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Preface











“Let any man having
knowledge of why these two should not be joined in Holy Matrimony
speak now or forever hold his peace,” Simon pronounced the words
that Lucio had been waiting for. The Healer looked up from his book
of Sacraments and gave the required pause before
continuing.

“I object!” Lucio announced
just before the priest continued with the ceremony.

A general murmur of surprise ran through the
congregation gathered in the Chapel of Glessyn followed by the
singular sound of the song of the Golden Sword of the Cherubim when
the Chevalier du Morte, drew the blade from its scabbard. The
Italian cringed and felt perspiration running down his face and
neck into the stiff collar of his tuxedo.

“Brother…” Ramsay uttered
one word of warning and pressed the tip of the blade against his
back. “Mind your tongue.”

“What is the basis of your
objection, Sir?” Simon ignored the Knight of Death and directed
this almost casual question at the best man.

“He does not love her as I
do, Father,” Lucio said in spite of the danger.

“On your knees, Brother!”
Mark Andrew ordered and took his arm just above the elbow, twisting
it painfully.

Lucio went down without a whimper. He was
helpless against the man. He was ill. He was dying.

“And you have proof of this,
Sir?” the Healer asked and closed the book of Sacraments, allowing
his hands to drop into the folds of his priestly white
frock.

“I do!” Lucio answered
through gritted teeth as the groom took a hand full of his hair and
pulled his head back. “Look at her, Father! Look at her! Look what
he has done to her!”

“I see nothing amiss with
the bride, Sir,” Simon smiled as he spoke, again acting as if
nothing were wrong. “You are overwrought, Brother.”

“The veil!” Lucio shouted.
“Raise the veil!”

“How dare you accuse me?!”
Ramsay asked and stepped between the priest and his best man. “You
are nothing! A street urchin. A filthy dog.”

“Look at her!” the Knight of
the Golden Eagle gasped as the groom yanked his hair and then
pressed the point of the blade against his side, directly where the
pain was worst of all.

Simon stepped down from the platform in front
of the bride and took hold of the floor length veil made of heavy,
white lace. He pulled the veil from the bride’s head and her tiara
fell to the floor. Lucio cut his eyes to the left and felt the
blade enter his flesh.

He screamed at the sight of the lifeless
bride. Her bedraggled blonde hair tangled with weeds and briars.
Her face nothing more than bare bones and bleached teeth. Her
hollow eye sockets staring straight ahead.

“I see nothing amiss here,”
Simon announced as he surveyed the grisly face and replaced the
veil, letting it fall over the horrible sight.

“I warned you, Little
Brother,” Mark spoke softly to him, leaned close and pushed the
sword deeper into his side.

The pain was unbearable, hot and searing and
he heard the sound of ripping cloth as it emerged through the back
of his coat. He screamed again and grabbed the blade in both
hands.

The groom let go of his hair and placed one
boot against his midsection, wrenching the blade free, gashing
Lucio’s hands deeply in the process.

The Italian fell crumpled to the cold stone
floor in front of the altar.

Simon resumed his place in front of the altar
and opened the book.

Ramsay wiped the blood from the sword on his
white sleeve and put the sword away before kneeling beside his
bloody best man, searching through his pockets for the ring.

Simon resumed the ceremony as if nothing had
occurred when Mark resumed his place beside the silent bride.

Lucio got onto his hands and knees and began
to crawl toward the open front doors where he could see green trees
and bright sunshine. As he crawled past the pews, the guests cursed
him and spit on him and threw rotted fruit and vegetables at him.
Some of the men kicked at him, sending new pains coursing through
his side where the blade had pierced him. When he reached the
doors, he fell again, down the steps and into the dirt at the base
of the stairs.

“Sir! Are you all right?” a
woman’s voice speaking Italian, pierced the darkness and
pain.

“He killed her!” he gasped.
The face of an elderly woman wearing a white scarf over her head
drifted in the darkness above him. “Help me.”

Instead of answering, she disappeared and
then he felt himself being lifted from the ground.

“No! No!” he protested. “Let
me go! Meredith!”

But they did not let go and he felt his
strength run out into oblivion as he was carried from the street
onto the sidewalk in front of his apartment building in Naples. The
last thing he heard was the distant wail of an emergency vehicle’s
siren.






Chapter One of Seventeen

Gabriel, make this man to understand the
vision.











Sir Philip Cambrique, Seneschal, Chevalier du
Orient, reluctantly sought out the company of Grand Master Edgard
d’Brouchart in his study. Normally, he would not have bothered him
in his privacy. The balmy night breeze engulfed the restored Roman
Villa and the French Knight like a comfortable glove, insulating
him somewhat from the chill growing in his heart. The smell of the
sea hung in the air and he could hear the calls of seagulls flying
somewhere in the darkness above. The Master was completely
engrossed in a sheaf of dog-eared papers, yellowed and smudged with
thousands of fingerprints from long years of use. Philip sighed as
he perused the numerous papers scattered about the Master’s desk.
He had tried, time and time again, to bring the Master into the
twenty-first century, but had failed miserably. The obstinate
Frenchman still insisted upon shuffling through ancient manuscripts
and printouts in spite of the fact that he had a state-of-the-art
computer system on the desk in front of him, collecting dust. The
best that the Master could manage was to obscure the monitor screen
with sticky notes covered with scribbled handwriting. He complained
that his fingers were too clumsy for use on a keyboard and he
detested the point and click system. He wanted something he could
hold on to, he said, something that didn’t look like an Egyptian
dung beetle. Philip assumed he meant the mouse, which vaguely
resembled a scarab.

Sir Edgard squinted at the ancient writing on
the paper under the light of the brass and stained glass reading
lamp on his old mahogany desk through an over-sized, silver-encased
magnifying glass. The big, red-haired man laid the papers down and
sat back in his chair, causing it to squeak ominously.

“Brother Philip,” he said
simply as his second in command took a chair in front of the desk,
clasping his hands in his lap.

The tall, thin Knight looked up at the
ceiling, blinking his dark eyes rapidly as was his peculiar custom
when he had something distasteful to discuss with the Master.
D’Brouchart had always assumed that this was the way the man
organized his thoughts before speaking. Especially when he had some
heavy matter on his mind. He finished up a note, tore it carefully
from the pad and placed it atop another note on an antique spindle
while Philip made ready to speak.

“My Prince,” Philip spoke
softly and focused his eyes on him presently. “I would speak to you
concerning your decision to send Sir Dambretti on this mission with
Sir Ramsay. I do not believe that the circumstances warrant his
presence in light of his... his new status.”

D’Brouchart nodded, he had expected this. The
Knight of the Golden Eagle was no longer immortal and subject to
the uncertainties of life to a much greater degree than the other
eleven members of the Council of Twelve. It was Sir Philip’s duty
as his second to point out possible flaws in his logic whenever
necessary.

“Our Knights are not bound
by the desire to live, Brother, but rather by the willingness to
die in the service of Christ. Brother Dambretti has always been at
risk as are we all,” d’Brouchart countered. “Please do not remind
me of the mistake I made. I have suffered much on that
account.”

Philip drew a deep breath. He had not come
here to chide the Master concerning Dambretti’s condition. The
Master had thought the Italian dead when he had bestowed the gift
of mortality on the traitorous ex-Templar, Philipe Devereaux. No
one could hold him responsible for what had happened. There had
been little choice at the time.

“He has not passed on his
mysteries and has sent his apprentice back to the Academy without
proper authority. The boy, Stephano Clementi, is barely eighteen
and has completed only three years service next month with his
Master. He is far from ready to assume a seat on the Council and he
cannot be expected to take Sir Dambretti’s Mystery under the
circumstances. It would be prudent that one of us receive the
mysteries from the Knight of the Golden Eagle until…the situation
is rectified. Should some unfortunate incident occur, that is to
say, something that would put Sir Dambretti’s life in jeopardy, one
of the other members should hold the Mystery in safe-keeping until
they might be restored to him, God willing.” The Seneschal lowered
his head and paused to see how his introductory words were being
received before continuing.

