, but
those days were gone and things had changed radically. It was here
that they had come for sanctuary after the French king and the Holy
See had turned on the Order in the fourteenth century and it was
here, in Scotland, that they had fought their last battles led by
the intrepid Robert the Bruce. Fought openly in full Templar
regalia against England’s King Edward of England. Here they had
fought their last battles as Knights of Christ, flying their colors
freely. Most of these early events were but blurry memories to him.
His mind simply could not hold all the sequences in place any more.
They were fading like bad dreams in the bright light of morning.
Only his first and last memories remained stocked in unchanging
clarity. The First Crusade and the past seven years. Everything in
between had blended into one mass of blurred devastation with a few
bright spots here and there. He touched the silver earrings
entwined in a single braid he wore in his long, dark hair and a
feeling of melancholy washed over him. How was such an
all-consuming passion so long-lived? How long would he suffer his
love for her before it faded?

One of the torches in the stairwell sputtered
out, cutting the light in half and Mark realized that the sun must
have set while he’d lingered in the crypts. As he climbed the
stairs under the bell tower, he heard the sounds of dogs howling in
the distance. A chilly blast of air blew his hair back when he
stepped into the semi-circular apse and closed the heavy door to
the bell tower. The chapel doors stood open as he had left them and
the wind had swept in a smattering of oak leaves and debris into
the transept. Outside a storm was moving in from the east. The
short hair on the nape of his neck stood up when the howls erupted
again, very close by, down by the river.

He turned up the collar on his lightweight
summer jacket and hurried toward the safety of his car as a jagged
bolt of lightning struck a tree away behind the chapel. When the
Mercedes lights shone on the stone edifice, his heart leapt into
his throat as a crouching shadow appeared to move quickly behind
the north wall. Impossible to say whether it was man or beast or
something more sinister. It looked like a wolf, but wolves had been
extinct in the wilds of Scotland for over two hundred years. Still,
it looked like a wolf. Without further delay, he jammed the car in
gear and drove away toward the comfort of his home, a warm welcome
from his matched pair of wolfhounds and a cheery fire in front of
his favorite chair awaited him as the first drops of rain pattered
onto the windscreen. A glass of single malt Auchentoshan would go
down just fine and would serve nicely to dispel the ghosts in his
head.
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“I have to take John Paul into town and I’m
already late,” Merry told Gavin and stood up abruptly. “He has a
doctor’s appointment.”

“Another one?” he asked and then regretted it
as Merry’s eyes narrowed. John Paul was not a subject open for
debate. He pushed himself off the desk quickly and took her hands.
“Merry, I’m sorry. I hate to see you punishing yourself day after
day. Surely there is something…”

“There is nothing you can do,” she snapped at
him and withdrew her hands from his grasp. She didn’t want him to
touch her, wanted nothing to do with anything that reminded her of
Cecile Valentino. Besides, she didn’t want him to see or touch the
silver ring she wore on her finger and she didn’t want him asking
about it again. She felt that his touch would somehow tarnish or
defile it. She walked to the patio doors, pulled them open
viciously and shouted for John Paul to come inside.

Gavin crossed the room and stood close behind
her. Too close. “But you’ve exhausted all the possibilities,
Merry,” he said softly.

In spite of his preference for men, he
thought he might not mind a bit of extracurricular activity with
someone like Meredith Sinclair. She was not like other women, not
at all. She seemed more like a work of art, cleaner and brighter
somehow, almost angelic as if she were neither male nor female, but
something altogether different. At times like these she was
ultra-sensual, irresistible. Unconsciously, he reached for her
hair. She smelled heavenly... He jerked his hand back before
continuing almost viciously. “There is nothing wrong with him. He
could talk if he wanted to.”

She turned on him and blinked at him as if he
were some alien creature. Why was he standing so close? For one
fleeting moment, she thought he might kiss her in a much less
platonic manner than normal. Her imagination was getting the best
of her. She was lonely and what was Gavin trying to pull anyway? He
would probably faint if she kissed him. The thought made her shiver
with regret at having even thought it.