D’Brouchart nodded thoughtfully. Philip was
reluctant to speak on this subject. Dambretti could be killed or
die at any moment and, if so, he would take the Mystery of Isis and
Osiris with him to the grave. He would not linger in the suspended
state between life and death until Sir Ramsay could attend to him.
There would be no opportunity to take the Mysteries before
releasing his soul. The Divine Knowledge would simply die with him.
An unacceptable risk. The only remedy for the Italian Knight’s
dilemma would be the death of the former Templar who had once been
apprenticed to Hugh de Champagne. Then Dambretti could, once again,
receive the gift of immortality. There could be only twelve.
Dambretti’s situation was unprecedented in the history of the
Council. Never had a Knight of the Council lost his immortality and
remained alive.

“Sir Ramsay and Sir
Champlain would be able to accomplish the task of finding Devereaux
with the assistance of Sir de Lyons or Sir de Bleu with much
less... worry, if Sir Dambretti were to remain here where he would
be... safer. In no way do I mean to discredit his desire to do his
duty in this matter, Sir. He fully understands what is at stake
here,” Philip said and then paused again. He would have only one
opportunity to present his concerns and he wanted to make his
points very clear. “Brother Lucio’s presence is not essential to
the mission. And, further, I believe that his judgment is clouded
due to his personal interest in the outcome. He may possibly
jeopardize the mission’s success. I would ask, with all due
respect, that you reconsider your choices of the members of this
mission. My recommendations are Sir Ramsay, Sir Champlain and Sir
de Lyons. Sir de Lyons has not yet seen much work in the field,
your Grace. He would benefit from the experience, especially in the
company of two such seasoned soldiers and he shows great promise
regarding his political and practical views. He would retain his
objectivity in regard to the outcome. Meanwhile, de Bleu could hold
Brother Dambretti’s Mystery for him until the mission is
complete.”

D’Brouchart could see the logic of the
Seneschal’s reasoning, but he, too, had personal reasons for
sending the Golden Eagle with Sir Ramsay. The Master could not
remain objective either. For one thing, he wanted to know, once and
for all that the matter of the Chevaliere Sinclair was settled
between them before he restored the gift of the Tree of Life to
Lucio Dambretti. He could no longer risk the integrity of the
entire Council of Twelve because two of his Knights were constantly
at each other’s immortal throats over the favors of a woman. The
time was drawing near when he would need all of them to do their
duties without outside interference and internal contentions
distracting them from their purpose. If the matter between them was
not settled, then one of them would have to go. He had thought that
Sister Meredith’s acceptance of Mark Ramsay’s proposal of marriage
had settled it, but that had not been the case. And then he had
resigned himself to losing one of them by way of the deadly
challenge Lucio had made upon learning that he had lost Dame
Meredith to Sir Ramsay. But that, too, had failed to settle the
matter as neither of the Knights had killed the other during the
fight. Now the problem remained in a somewhat modified version. He
had lost Lucio Dambretti in a very unexpected turn of events. Even
though the Golden Eagle still lived, he would not be able to
continue as a member of the Council of Twelve in his mortal state.
If the mission failed, one of the remaining eleven members would be
forced to take on his Mysteries indefinitely, but it would be
preferable to losing the mysteries altogether. Unfortunate, but
necessary.

If the contention between Ramsay and
Dambretti remained, though the mission was successful, it would be
highly distasteful and regrettable to have to inform the Knight of
the Golden Eagle that he was to be relegated to one of the remote
outposts even if Philipe Devereaux had been successfully
eliminated. It would be a hard thing, but he had done harder things
in his life. Much harder.

“I had a call from Brother
Lucio earlier today,” Philip continued when the Master did not
respond immediately and looked down at his hands. Philip had always
liked the Italian personally. Lucio was impulsive and a bit profane
at times, but he was very personable and always dependable in a
pinch. “He wants me to speak to Brother Ramsay concerning Stephano.
He wants Sir Ramsay to take on Stephano as his apprentice since Sir
MacLaughlin will be leaving him soon for reassignment in the Middle
East.”

“That may be possible,”
d’Brouchart pursed his lips. Major MacLaughlin would be transferred
to one of the outposts in the Middle East to take command of a
small company of Templar soldiers. His current status of Knight,
disqualified him from serving as an apprentice. “Sir Barry has been
very concerned about the young man since John Paul left for
Scotland. They are very close. Much like Brother Lucio and Brother
Ramsay were... at one time. If Sir Ramsay will have him, then he
will be more closely tied with John Paul in the future. It may be a
good thing. It may not. We will see. I will think on
it.”

“And Brother Lucio also
mentioned that he may need the services of our physician,” Philip
added as a footnote. “He said he was feeling... poorly.”

“Oui?” D’Brouchart frowned.
Feeling… poorly? Already! “Do you mean to say he has taken
ill?”

“Yes, your Grace. I have
dispatched Dr. Blum to his residence in Naples,” Philip nodded. “I
sent Sir Champlain with him. He knows the way.”

“Good.”

D’Brouchart was disturbed by this news. In
spite of their differences and their disagreements, he was very
fond of the Italian. They had been bickering and arguing together
for almost eight hundred years. It was easy to get used to someone
after that long. In fact, he missed the man terribly and they had
only been back in Italy a few days, but Lucio had gone home to
Naples immediately upon their return from Scotland and had not been
back to the Villa since. Lucio’s presence at HQ had been an almost
daily occurrence before the incident, but the Grand Master had
allowed him his time alone. It must have been very hard for him to
accept two devastating events so closely spaced. To lose his status
as one of the Council of Twelve and then the woman he loved all in
less than two days! “Ramsay is due in Sunday?”

“Yes, your Grace,” Philip
told him. “His wedding is set for tomorrow.”

“Good.”

The Master set his jaw. The marriage would be
done and that part would be finished.

“Your concern for Brother
Dambretti’s safety is understandable, but he will be in good hands
with Ramsay and Champlain to look out for him. I will give some
thought to the other. We may transfer the Mysteries temporarily. I
will pray on it.”

Philip sighed. Lucio’s gift was of
incalculable value. He wondered what it must be like to be able to
see, to actually see, the human soul. And then there were his
other, less well understood secrets. Philip was not quite sure what
it was that Lucio did. He knew that he read and translated
documents for the Master, but why? The Seneschal had no idea how
this task had come down to Lucio or if it had anything to do with
his mystical knowledge of Egypt. If they lost the Golden Eagle, who
would be able to translate all those old scrolls and documents in
the treasury? Who would be able to look on the face of a stranger
and say whether his intentions were true and honorable? Who would
be able to infiltrate the enemy’s ranks and find the chinks in
their armor if not Dambretti? Who would be able to make him laugh
in spite of himself with his blasphemous utterances if not Lucio?
Philip got up slowly and turned to leave the room. He had made his
bid and lost. Dambretti would go with Ramsay in pursuit of the
Golden Key.

The Grand Master watched the Seneschal go. He
could almost feel the man’s disappointment. He knew how much his
second enjoyed the company of the Golden Eagle. It would be a
devastating loss, but they had lost many good men in the past. They
would lose more in the future. Lucio’s best chance for survival and
re-instatement lay in his association with Sir Ramsay now. He would
have to buck up as they said and come in line or else… d’Brouchart
knew that he could not tell Lucio his thoughts. The Italian was too
volatile. If he thought that his entire future lay in Mark Andrew’s
hands, then he would surely jeopardize the mission, if for no other
reason, than to prove a point. That point being that he would owe
nothing to Mark Ramsay. The scene in front of Mark Andrew’s house
on the day he had told Lucio of Sir Ramsay and Dame Meredith’s
impending marriage had been extremely taxing. The Golden Eagle had
actually threatened suicide and then murder and had then almost,
but not quite, cursed God, along with himself. His words and
actions should have been more severely punished, but the Master had
allowed him his rage for a few moments before bringing him into
line the only way he knew how. Lucio was hardheaded. A few
well-placed punches were sometimes necessary to get his attention.
D’Brouchart did not regret what he had done to the man. It served a
double purpose. It added humility to Lucio’s punishment and it
served as an example to the others. Blasphemy and impetuosity could
not and would not be tolerated among the members of the Council of
Twelve.