“You don’t know that. You’re treading on thin
ice, Gavin,” she retorted angrily. Her light blue eyes snapped with
anger before she turned back to watch for the boy to appear from
the depths of the garden. Hot tears threatened, but she would not
allow Gavin to see them. She could feel him behind her as if he
radiated warmth and her skinned crawled as she thought he might
touch her again. If only she could turn around and find Mark
standing there! She remembered well how he had stood behind her and
wrapped his arms around her. She could almost hear his voice, low
and full of emotion, yet somehow matter-of-factly, telling her for
the first time that he loved her. The short hair on her neck stood
up as a dog howled somewhere west of the house. At the time, his
words had infuriated her. But now she would have given anything to
hear those words again. She wondered if he would be angry or
indifferent or happy if he found out about John Paul.

“You told me that much yourself,” Gavin
persisted.

What? What was he talking about? Oh, yes, the
idea that John Paul could speak if he wanted to. Absurd. Why would
the doctors say that? Why would John not speak to her if he could?
Yes, she had told Gavin that... unfortunately. She sincerely
regretted those moments of weakness, when her loneliness got the
best of her and Gavin’s soft voice and soothing words lulled her
into a false sense of security. That was what he was trying to do
now, but why?

“I have to keep trying,” she told him
resignedly as John Paul came running up the shady path. Seven years
and John looked more like his father every day. Seven.

“Seven,” Gavin said the word and she jumped.
“He’ll be seven on his birthday and you haven’t enrolled him in
school. They can teach him to speak if you let them.”

“It’s not his silence that bothers me,” she
continued after a moment, changing tack. “It’s his refusal to use
sign language. How can he go to school and get an education, if he
refuses to communicate with anyone, supposing that he is capable as
you say and they say? I’m sick of what they say, Gavin! I just want
to be left alone.”

John Paul smiled at his mother when he came
inside and then glanced at Gavin apprehensively, almost
suspiciously. The Gameboy was nowhere in sight and Gavin wondered
briefly where he might be stashing the prize.

Merry kissed his cheek and ruffled his hair
affectionately.

Gavin watched in dismay as a small shower of
colorful bits and pieces fell from his hair to the carpet at his
mother’s feet. Merry did not seem to notice.

“Go on upstairs and take a bath now,” she
told him and he frowned. He hated baths. “We have to go to town,”
she told him more sternly. “Now, go on, Sweetie. I’ll be up in a
little while to comb your hair. And we’ll go by McDonald’s for
supper.”

John Paul nodded solemnly and cast one last
glance at Gavin before dashing for the hall.

“He’s a very handsome boy,” Gavin commented
casually and watched as she twisted a silver ring on her left ring
finger. The ring was another oddity that begged an explanation.
Plain silver with black engraved letters across the top. IAAT. The
symbolic letters for the four elements. It must have held some very
substantial sentimental attachment for her and Gavin could easily
guess that the ring, which was certainly no fashion statement,
belonged to someone very special to her, the boy’s father perhaps?
“He doesn’t seem to favor you much at all,” he tried again to draw
her out and then realized how his statement must have sounded.
“Merry, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to...”

She turned icy blue eyes on him, clearly
aggravated and insulted, silencing him.

“He looks like his father,” she told him
simply and then went back to the desk to gather a stack of papers
she had printed out. Forms, forms and more forms. New doctors. New
clinics. New procedures. “We’ll be back in a few hours and I would
prefer to simply get a bit of rest since I’m sure John Paul will be
quite worn out by then. Oh, and would you mind calling the county
dog catcher? I’m worried about those strays. They might have rabies
or something.” With that simple statement of dismissal, she left
him standing in the library alone.

Gavin slapped his forehead in an exaggerated
display as if to say how stupid he was, but then he smiled. It was
the first time she had ever said a word about John Paul’s father.
She had, at first, implied that the boy had been the product of
artificial insemination which was what Valentino had always
suggested, but now he had an admission! So John Paul had a real
father. Flesh and blood and he was still out there somewhere. And
further, Merry knew him, knew what he looked like. This was the
best piece of information he’d had from her in a long, long time.
In fact, it was his first real lead in his search for the truth
about Valentino’s sudden disappearance. His calculations showed
that Merry had become pregnant on or about this very time of year.
Midsummer’s Eve. The very same time as Cecile’s ruined initiation
ceremony and virtually the last time anyone remembered seeing
Cecile. Whoever John Paul’s father was, he had to have been present
when the purported ‘burglary’ had occurred. Was John Paul’s father
a burglar? He smiled to himself at the notion. How romantic. So the
stories about burglars hadn’t been totally wrong. At least one of
them had stolen something quite precious.