Sir Philip let himself out of the room and
started up the long walk leading back to the main building. He
needed to gather his papers from the office there and take them
back to his room. He looked up when one of the younger boys who
served as a valet for the Grand Master, came running toward him
down the walk. Running on the walkway was strictly forbidden.

Philip held up his hand and the boy skidded
to a stop in front of him. The boy was about fourteen and almost
hysterical. His dark eyes were wide and his face was flushed with
excitement. He was also in training at Sir Barry’s academy and
would be a Knight in the field one day… if all went well.

“Hold, son,” he addressed
the boy sternly. “What is the meaning of all this
noise?”

The boy looked up at him with wild eyes, full
of fear.

“Sir Cambrique! You must
come quickly!” he whispered loudly before he turned and dashed back
toward the main building without waiting for a reply.

Philip considered going back for the Grand
Master, but changed his mind. He would see what all this was about
before disturbing the Master again. What he had, at first, taken to
be boyish exuberance was something else. What new curse had
descended upon them now?

Just before he reached the sun porch along
the rear of the main building, he saw what was wrong.

Louis Champlain, Knight of the Golden Key,
pushed his way through the double doors leading from the main hall
onto the porch beside the pool. In his arms hung the limp body of
Lucio Dambretti. Dr. Blum followed close behind him. Brother Lucio
was feeling much worse than ‘poorly’. He looked to be seriously ill
or dead. Philip thought ironically that perhaps his concerns had
become prophecy. He rushed down the walk toward them.

Champlain glanced at him and then hurried
away toward the Infirmary without saying anything. The Knight of
the Golden Eagle’s head rolled limply from side to side as
Champlain walked. The expression on the big Knight’s face was one
of total despair.

Philip caught the doctor’s arm.

“What is this?” He asked in
alarm.

“He was delirious when we
arrived, Sir. A troupe of medics and a fire brigade were already
there trying to convince him to come down from his apartment and he
was… well, he wasn’t cooperating very well. Brother Louis had to
intervene… physically. I thought they were going to press charges,
your Grace. I had to sedate him. He thought us some enemy or
another and was well ready to fight us both as well as half of
Naples,” the English doctor did not sound happy. “He could tell us
nothing of what was wrong. He seemed to be in a great deal of pain
in the abdominal region. I had him brought here for further
examination and I’ll need to run some tests. I didn’t think this
was possible, Sir Philip. He is a member of the Council. Is there
something I should know about Sir Dambretti’s
condition?”

Philip just stared at him. He would have to
disturb the Grand Master after all and he was unsure of how much to
tell the physician. The Seneschal turned to the excited young man
still weaving and bobbing next to him.

“Go tell Master d’Brouchart
to come to the Infirmary at once on my authority,” Philip told the
boy in a low voice. “Tell him that I sent you. Tell him it is his
Golden Eagle. And… hurry!”

The boy started off at a fast walk.

“Run!” Philip shouted after
him as he, himself broke the rules and ran after the
doctor.
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Sir Philip sat stiffly in the gray metal
chair facing the Grand Master as he scowled into space above the
Seneschal’s head. They were in the small, sparsely furnished office
of Sir Charles Blum, MD, poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple. One of
the few Knights stationed in Italy who was not a member of the
immortal Council of Twelve, Dr. Blum did not associate with them
freely. He was a good doctor and had served the soldiers well for
many years at the outposts before being brought to work, at Sir
Barry’s request, in a state of semi-retirement for the convenience
of the students and staff assigned to the compound. Not an easy
task. The boys were always getting themselves into trouble. Philip
and the Grand Master had been debating whether to call Ramsay to
Italy at once or wait until Sunday.

“There will be trouble in
Scotland, if we call him away before the wedding,” Philip told him.
“Sir Ramsay will not be happy to put off the marriage.”

“That will be regrettable
for the both of us,” d’Brouchart agreed heartily with his
Seneschal, but could they afford to take chances with the mysteries
of the Golden Eagle? The Grand Master had been undecided whether to
have Ramsay remove the secrets from the Italian immediately or to
wait... a while, but this turn of events was causing him to lean
toward the former. “Brother Ramsay will get over it. He will do his
duty.”

Philip nodded. Sir Ramsay had never shirked
his unappreciated work for any reason. Nor had he ever heard the
Knight complain of any assignment and he had listened to seemingly
endless complaints from many of the members of the Council in the
past. They complained, but they did what they had to do. Ramsay
never complained. He simply followed instructions. It was very
difficult to tell what the Knight of Death was thinking. But then,
Sir Philip did not actually want to know what the Prince of the
Grave might be thinking. The Seneschal shuddered at the thought of
Ramsay’s list of titles. King of Terrors. Prince of the Grave.
Knight of Death. Alchemist. He silently thanked God he had no such
titles attached to his own name, no such duties and no such mundane
work. The duties of the Knight of the Orient were quite enough for
him. The most important thing now was the recovery of the Stone,
Champlain’s Golden Key and, in the process, the death of the
traitor who had stolen them.

Dr. Blum opened the door and came into the
office carrying a large brown envelope. He slid a stiff sheet of
plastic X-ray film from the paper cover and clipped it on the light
board above his desk. Again, Philip had to sigh, the doctor was as
bad as the Master, preferring to use outdated medical equipment
when he could have had anything he asked for. The X-ray equipment
at the Infirmary dated from the 1980s and the doctor had refused to
allow the Order to purchase a CT scanner for him. He did not want
to go back to school and learn how to use it. He could have used
any number of modern medical computer programs, but he stuck to the
old ways.

“I have never seen anything
quite like this.” The doctor frowned at them; his French was
heavily accented by his clipped British style. “Do you care to tell
me what has happened to Sir Dambretti now?” The doctor reached for
a very expensive cigarette in a box on his desk. Philip frowned
again. Smoking physicians, the height of irony!

D’Brouchart looked at the black and white
picture of Dambretti’s internal organs. It meant nothing to him.
There were light patches and dark shapes, what looked like ribs and
perhaps the Golden Eagles’ heart in the upper center of the
frame.

A very bright, white object about the size of
an English pea was located near the lower right side of the
frame.

“What is that?” the Master
asked and raised his chin somewhat. He did not like modern
medicine, but it had certainly come a long way from the Dark Ages.
He did not care for doctors, in general, but Dr. Blum was a very
necessary commodity for most of the residents of the Villa, even
though he was a bit arrogant at times.

“Perhaps you should tell
me,” Dr. Blum suggested and looked at him expectantly. “It looks
like a large gall stone.”

“That is common, is it not?”
Sir Philip leaned forward to look at the object in question.
“Stones. Sir Ramsay only recently suffered from a kidney stone….”
his voice trailed off abruptly when he remembered that Sir Ramsay’s
stone was very different than a normal kidney stone and had,
indeed, been the result of strange and magickal workings. Was this
another one? Was it possible?

“Common enough in... the
regular army,” the doctor avoided the word mortal as averse to
immortal. “Not common at all in Knights of the Council of
Twelve.”

“Sir Dambretti has lost
his... status as a Knight of the Council,” d’Brouchart said almost
casually, as if this sort of thing happened every day.

“I see.” Blum let out a
disgusted sigh and sat down in his chair, looking at them
suspiciously. “I didn’t know that was possible without being fatal.
With all due respect, good Sirs, you must be forthcoming with me or
I can be of little service.” The man raised one eyebrow skeptically
as he exhaled a plume of smoke over their heads.