Left alone, he went first to the door and
looked out into the corridor toward the kitchen. It was Monday, the
maid’s day off. Merry always took John Paul to McDonald’s on Monday
nights for supper. Too predictable. He walked toward the front of
the house and paused at the foot of the stairs, listening intently
to the sounds of the near empty mansion. The sound of running feet
upstairs and a closing door assured him that Meredith had already
gone upstairs to see to her son. Gavin hurried back to the desk and
sat down in her chair. He adjusted the height of the seat and got
comfortable before tapping gingerly at one key. The screen that she
had carelessly left minimized sprang to life. The website where she
had downloaded and printed the forms needed for John’s latest
appointment. He closed the site and was automatically returned to
Merry’s homepage. ‘Welcome Merrymark’ scrolled across the top and
stopped, ready for the next search. Merrymark. That was her
screen name. He clicked on her list of favorites and sat staring at
the screen in disbelief. The list was extremely long and with few
exceptions addressed one glaring topic.

Templar Knights. Knights Templar. St. Bernard
of Clairvaux. History and Mythos of the Knights Templar. The
Knights of the Temple. Poor Knights of Christ. Knights of Solomon’s
Temple. The First Crusade. History of the Militi Templi
Scotia. The Order of the Temple of Jerusalem. La Regle du
Temple. Primitive Rule of the Knights Templar. Edinburgh,
Scotland. Temple, Scotland. Midlothian, Scotland. Scottish
Templars. The Holy Grail and the Templars. A string of names
containing the words ‘holy grail’ followed. Gavin stopped short.
The Holy Grail? What was Merry doing? Writing a book? Following a
quest? Playing Dungeons and Dragons?

Gavin quickly printed out a list of her
favorite sites for later scrutiny and stuffed it in his pocket. He
inserted stick in the USB port and loaded a program that would
network her account with his computer at his home. A clever little
bit of software supplied by one of his cybernetically talented
friends in town. He would now be able to check her mail and her
activities from the comfort and privacy of his own desk and she
would never be the wiser. While he sat contemplating what she might
be up to, waiting for the program to install, her screensaver
appeared. Colorful scrolling cubes and circles and triangles.
Something pulled at the back of his mind. This Templar thing was a
shock to him though it shouldn’t have been. The Templar Knights had
been a particular passion he shared with Valentino, but Merry had
never shown any interest in their studies. This was a reminder of
what he and Cecile had been working on prior to his trip to Egypt
before the big breakup had occurred between the two women.
Valentino had told him in a letter that she had found something he
needed to see. Something to do with the Templars, but he had been
too wrapped up in his Egyptian digs to pay attention to her. What
had it been? No, not something. Someone. She had found someone he
needed to meet. Someone from Italy. What was his name? Tony?
Antonio? The boxes in which her letters were stored, along with
everything he had sent home from Egypt were still piled in his
garage. He had a lot of work to do. Why hadn’t he thought of it
before? Put two and two together? He smiled. Put one and one
together and you get three!

Her story about artificial insemination had
thrown him off. Cecile had talked about it from time to time and
so, Merry’s story had sounded reasonable. Merry’s one tiny slip and
her failure to turn off her computer had given him the edge he
needed. A completely new direction had suddenly emerged in which he
might look for clues. He had to talk to Chevalier Schroeder from
the Berlin chapter. Maybe his wild tales and allegations weren’t
just stories and crazy accusations after all. Maybe some madmen
actually had been in town around the time of Cecile’s initiation
ceremony. Madmen with real swords and bad attitudes like the highly
excitable German had claimed. Gavin smiled to himself again and
stood up. What had Valentino gotten herself into? And where was she
now? He had to get back to town. There were mysteries to be solved
in his garage.


Chapter Two of Twenty-Five

Wherefore are we counted as beasts, and
reputed vile in your sight?