He knew how it worked for them. They were not
subject to every day diseases and illnesses. When one of them lost
his ‘status’, as d’Brouchart called it, that meant that they had
gotten themselves destroyed beyond the point of recuperation and
had most likely lost their heads as well, to the one called the
Prince of the Grave by many of the soldiers. The Knight of Death,
Chevalier Ramsay. Dr. Blum shuddered at the thought of the
Kavorkian Templar, as he called him in private, but made no
comment. He did not approve of their methods. He had been a Templar
for over thirty years, and he had seen a few of the Council members
come and go, but he’d had no part in the passings of any of them.
If their so-called Mystic Healer, Sir Simon d’Ornan, could not help
them, then they were declared beyond help and the Chevalier du
Morte was called to do his ‘duty’. He never saw the bodies of the
Knights they had lost. In fact, he had never even been officially
informed of their demise. How he would have loved to do an autopsy
or two. He’d heard of the fairly recent deaths of three members of
the Council and he’d seen their replacements, but he’d heard it
through the proverbial grapevine. Thomas Beaujold, James Argonne
and Hugh de Champlain all gone within the last fifteen years or so.
There were many rumors about their deaths, but no real facts to be
had. The Council of Twelve had their own way of taking care of
things. Usually such changes were absorbed in the status quo with
few ripples, but recently, the introduction of a female Knight only
proved that things were not always as immutable as one might assume
within the Grand Council Chamber. The Knights were not beyond
reproach, nor were they exempt from the follies of mortal men. Some
of the displays he had witnessed here in the Villa gave proof to
the idea that they still had one foot in the Dark Ages. In fact,
one of the most brutal exhibitions he had ever witnessed had been
perpetrated in broad daylight in the common area in front of the
Blessed Mother’s alcove. The victim had been none other than the
Italian Knight himself, who now lay in the ward room, waiting for
treatment. The doctor still had occasional nightmares wherein he
relived the day that Sir Barry of Sussex had ‘killed’ Sir Dambretti
in some bizarre form of extreme corporal punishment by stringing
him up and beating him with a wooden rod in front of the entire
assembly, including the boys at Barry’s school. He’d made a
concerted effort to learn the reason for it, but nothing had come
of his inquiries.

Now he was puzzled, to say the least, by this
development concerning the Knight of the Golden Eagle. What did
this mean ‘lost his status’? Had he lost his title as well as his
immortality? Had the Golden Eagle flown the coop? He almost smiled
at the irreverent thought and then caught himself before he made a
serious mistake. He might be a member in good standing and a long
time Templar, but he was still subject to most of the same rules
and laws as the rest of them. Certainly, he did not want to get on
the Grand Master’s bad side. Sir Barry was bad enough to contend
with when one of his students was ill. He just wanted these two out
of his infirmary.

“Only in rare
circumstances,” Philip answered his question without elaboration.
“What can be done for him? You must treat him as you would treat
one of the students.”

“I would normally suggest
surgery,” Blum told them. “But that is not a gall stone, Brothers.”
He indicated the bright spot with the tip of his cigarette and
tilted his head back as he blew another long streamer of smoke into
the air.

“If it is not a gall stone,
then what?” d’Brouchart asked in consternation, clearly aggravated
by the doctor’s seeming reticence to just come right out and tell
them what was wrong with the Eagle.

“It is not in his gall
bladder, for one thing,” Blum told them and leaned his chin on his
hands. “It is in his appendix.” The Grand Master certainly had
never learned much about anatomy in all his long years.

“Oh, then this is better,
no?” D’Brouchart looked relieved, though he knew very little about
the gall bladder or appendix. Internal organs should remain
internal at all costs. That was all he knew. All he wanted to know.
“So what is the problem? Can you not remove the… thing?”

“The appendix can be removed
simply enough, appendectomy, but there are no such things as…” the
doctor paused to make air quotation signs before continuing “…
appendix stones, so to speak. The condition known as appendicitis,
which is an inflammation of the organ itself, usually occurs
earlier in life, say… eight hundred years plus or minus younger, in
his case. It is usually caused by some sort of blockage in the
appendix,” the doctor actually smiled. “But it is not usually
accompanied by such a large obstruction as to show up so clearly on
X-ray. What has he been eating? Rocks?” The doctor swiveled his
chair about, stubbed out his cigarette in a stainless ashtray and
pulled a small colored brochure displaying very basic outlines of
internal organs. He placed it on the desk and slid it toward them.
“The main symptom of appendicitis is pain in the lower right
abdomen. Here.” He tapped the paper with his left index finger.
“There is also fever, loss of appetite and nausea. Occasionally,
vomiting, of which I believe we found evidence in his apartment,
but it was difficult to say whether this condition brought on the
vomiting or his rather large intake of alcohol sans food. His
apartment was quite cluttered with empty wine bottles. He is a
heavy drinker, is he not?” They shook their heads in a mutual lie.
“At any rate, surgery is the standard treatment to avoid infection
and a possible rupture. I need to remove the appendix as soon as
possible since a ruptured appendix can sometimes be
fatal.”

“And you can do this, no?
Here, in the infirmary?” the Master asked, but looked perplexed as
he chose to focus on the man’s silly question about eating rocks as
a way of not dealing with the real problem. He had no idea what the
Golden Eagle had been eating. Knowing Lucio’s taste for rich foods,
there was no telling.

“I can remove his appendix,
yes,” the doctor nodded. “But there are other...
things.”

“Oui?” Philip leaned forward
slightly. What other things? He didn’t want to hear about any other
things. He did not like doctors. And he particularly did not care
for Dr. Blum. The man was too… arrogant.

“He also appears to have
scarlet fever.” The doctor raised both eyebrows at them and shook
his head, eyeing them accusingly. What on earth had happened to Sir
Dambretti? Dambretti was the only one he ever talked to and that,
most recently, had been about the health and welfare of his young
apprentice, Stephano Clementi. The Italian Knight was congenial
most of the time and had a wicked sense of humor and they had even
gotten drunk together once or twice on the eve of some fast or
another when they had been confined to HQ for some reason or
another. The Italian seemed a bit less aloof, more down to earth
than the rest of them.

“Oui?” d’Brouchart asked. He
was unfamiliar with these things as well. Disease and pestilence!
Still common enough, even in the face of all the modern miracles of
medicine, but he rarely gave them much thought. He had heard of
this sort of fever long ago, but what it meant was lost on him. He
wondered why the doctor had not already administered something for
this. Surely, the man had some pill or elixir to take care of a
fever! Was he a complete idiot? He would speak to Sir Barry about
the man at first opportunity.

“Scarlet fever is another
illness common to childhood. It is caused by group A
beta-hemolytick streptococci bacteria. He has the rash, the high
fever, chills, in addition to the abdominal pains which are common
to both diseases,” the doctor continued. “Where has he been? Some
third world country?”

“Yes, he has only just
returned from America,” Philip nodded his head vigorously. He did
not like this at all. Scarlet fever was rare in this modern age.
Only in a barbaric country such as the New World would such a thing
still be common. He had heard of many such diseases and pestilence
coming out of America. He shook his head sadly, remembering what
Christopher Columbus, himself, had brought back to Europe from the
West Indies. An insidious disease that still plagued most of the
civilized world. Something that proved, once again, that the
company of women is a dangerous thing. But then, so was the company
of men. The explorers had traded one disease for another, leaving
small pox with the Indians, bringing syphilis home to their wives.
Philip had to force himself to return his thoughts to the present
situation.

“This brand of fever is more
rare these days than in ages past. It usually starts with a
streptococcal infection in the throat and goes from there. Again,
it is more common in children. It’s treatable with antibiotics, but
I cannot perform the surgery while he has this infection. It would
be very dangerous. The fever could cause complications during
surgery.”

“And?” D’Brouchart prompted
him when he stopped. Where had Dambretti picked up a bacterial
infection? Scotland? In the evil red water, no doubt. He would need
to call Scotland and warn them about this. John Paul and Ramsay’s
cook could be infected was well.

“I will have to treat him
for the fever first and then do the surgery, but if his appendix
should rupture before I can safely perform the appendectomy, he
could develop peritonitis which can be quite fatal to... mortals.”
The doctor grimaced at the use of the word mortal “In the event
that his appendix ruptures, we would have to transfer him to a
larger facility. One better equipped to deal with such
complications.” The two Knights grimaced at the suggestion of an
outside agency. “If I operate on him in his present condition, I
could lose him on the operating table as they like to say on the
telly,” he gestured toward a rather large antique TV console set
against one wall of the office. “There could be very serious
complications and our facilities here are rather... primitive in
comparison to a modern hospital.” The doctor coughed and reached
for another cigarette and his gold lighter. “It is inadvisable to
anesthetize patients with high fever unless it is absolutely
necessary, you understand,” he paused and they both nodded
affirmatively while thinking negatively. “I am more accustomed to
treating sprains and bruises and an occasional broken bone. Surgery
is... well, I would do it if I had to.” He looked at them
expectantly. It would be interesting to look inside an eight
hundred year old body, but whom would he tell? It would make a good
paper, but, oh well, he had given up all of the glamour and
prestige of his profession when he had joined the Order. He had to
stop thinking like that. It was a good thing Sir von Hetz was not
there. The doctor had heard that the Knight of the Apocalypse could
read minds! What a pleasant thought that was…

“I see,” d’Brouchart nodded.
“So there is distinct possibility that he could die?”

“Actually, there is a very
good chance that he will if he continues to deteriorate and pick up
diseases as he goes,” the doctor said flatly as he twirled the
lighter deftly in his fingers, fascinating Cambrique. Had the man
not been listening to him? He turned to trace the outline of
Dambretti’s shadowy appendix on the film with the unlit cigarette.
“His appendix is much enlarged and greatly inflamed already. It
could rupture any moment and I would be forced to remove it before
he is ready. The risk would come with the possibility of
complications as I said before.”

D’Brouchart narrowed his eyes and peered at
the bright spot on the X-ray suspiciously.

“When you remove the...” he
gestured toward the X-ray with one finger. “... obstruction, I will
want to see it.”

“Sir?” The doctor looked at
him in amazement.



“You heard me, Doctor!”
d’Brouchart said shortly and stood up. “I will see the Golden Eagle
now.” He turned to Philip. “Get the Ritter on the phone for me,
Philip.”

The doctor’s face fell. The Ritter! Not the
Apocalyptic Knight. He would have to mind his thoughts. God was
punishing him now. D’Brouchart reached across the desk, took the
cigarette from the startled man’s fingers and snapped it in half.
On his way out, he slammed it on the floor and crushed it under his
foot, uttering one word sarcastically “Impudence.”
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The Knight of the Golden Eagle was flying,
truly flying without benefit of wings or any other extemporaneous
trappings. He was simply gliding over a landscape full of blue
flowers that stretched away on all sides toward the horizon. Birds
sang in the meadow and millions of bees and butterflies worked the
flower petals. In the grass below him and among the flowers he saw
many things. Old things and new things. Things that had happened
long ago and not so long ago. He wanted to stop and set down at
some of the sights, to study them more closely, to talk to the
people he recognized there, but he had no control over his journey.
He even saw himself along with some of the other Knights in scenes
from long ago. Many of the events he saw involved Mark Andrew
Ramsay, always present or nearby. Had they really been so close?
But he had no time to ponder this question properly before being
whisked away to another scene.

It seemed that something or someone was
pulling him along. Someone he could not see held his hand and kept
him from falling to the ground below. They came to a hollow in the
meadows where a fountain with seven heads rose up from the ground
with golden water steaming from each head. Sparkling liquid flowed
from the fountainheads into seven urns and thence from the urns
into seven streams. In the middle of the fountain stood a woman
dressed in pure white. Her hair was also golden and the mists of
the waters spraying from the fountain hid her face. The woman
stepped from the midst of the water and stood before him. In her
hand she held a bouquet of violets, purple amaranths and delicate
white lilies with pink centers. He took the flowers from her and
she held out her hand to him. She drew him back toward the center
of the fountain with her. The cool spray fell onto his face, golden
droplets clung to his eyelashes, sparkling in the sunlight. He
turned to see another woman, dark of complexion with dark hair and
small, black horns protruding from her temples. She led a great red
dragon on a slender filigreed leash. The dragon pulled back on his
chain, twisting his hideously horned head to and fro, but for all
his great size and obvious strength, he could not break free of the
thin chain that held him.

Lucio looked into the face of the
flaxen-haired woman.

“Behold the Hesperian Dragon
comes to the fountain! Thrice times seven he must drink of the
golden waters,” she told him and handed him a silver sword, then
nodded toward the dragon. “Make him drink!” she
commanded.

Lucio approached the dragon with his sword in
one hand and his Egyptian dagger in the other. The dragon reared
its head above him and pulled back on the chain, rolling its huge
eyes in fear. Dambretti looked up into the red eyes of the beast
and felt the blood leave his face. This was no ordinary beast! The
dragon drew in a deep breath and snarled at him, preparing to
scorch him with its flaming breath. The Knight of the Golden Eagle
raised his sword, swung desperately at the white throat of the red
dragon and d’Brouchart fell onto the floor.

“Master!” Philip cried out
in alarm and bent to help the Grand Master to his feet. Two men
dressed in white uniforms ran forward to restrain the patient on
the small bed.

A moment before he had been lying on his
back, out of his mind with fever and chills, shaking and shivering,
with his head thrown back on the little pillow as if he would die
at any moment and then suddenly, he had come off the bed, swinging
at the Grand Master as he had leaned over the bed railing to look
at his face.

“Saints preserve us!”
d’Brouchart said under his breath as he climbed to his feet in a
most undignified manner.

The two attendants were still struggling with
the Knight and finally had to have the assistance of both the Grand
Master and Philip to help them, before they could strap his arms to
the bed rails. He was delirious again, speaking aloud in Italian
now and making every effort to free himself of the restraints.

“Mio fratello!” Lucio called
to one of his Brothers. Which Brother was unclear.

“Yes, Brother!” Philip
leaned close to him. “I am here.”

“The destruction of the
dragon is upon us! He must not drink of the fountain! You must not
join with the virgin, my Brother, my Brother! She is my wife. My
wife! Santa Maria, Santa Maria! Help us, Holy Mother!” he cried out
in Italian and his voice cracked as if he would break down in
weeping.

Philip turned to look at d’Brouchart in
dismay. Lucio was speaking of the dragon, saying that the dragon
had come to kill them. Then the identity of the Brother was made
evident when he began to speak directly to Sir Ramsay as he told
the Knight of Death that he could not marry the virgin. The last
part was most disturbing. “She is his wife?” Philip frowned. “What
does it mean?”

D’Brouchart motioned for the orderlies to
clear the room. When they had retreated, he leaned close to the
head of the bed once more, avoiding the range of the Knight’s
unsecured legs and feet.

“Lucio, my son,” he said in
a low voice. Philip had never heard him call the Knight by his
Christian name. “What dragon? Why can Ramsay not marry the
virgin?”

“The dragon must drink
twenty-one times from the golden fountain, Brother,” Lucio looked
at him as he spoke, but did not truly see him. “The virgin must be
married to the second. The twins must be of the Eagle and the Dove.
She cannot marry you, Brother. The dragon will win! Shrive me,
Brother, for I am dying.”

D’Brouchart shook his head. This did not make
sense. The Golden Eagle was out of his head with the fever.
Delirium, he had witnessed this before.

Philip stepped forward and hit the Knight on
his shoulder, answering his request for confession.

“Padre, I am lost. What am I
to do? What am I to do with this knowledge?” Lucio did not confess.
Was he talking about his mysteries of Isis and Osiris?

“What knowledge?” Philip
looked at d’Brouchart. This was not a confession. It was a
question. D’Brouchart shrugged. Perhaps Lucio was truly dying and
wanted to pass his mysteries on to one of them.

“You must do as you always
do, my son. The Will of God,” d’Brouchart answered Lucio in
Italian.

A terrible pain gripped the Knight and he
fell back on the bed, rolling his head and breathing hard. The
Grand Master turned away. He could not bear to see him suffer and
felt that it was, at least partially, his fault.

“Get Ramsay on the phone!”
D’Brouchart told Philip as they hurried from the infirmary. “He
must come at once. The wedding will have to wait.” The severity of
the Golden Eagle’s condition finally convinced him that they would
have to take the mystery before it was too late.