 


 


Sir Mark Andrew Ramsay had moved his burnish
gold and silver goblet to the far end of the darkly lacquered
table, seating himself directly in front of the two rows of
apprentices. From his new vantage point, he would be able to see
the faces of all the Brothers in attendance when the meeting got
underway. He now sat staring at a point somewhere in the shiny
depths of the wood in front of him, for the most part unmoving and
unblinking. A young boy in a white shirt and neatly pressed brown
slacks had already refilled his cup three times with dark, red wine
as they waited on the Grand Master’s belated appearance. Ramsay was
much more accustomed to drinking Scotch whiskey neat. The sweet
wine made him shiver, but he drank it without thinking about it.
Like punch. Like something to do with his clammy hands while he
waited for the meeting to get under way. The alcohol went a long
way to ease the knots in his stomach and the dryness in his mouth,
but it made him feel a bit queasy without any appreciable amount of
solid food to bolster him for the past three days. Sleep and
appetite had deserted him altogether after he’d received the
Seneschal’s terse phone message left on his ancient answering
machine in his library in Scotland. Sir Cambrique had informed him
that the Master had called for a full assembly, scheduled three
days hence, to wit today, and that his presence was commanded, not
requested as usual, but commanded. Attendance was mandatory in the
strictest sense of the word. Philip had advised him to get his shit
organized and be ready to defend his request and petition, though
perhaps not in those words exactly. Dressed in a black, three-piece
suit of Christopher Stewart’s choosing, hair neatly pulled back and
tied at the nape of his neck with a black ribbon, he was clean
shaven for the first time in weeks, well-groomed (also with
Christopher’s help) and stiff as a board, sitting at the wrong end
of the long conference table, waiting to be thrown out on his ear
when it was all over. Only the silver glint of something partially
concealed in his dark hair, and the golden signet ring on his left
ring finger marred his overall stark appearance.

No weapons were allowed in Council, with the
exception of meetings taken on the field of battle. Mark Andrew had
considered whether he should not perhaps have worn his sword and
daggers, since this particular gathering might very well qualify as
a battlefield Council wherein some measure of blood, real or
imaginary, could very well be spilled before the day was over.

Ramsay had arrived precisely on time as was
his usual habit. Some in attendance wondered if he had waited on
the highway in order to time his arrival in the car park so that
the short trip from the front door to the assembly room would place
him in the chamber within a second or two of the appointed hour.
The six Knights already waiting in the Council Hall had risen from
their seats as he passed around the table, greeting them in the
Templar fashion, giving the requisite kiss on the lips, though none
but the Knight of the Golden Eagle and the Knight of the Apocalypse
had given him more than a cursory nod. Dambretti had hugged him and
smiled, but the tall, slim Knight of the Apocalypse had looked at
him intensely for several long seconds before releasing him. Ramsay
knew that the Apocalyptic Knight had taken the opportunity to
garner an unwelcome glimpse into his present state of mind. Three
more Brothers arrived, received their greetings and took up their
places, murmuring vague comments about the hot weather and the need
for rain. Simon d’Ornan, Chevalier du Serpent, rushed into the
Council room, looking flushed and breathless. He glanced about
quickly, found the Scot at the wrong end of the table and
admonished him openly for staying away too long amidst hugs and
kisses far exceeding the formal allowance between Brothers of the
Order. They were close friends. Closer perhaps than anyone cared to
admit. The Scot actually smiled at the shorter man’s antics, but
refused to engage him further as they returned their collective
attention to the urgent matter at hand: Waiting for the Grand
Master.

While they waited, the apprentices shifted
uncomfortably in their seats in what was known as the gallery, an
area directly behind the Scot’s back. They leaned and stretched and
yawned, trying to glimpse the Knight of Death’s face. He was
somewhat of a celebrity amongst the younger apprentices and the
students at Barry’s Academy. They studied his hair, looking closely
for a glimpse of the silver ornaments entangled in the dark locks.
There were many stories and much speculation about why he wore
them, where they had come from and what meaning they might hold for
the unfathomable Scottish Knight. Some said that a beautiful
princess had put them there. Others said that they were the product
of a curse. Still others said that the silver filigreed pieces were
souvenirs from the great Crusades, taken from the turban of a
Saracen nobleman. Ramsay had heard most of these tales and found
them somewhat disturbing. Even now he could feel the multiple gazes
directed at the back of his head. Armand de Bleu kept Christopher
Stewart apprised of the Chevalier du Morte’s ever-changing
reputation amongst the boys at the Villa. Christopher was proud of
his Master, thinking him a legend in his own time, but Christopher
also knew that his Master had endured unspeakable suffering in his
long life. Christopher was a witness to Mark Andrew’s nightmares
that more often than not, brought everyone in the house out of bed
and set the wolfhounds to howling on a good night.