Dr. Blum, who had been standing in the hall,
waiting for them, looked up when he heard this last order. First,
the Apocalyptic Knight and now Ramsay. Perhaps he wouldn’t have to
do anything for the Knight of the Golden Eagle after all, but he
would insist that they take him somewhere other than his infirmary
to do the dirty deed! He would not allow it to happen on his
watch.
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Simon covered John Paul with the comforter on
Meredith’s bed and stepped back, allowing her to bend over him,
feeling his forehead. The boy’s parents had not asked him to leave
and he was thankful for that. This did not bode well. Something had
happened to upset the boy tremendously and it seemed to have
something to do with the Knight of the Apocalypse. Von Hetz had
gone off to the chapel earlier, alone. Something that Mark Andrew
had strictly forbidden. Simon had warned him not to go, but had not
offered to go with him. Furthermore, he had failed to inform Ramsay
that the German was defying his orders. Now he regretted his
laziness and his reluctance to be near the Ark of the Covenant. He
had no desire to return to the Chapel. He’d not been back since
he’d had the distinct honor of carrying the relic from Ramsay’s
home to the little chapel down the road. It was becoming more and
more imperative that they get the chapel back in order and seal the
crypts where the holiest relic in the entire world now resided.

“He has not been eating
well,” she said off-handedly, bringing the priest’s attention back
to the fifteen year old boy lying semi-conscious on the bed. “He
refused his lamb chop at dinner. I wonder if he has not been eating
at all these past few days. He would only eat the vegetables and
would not drink his milk either.”

“I’m sure that he is in good
health,” Simon leaned closer to look at the boy’s face. He lay with
his eyes closed, dark lashes resting on his cheeks. The image of
his father. It was only when his bright blue eyes were open, that
the difference between them became evident. “He has had too much
excitement perhaps. The Ritter is also concerned about all that he
has been through recently. John’s age must be considered. We have
all been... under stress.”

That was the understatement of the year. The
boy had recently witnessed the murder of his own half-brother and
then gruesome beheading of the murderer at the hands of his own
father. He had come home from Ian McShan’s house smeared with
blood. The Healer had seen the brutal method the Knight of Death
employed when one of them was in need of final correction and it
had left him shaken and ill for days every time. Simon shuddered at
the thought of this seemingly innocent young man being involved in
such a thing. Although he kept his opinion to himself, he felt that
John Paul was more suited for the clergy than the Council of Twelve
and could not imagine the boy ever replacing one of the Knights.
They were, after all, a fine lot of killers. Simon considered
himself a Healer, a counselor and a priest first and foremost, but
he’d taken quite a few lives himself in battle. If John Paul
Sinclair-Ramsay was ever going to become a warrior monk in the
service of God, then he had a lot of changing to do.

Mark Andrew returned to Merry’s room dressed
in his usual black attire, interrupting Simon’s thoughts. He went
directly to the bed and looked down at the boy who had so
unexpectedly interrupted his bath with Meredith. The bath he should
not have been taking with her. The embarrassing scene that had been
witnessed by Simon of Grenoble, of all people. The wedding was
tomorrow, but... his cheeks burned anew when Simon looked up at
him.

“How is he?” Mark Andrew
asked quietly.

“He’s sleeping,” Simon said
softly. “He said something about the Ritter and the Dragon and...”
Simon stopped short. Merry looked at him sharply.

“Elizabeth,” she added what
he did not say.

“I heard him,” Mark Andrew
said darkly and shook his head. What did the boy know of Elizabeth?
“What does it mean?”

“I don’t know,” Simon also
shook his head. “Let him rest. We’ll ask the Ritter.”

“Where is the Ritter?” Mark
finally locked eyes with the Healer.

“He went to the chapel,”
Simon admitted. “To check on the crypts. He said there was more
water to be drained and...”

Mark Andrew was out of the room before he
could finish speaking. Simon looked at Merry in surprise and then
jumped when the phone rang, startling both of them.

Simon yanked the receiver from the set beside
the bed. “Ah, oui?”

“Brother Simon?” Philip
Cambrique’s voice sounded strained and far away.

“Oui,” Simon answered
shortly. He did not have time for this. Mark Andrew was most likely
on his way to the chapel. Ramsay had not been back there since his
duel with Lucio when the crypt had been completely flooded with
eerie red water rising up from somewhere in the substructure. They
had managed to keep him away only because he had been unwilling to
go in his heart. Simon needed to go with him now. The Grand Master
had ordered him to stay here and help Sir Ramsay see after the
great treasure in the vaults below the church. Von Hetz had
volunteered to stay and help, thereby allowing John Paul to spend
some time with his mother. If something were amiss at the chapel,
he needed to be there.

“Where is Sir Ramsay?”
Cambrique asked.

“He is not here at the
moment,” Simon told him without elaboration.

“Listen very carefully,
Brother,” Cambrique’s voice changed a bit and Simon’s heart
lurched. More trouble.

“Tell Sir Ramsay to come to
Italy at once. The wedding will have to be postponed. Our Brother
is very ill. He may not last long. Brother Ramsay must come
immediately without delay. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I understand.” Simon
answered and looked up at Merry who stood with her hands on her
hips, watching him. She could read his face clearly. She narrowed
her eyes at him.

“You and the Ritter von Hetz
are to remain there with the Chevaliere,” Philip continued. “Tell
him to bring Sir MacLaughlin with him.”

“Oui,” Simon’s calm voice
belied his feelings. He wanted to ask questions. What had happened
to Lucio?!

“Brother?” Philip paused. He
had expected a more concerned response from the Healer.

“Oui?”

“Is something wrong there?”
Philip sounded very weary and equally suspicious.

“No, everything is fine,”
Simon lied and then crossed himself and looked at Merry
apologetically.

“Go quickly then and find
him, Brother,” Philip told him and the phone line
buzzed.

“Let me guess,” Merry
frowned at him as he hung up the phone. “More bad news?”

“Oui.”

Simon felt his most recently lost depression
return at ramming speed. “But you must trust me for the moment,
Sister, there is no time to explain now. I will be back shortly and
then we will talk. Stay here with John Paul and see to his
needs.”

Merry opened her mouth to protest, but Simon
laid his index finger against her lips and looked into her eyes. If
she could not trust Simon, she could trust no one.

“All right,” she said
resignedly and turned back to the bed where her son lay curled on
his side under the fluffy white comforter. He looked well enough
for the moment, but something had disturbed him greatly. John Paul
had always been the picture of health, physically, at least. She
reached to brush away the grass sprigs and remnants of drying soap
bubbles from his hair. One of the purple flowers from the meadow
was entangled in his dark locks. He had lost his battle with the
wolfhounds over the bath. She wondered how many more battles he
would lose before it was all over.
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Mark Andrew approached the steps of the
chapel slowly. The skin on his arms and the back of his neck
prickled and he felt cold at the sight of the place where something
evil had issued from the depths and tried to claim both Lucio
Dambretti and Meredith Sinclair. The question of what had attacked
them and where it had come from was still unanswered. He would
never forget the stormy night when they had brought the Ark of the
Covenant here to the crypt at Glessyn chapel and placed it in the
tombs. He had not been back to the place since. Before the Ark had
come to rest here, he had never given much thought to the task of
keeping up the old place other than routine maintenance. It was
just something he did. Something he was supposed to do. Brother
Simon and Sister Meredith had been able to talk him out of coming
back after the flood… much too easily. He knew in his heart that he
had to face his new found fear of the place and get on with his
caretaking chores. Putting it on Brother Konrad’s shoulders was
unacceptable. He would deal with this problem as he had always
dealt with problems in the past. He would face it head on, no
matter what the outcome. Just going inside the stone structure now,
took every ounce of fortitude he possessed.

Konrad von Hetz’ BMW was parked in front of
the chapel. The old place was as tranquil as it had always been on
any bright summer’s day. Birds sang in the ancient oaks surrounding
the building and squirrels scampered under the trees, searching for
acorns. He caught sight of a hedgehog disappearing around the
corner of the building and there were deer tracks in the soft earth
beside the drive. The atmosphere was bright, fresh and cleansed.
Every trace of the storm had disappeared except for a few long,
wavy piles of leaves left behind when the water receded. A light
breeze brushed the hair from his face and exposed the white braid
with its immovable silver trinkets, causing them to jingle slightly
as he walked. He touched the white braid instinctively, silencing
the jingling earrings embellishing it. He kept forgetting it was
there and it never failed to surprise him when he saw it in the
mirror. He silently drew the Golden Sword of the Cherubim from its
black scabbard with his right hand and a jeweled dagger from one of
his pockets with his left hand as he stepped through the open
doors. Exactly why he did this, he could not say. There was nothing
particularly threatening in sight.

The chapel was cool and dim and utterly
silent. Empty. His footsteps echoed hollowly in the high ceilings.
He looked up at the carved bas-relief on the columns supporting the
arches above his head and passed by the smooth marble altar where
he had retreated from the reach of the red, boiling water that had
pulled Lucio from his grasp during the flood, remembering his own
fear and how he had been unable to save the Italian. There were
stripes of dried mud and piles of leaves on the stone. Left there
by the same red water that had almost killed Merry when she had
been swept away in the torrents outside the chapel. But if Lucio
had not been incapacitated by the flood waters, the Grand Master
might not have thought him dead and had he not thought the Golden
Eagle dead, John Paul might have been lost. If the Master had not
agreed to trade the Tree of Life for John Paul, they might not have
found him in time to save him. It was a hard thing, weighing the
value of one life against another and he chastised himself soundly
for even thinking about it in terms of worth. It was within God’s
purview to decide who should live and who should die, not his.

Thinking again! He had vowed to give it up
entirely. The whole thing had been the will of God. The will of
God. That was what Lucio always said. He shook his head and the
earrings jingled again.

“Dammit!” He cursed himself
for thinking and then crossed himself for cursing in the church
before continuing down the aisle.

The heavy wooden door at the base of the bell
tower stood open. He paused at the door and shuddered. The faint
sound of water dripping somewhere below drifted to his ears. A thin
layer of silt still covered the stone floor and stairway leading
down into the tombs below the chapel. The red glow of a torch
flickered on the rough walls at the bottom of the stairs. Mark took
a deep breath and stepped softly down the stairs. He felt as if he
were descending into Hell, itself. Here, the silt on the risers
muffled his footsteps and he could hear the sound of his own heart
reverberating in his ears.

At the bottom of the stairwell, he stopped
and looked left and right. The torches were lit in the black iron
sconces along the walls. The flames swayed in the slow current of
air that flowed through the corridor. He drew another deep breath
then walked even more slowly toward the crypt where the fallen
Templars lay in their stone coffins. It was in this chamber that
the Ark sat on the altar below the wooden cross stained with his
own blood. He kept his weapons raised and his back to the stone
wall, moving sideways. He did not want to see the chamber again,
but it was his duty. It was his job. He should have been here
instead of the Ritter in the first place. Von Hetz and Major
MacLaughlin had been working on the chapel and crypts for days
without his help. If something had happened to the Ritter, it would
be his fault. The utter silence did nothing to relieve his anxiety.
If the Ritter were down here somewhere cleaning, then there should
have been noises.

The stone archway into the tomb loomed dark
against a rosy backdrop. Water continued to seep from above into
the floor where a thin layer still remained in the lower depths. It
sloshed around his boots, making soft slurring sounds as he moved
forward under the curved stones carved with Celtic symbols of an
age long past. He ducked under the low arch though he did not have
to do so, it was above his head, but he was, by now, half crouching
with the sword and dagger raised defensively in front of him as
chills began to race up and down his backbone. His breath came in
short, ragged gasps and his knees felt weak. The sound of a slight
rustling noise caused him to jerk around to the right. Nothing!
Another noise, and he spun left. Nothing! The candles on the altar
guttered in an unfelt breeze and a rush of cold air almost took his
breath away. He swung the blade in front of him at nothing. A short
involuntary shriek erupted from his lips followed by an equally
involuntary invocation to the Holy Virgin when a rat scuttled
across the floor near the wall on his left. Rats! They must have
moved in after the storm. A shadow loomed suddenly behind him, but
when he spun around, nothing was there that could have made it. He
was finding it difficult to deal with the fear that crushed his
heart. It was not something he was accustomed to. Normally, he
would know exactly where the enemy was and who the enemy was and he
would do what he had to do. Normally, the only emotion he had to
deal with under trying circumstances such as this, was anger. But
he was not angry now. He was afraid.

He steadied himself on the first of the
ancient coffins, also covered by silt and squinted into the gloom.
His heart caught in his throat at the sight of the Apocalyptic
Knight lying supine on the coffin lid directly in front of the
altar. The dark Knight lay with his sword clutched to his chest and
his booted feet crossed as if he were dead. Mark Andrew started
forward and thought he heard another rustling. This time, directly
in front of him. Another rat was sitting up on the chest of the
downed Knight. A relief and a terror at the same time.

Mark drew back his left hand and threw the
dagger at the rat, spearing it neatly from the Knight’s chest. It
squealed loudly and splashed into the water on the floor at the
foot of the altar. Von Hetz did not stir.

When he reached the Knight, he was greatly
relieved to find that he was only sleeping. His chest rose and fell
in a regular pattern. Mark Andrew went around the coffin to find
the rat and pulled his dagger from the disgusting creature before
throwing its lifeless carcass across the room toward the door. The
rat slapped against the wall and splashed into the water on the
floor.

Mark Andrew frowned when von Hetz snored and
then nudged him gently on the shoulder with the hilt of the
dagger.

“Brother?” His voice echoed
in the chamber.

Von Hetz came awake suddenly, reaching up to
take hold of Mark Andrew’s wrist in an unexpectedly fast move
while, at the same time, bringing the dragon sword up and then down
on his shoulder with the edge resting at the base of Mark’s neck.
Ramsay stumbled back away from him in alarm, narrowly missing a
collision with the object on the altar behind him. Von Hetz yanked
him back in time to save him from the terrible presence beneath the
stained cloth covering.

“Don’t touch it!!” von Hetz
shouted at him and then slid down off the coffin to face
him.

They stood staring at each other, wide-eyed
in the gloom. Both of them breathing hard after the two closely
spaced near misses. To touch the Ark, even by accident, could be
certain death, or so the Holy Scriptures said, and neither of them
wanted to test the scriptures’ validity.

Mark Andrew let go a long sigh of relief and
blinked rapidly, trying to calm himself.

“Brother, this is not a good
place for napping,” he said after a moment when he could speak
again. He sheathed his sword and replaced the dagger in his pocket.
“It’s old and full of… memories.” The Knight looked around the
crypt and shuddered.

“That is very true,” Von
Hetz agreed and then spun around with his sword held up as if
listening for something.

“What is it?” Mark asked him
quietly.

“Nothing,” Von Hetz
whispered and clasped his wrist again, much to his surprise,
yanking him forward roughly. “I thought I heard voices
earlier.”

A skittering noise echoed through the crypt
and Mark found himself suddenly stumbling along after the taller
man as he was dragged forcefully from the tomb, down the corridor
and then shoved ahead of the dark Knight up the stairs. The fear
he’d felt upon entering the old place returned tenfold as a
contagion of unexplained terror gripped his heart and they ran like
two frightened children. By the time they reached the apse of the
chapel, Mark’s heart was racing out of control and he felt as if
the devil, himself, were right on his heels, chasing him.

He stopped only when he reached the altar
where he supported himself with one hand, trying to calm his heart
to a more tolerable rate. If these frights kept up, all of his hair
would be as white as the alien strands above his right ear. He
pushed himself off the altar and turned back to face whatever they
had been running from.

Von Hetz stood at the open doorway to the
bell tower gazing back into the stairwell, as if listening for
something again. The Apocalyptic Knight’s face was frozen in
unmasked terror.
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“Mama!” John Paul opened his
eyes and sat up suddenly, causing Merry’s heart to jump into her
throat. She had been dozing in the chair near the bed. John Paul
had been sleeping peacefully. Now he was wide-awake and staring
straight out the window in the far wall. The look on his face
frightened her.

“What is it, John Paul?” She
asked him when he turned his crystal blue eyes on her. What if
something had happened at the chapel? What should she do? She
couldn’t leave John Paul here alone and she had no idea where Major
had gotten off to or where Bruce Roberts was.