Christopher sat in the back row next to the
wall, arms crossed over his chest, eyes closed, face completely
relaxed as if asleep. A trick he had learned from watching the
Italian Knight in Council. When all else failed, pretend total
indifference.

Ramsay sat between Sir William Montague,
Knight of the Holy City on his left and Sir Guy de Lyons, the new
Knight of the Sword on his right. These two comprised the most
recent members of the Council of Twelve, hence they were the
youngest members. Guy de Lyons was the late Sir Thomas Beaujold’s
replacement and had been with them for only seven years as a full
Knight of the Council of Twelve, after having apprenticed to Sir
Beaujold for some fifteen years prior to that. His first official
duty in the capacity of a Knight had been administering his twelve
blows to the Chevalier du Morte who now sat brooding beside him for
the first time since that unholy affair. Guy, shifted nervously in
his seat. In spite of the death of his Master and the manner in
which he had died, Guy had no overt animosity for the Knight of
Death. These things happened. In fact, de Lyons had pulled his
punches, preferring not to suffer from guilty nightmares and
protracted confessions afterwards. The new Chevalier d’Epee
was much more devoutly religious than his predecessor, much less
outspoken and had often adamantly, but silently, disapproved of his
Master’s intense reprobation of Sir Ramsay thinking it a bit
disloyal to the tenets of the Order at large.

Mark glanced further down the table on his
right and saw that his good friend and Brother, Lucio Dambretti,
Chevalier l’Aigle d’Or, had leaned his chin in his right
palm and now seemed to be asleep. How the Italian maintained such
composure was always a mystery to the Scot, especially since it was
he who usually caught the brunt of the Grand Master’s ire whenever
there was some cause for it, whether it was Dambretti’s fault or
not. Ramsay thought ruefully that somehow or another, Dambretti
would end up being blamed for the outcome of the meeting no matter
what happened. He felt his face flush as he thought of what the
Italian must think of his perpetual moaning and groaning over a
woman. Lucio had no qualms about taking lovers as the need arose
and had tried in vain to convince him to do the same. Forget
Meredith Sinclair. Cheer up. A good roll in the hay or barley or
whatever Scotsmen rolled in was all he needed according to
Dambretti. A good woman, a warm fire and a bottle of sweet wine.
That was Lucio’s answer to every problem. When his friend showed no
sign of waking, he returned his gaze to a crack in the marble panel
on the wall behind the Grand Master’s chair.

Near the head of the table, across from
Ramsay’s normal position at the table, Konrad von Hetz, the Knight
of the Apocalypse who sees. The German Knight was second only to
the Seneschal. The Ritter slumped in his chair, dressed in black
much like Ramsay. He kept his dark, sunken eyes on the Knight of
Death. Ramsay made a point not to look at him, but kept his eyes on
the wall, only shifting them briefly each time he took a drink from
his burnished gold cup. He rubbed his thumb subconsciously over the
silver medallion attached to the goblet. The engraved, black
letters IAAT stood out on the medallion, representing the four
elements: Ignus, Ayer, Aqua, Terra. Fire, Air, Water, Earth. He had
made the cup in his alchemical laboratory in Scotland. He had also
made a number of rings presently adorning fingers around the table
and he had made a variety of swords hanging in places of honor on
walls here and there. All of these things served to remind them
that he was not only the Order’s official Assassin and Holder of
the Key of Death, but that he also held a second mystery, that of
Alchemist, holder of the Secret of the Philosopher’s Stone and the
ability to turn base metals to gold. Whenever someone needed
killing, Mark Ramsay was the Master’s agent without question.
Whenever one of them met some irreparable doom, Mark Ramsay was the
last person they would see if they were unfortunate enough to be
conscious when he cut off their heads and released their souls to
God. Mark Ramsay held two mysteries. A singular ‘honor’ amongst the
members of the Council of Twelve. It was little wonder that he had
become the stuff of legends among those who knew of him and a
terror to those who knew him well.