“My Master is home?” He
asked and blinked at her as a chill draught of air brushed her face
from the open window. She went to close the window and came back to
sit on the bed beside him.

“The Ritter is at the
chapel, John,” she told him and managed a smile in spite of her own
fear. “Have you been eating right, sweetheart? Are you hungry? Can
I get something for you?”

“Yes, no, no,” he nodded and
then shook his head. “Papa is home?”

“He’s at the chapel, too.
And so is Brother Simon. They’re all fine.”

John Paul did not look convinced. He frowned
and Merry was amazed at how much more he looked like his father
when he frowned. Was there none of her in him at all?

John Paul looked up at the ceiling, crossed
himself and began to speak in a low monotone voice.

“All this evil is come upon
us: yet made we not our prayer before the Lord our God, that we
might turn from our iniquities, and understand thy truth. Therefore
hath the Lord watched upon the evil, and brought it upon us: for
the Lord our God is righteous in all his works which he doeth: for
we obeyed not his voice.”

This was more than she’d ever heard him say
in one sitting. But these were not his words. They were from the
Holy Scriptures. Merry did not know chapter and verse, but she knew
enough to recognize the scriptures when she heard them.

“John Paul?” She found her
voice and leaned toward him, reaching for his hand.

“O Lord, according to all
thy righteousness, I beseech thee, let thine anger and thy fury be
turned away. Now therefore, O our God, hear the prayer of thy
servant, and his supplications, and cause thy face to shine upon
thy sanctuary that is desolate, for the Lord's sake. Amen. Amen.
And Amen.”

Merry stood up. John fell back on the bed and
turned his face toward the wall. After a moment, he looked at her
again and asked for a glass of water as if nothing out of the
ordinary had happened.
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The Ritter von Hetz waited impatiently for
the Grand Master to come to the telephone.

“Brother?” d’Brouchart’s
deep voice sounded in his ear.

“Yes, Master.” Von Hetz’
eyes darted around the library at the faces of the people who stood
watching him.

“I would ask you a
question,” the Master’s tone was one of deep
aggravation.

“Yes, your
Grace?”

“The Stone?” D’Brouchart
said shortly.

“The Stone?” Von Hetz
frowned and Mark perked up at the mention of the Stone. Were they
talking about the damnable Stone again?

“What did you do with the
Stone, Konrad?”

“Well, Sir, Brother,” von
Hetz started then stopped before adding quickly “We fed it to
Brother Dambretti.”

Silence. Mark Andrew looked at Simon in
surprise. Simon shrugged and shook his head.

Merry was speechless. They had fed the Stone
to Lucio? Why?!

“Why?” The Grand Master
echoed the question in Mark’s head.

“I saw it in a vision, your
Grace,” Von Hetz admitted reluctantly, feeling foolish
somehow.

“Let me speak to Simon of
Grenoble.”

The Apocalyptic Knight grimaced and handed
the phone to Simon who took it hesitantly.

“Is Mark Ramsay on his way
to Italy?”

“Ah, no, sir, not yet, your
Grace.”

Simon looked pained. He had forgotten to tell
him. He had found the two Knights in such a state when he had
reached the chapel, they had only just gotten back to the house. He
had not had time to even find out what had happened to them, but he
knew that something was definitely amiss.

“Do as I have said, Simon!”
d’Brouchart almost shouted at him and he held the phone away from
his ear, gritting his teeth and frowning. He could not remember the
last time he had made the Master angry.

“Yes, your Grace,” Simon
answered miserably.

“Do not delay. There may not
be much time.” The connection was cut.

Simon replaced the phone in the cradle and
looked at them apologetically. His heart was very heavy with the
news he would have to impart to them now. The Grand Master’s
agitation could only mean one thing.

“I have bad news,” he said
in a low voice and then threw himself down on the hearth. He sat
with his elbows on his knees, holding his head in his
hands.

“Lucio?” Merry asked in a
small quiet voice.

Simon nodded and Merry sank to the floor in
despair. Her mind had done nothing but roam back and forth over
every possibility imaginable since Simon had gone off to look for
the Ritter and Mark Andrew. Lucio’s condition had been first and
foremost in her mind. She was terribly worried about him and felt
responsible for his current dilemma.

“Is he dead?” Mark Andrew
cast a dark look at her and voiced the question she did not. Mark
had known Lucio longer than anyone else and he knew that the
Italian was given to heavy bouts of drinking and deep depression.
He had seen him suicidal on more than one occasion. The defeats
that his Brother had suffered lately were most likely the worst
things of a personal nature that had ever befallen the Knight of
the Golden Eagle. Suicide was not out of the question.

“No... not yet,” Simon
looked up at them, shaking his head.

Von Hetz crossed himself. Had he done the
wrong thing? Had they killed him by feeding him the Lapis
Philosophorum? Was that why the Master was so angry?

Their misery was made complete by an
unearthly scream emanating from the upstairs hallway.

“John Paul!” Merry shouted.
She was the first on her feet, but the last one out the door into
hall as all three Knights responded to the cry.

John Paul was no longer in Merry’s bed. He
was in the corner of her room between a heavy wooden chest and the
wall, with his knees drawn up in front him. His bright blue eyes
were wide with terror and he stared past them at a point near the
door. He had taken off all his clothes and violent chills wracked
his body as the three Knights pulled him forcefully from the floor
and carried him back to the bed. Mark Andrew pulled the covers
around him and felt of his forehead.

“What is it, my son?” the
Ritter asked as he leaned over him, holding one of his
hands.

“Elizabeth,” he answered
though chattering teeth. Merry pushed the German and the Healer out
of her way and felt of his face and his arms. His skin was cold.
His fingers were blue. He closed his eyes and continued to shiver
and shake while Mark tucked the comforter tighter around him. His
clothes were strewn around the room as if he had thrown them about
wildly.

Mark Andrew looked at Simon for help.
Elizabeth again!

“Elizabeth,” Simon repeated
the word softly and chewed his bottom lip thoughtfully.

Von Hetz moved to the foot of the bed and
stood looking down at the boy. His face was unreadable.

“Sister,” Simon caught
Merry’s arm. “Find Bruce and bring some water and a bottle of red
wine.” Merry looked at him as if he were crazy.

“Meredith, please, do as
Simon asks,” Mark Andrew urged her toward the door. “He knows what
he’s doing.”

“He needs a doctor, Mark
Andrew!” She told him angrily. “John Paul is not one of
us.”

“Simon will say,” Mark told
her and shoved her forcefully from the room. “No
doctors!”

Merry stood in the hall staring at him
briefly before he closed the door in her face. She raised one hand
to pound on the door, but the Ritter opened it suddenly and caught
her wrist. She was still not used to taking orders from anyone.

“Three Knights beat one
Queen, Sister,” he told her and gave her a shove toward the stairs.
“I will stay with them.”

Merry cursed them all soundly as she started
for the stairs and the requested items, but the Ritter had a point.
If she brought the wine and the water, they would have to let her
back in.

“I can do nothing for him!”
Simon said quickly when she was gone. “He is not ill. It is
something else.” The Healer turned from John Paul to Mark Andrew.
“The Grand Master has commanded you to come to Italy at once,
Brother.”

“I canna go t’ Italy,” Mark
told him and shook his head. He picked up John Paul’s limp hand and
checked his pulse. “I canna leave th’ boy like this. His mother wud
nevar furgive me.” Mark Andrew was clearly upset now. “Wot th’ hell
is goin’ on, Simon? Why does he keep sayin’ ’lizabeth?”

“I can’t answer that,
Brother, but you have no choice in the matter,” Simon told him.
“Lucio may be dying and you will have to do your duty before he
does. John Paul will be in good hands.”

“Lucio!” Mark spat the name
as if it were distasteful. “Th’ mon has caused me nothin’ but
trouble. Let ’im die and I say good riddance.”

“You have to take his
mysteries,” Von Hetz spoke up. “And the Stone. The Stone is with
him. You cannot be serious.”

“The Stone!” Mark shook his
head and looked down at the floor. “Why’d ye do it?” His anger was
dying in the face of hopelessness. He would have to go. There was
no other alternative.
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