Inside the high-ceilinged room paneled with
rich Italian marble, an uneasy silence had fallen. The sun slanted
through hazy dust motes in front of the floor-to-ceiling leaded
windows along the sun porch. A crow laughed in the inner courtyard
and they could hear the water splashing over the rocks in the
grotto dedicated to the Holy Mother. There were no altars in this
room, no trappings of empty ceremony. Here, the business of the
Order of the Poor Knights of Solomon’s Temple was conducted. As
they waited, most of the Knights already knew or suspected why they
were here. Lying atop the lacquered table, near the inlaid white
medallion containing a blood red cross patee lined with 24K gold,
several signs of modern civilization encroached on the classic
designs of the room and its furnishings. Two videophones, one
Bluetooth headset, three PDA’s, two laptop PC’s and, in front of
the Italian, an IPod with headset. And in front of every Knight
present, a cup, stein or mug from which they sipped their favorite
beverages.

Only the Knight of the Holy City, who spent
his time in the London offices behind a desk, seemed unaware of the
nature of the business at hand as he sat tapping the keys of his
lap top, looking up from time to time at the clock on the wall. He
looked around the table, quizzical at first and then with a worried
frown as he perceived the expressions on his Brothers’ faces and
the actions of Sir Ramsay. Sir Montague was another member of the
Council who had pulled his punches in the crypt below the chapel,
loath to beat his Brother as badly as some at the table with them
had done. His duty had required his participation, but there had
been no required measure put upon the amount of force to be used.
Each Knight would have used his own discretion. Sir Montague’s
conscience was clear. He avoided the Knight of Death’s eyes simply
because he did not like the man’s occupation and he did blame him
at least in part for what had happened seven years ago in Texas. He
stopped typing and tapped his fingers nervously on the table beside
the keyboard until he realized that he was the only one making
noise. He stopped and picked up his glass of lukewarm beer, a
frosted white goblet with the name of his WWII squadron emblazoned
on the side. He took a deep drink and shuddered at the taste, as
his thoughts wandered back to that time. Montague had been one of
the witnesses to the destruction of the limestone hill in central
Texas and though it had been his first, last and only glimpse of
the woman to whom the Knight of Death had lost his heart, he would
never forget her. He would never forget a single moment of what had
occurred that day. He had been shot in the shoulder, almost
accidentally, by Cecile Valentino, Miss Sinclair’s unscrupulous
partner. She had wanted to be immortal no matter what the cost. In
the end, her unrelenting search for immortality had cost her the
sum total of what life she had left. He still remembered the horror
of her death in the pits created by the Insects of Sherma. He
shuddered again at the thought of the huge, almost comical
creatures that spewed acid strong enough to slice through solid
bedrock. The accountant looked down warily at the marble tiles
between his shoes and wondered what other monstrosities might lie
in the layers of rock below their feet. But what had happened now?
he wondered. Were they going to start arguing again as they had the
last time Mark Andrew Ramsay had been in the Villa in Italy? He
certainly hoped not. He had work to do in London. The Knight of the
Holy City shot a worried frown down the table at the Knight of
Death just as he took a sip from his golden goblet. Their eyes met
briefly just as the Grand Master made his entrance and Montague
looked away quickly. The meeting would get underway at last.
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Gavin smiled halfheartedly at the dumpy,
grumpy face of the scowling Chevalier Heinrich Schroeder, who sat
across the table from him. The man had just put away a disgustingly
overloaded platter of sausages and sauerkraut and a huge tankard of
beer. The German called the waiter for another beer and clinked the
empty container on the table. Gavin dropped his fork in his own
dinner, unable to summon enough of an appetite to finish his
schnitzel. He picked up his glass of beer and sipped it
thoughtfully as the man took up his monologue again.

“It was outrageous, I tell you,” the German
reiterated in heavily accented English as he wiped his greasy
fingers on the napkin in his lap. “Almost three days we were
trapped in that filthy hole. And why? Because some burglars wanted
to rob your Miss Valentino, that’s why. I, for one, am glad she is
gone. I don’t care where she went as long as she went. I told you
that before. Your bumbling authorities never caught any of them.
American justice. Now there is a how-do-you-say? Octagon
moron.”
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