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Prologue


Legionnaire recruits at the training camp in Mascara are given this advice by their instructors, “When you are in a gun battle with Fellagha tribesmen, and you find your situation is absolutely hopeless, with no chance at all of making an escape, rather than surrender and be taken prisoner, Save your last bullet for yourself.”


This advice was given not only to new recruits based in Algeria, but to those serving in many other theatres of war where the Foreign Legion was in action, usually on the front line. It emphasised the unmerciful treatment they could expect when captured, and in the hands of their barbaric enemies.


Those who ignored this advice had plenty of time to regret it, as they suffered an agonising and lingering death, after having much of their anatomy slowly and crudely severed from their pain racked bodies by a bestial adversary.
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Chapter 1


Enticement


It was around late afternoon in the charming medieval city of Berne, the capital of Switzerland. The travelling circus had set up in the Baren Park, a huge meadow just out of town. To access this meadow and the circus required crossing the River Aare by way of the Nydeggbrucke Bridge, which was opposite an equally beautiful church bearing the same name.


The circus was in its fifth week there, and was due to pack up and move on in a couple of weeks to another part of Switzerland. The young man stacking bales of hay and straw in the huge store tent was Henri Dumas. He’d had this job for a couple of weeks now and was quite happy in what he was doing. Cleaning the dung out of animal cages, and then laying fresh straw down, wouldn’t be everybody’s cup of tea, but compared to what he’d turned his back on, this was ideal as a fill in to give him some breathing space.


He’d almost finished his National Service in the Swiss Army, when an unfortunate incident on the firing range resulted in the death of one of the recruits. Henri, along with five others, was on indefinite leave whilst a committee of enquiry was assembled to look into the unfortunate incident. Believing he was the one mostly responsible for the death of the young man, he was anxious that when the facts came to light he’d possibly be looking at a long prison sentence.


Whilst he’d been at home on indefinite leave, his overpowering mother just wouldn’t let the matter rest. She’d continued to question him about what had happened, as well as chastising him for what he’d done. If this wasn’t enough for him to contend with, his girlfriend, Charlotte, gave him the unwelcome news that he was about to be a father – albeit in seven months time. When her parents came in on the scene, blaming him for the condition of their pure and innocent, unmarried daughter, things became too much for our Henri. Packing an overnight bag with little more than a change of underwear, his passport and a small amount of cash, he left early one morning, intending to catch a train for Paris.


Whilst at the station in Neuchatel, a town about 30 kilometres from where he lived, he had spotted a poster advertising the circus. He decided to put his plans for Paris on hold and go to Berne instead, as it wasn’t too far away, and see if he could get a part time job working at the circus. With a little help from a young gipsy girl named Lilli, he managed to secure a job there, which included lodgings in an old caravan which at the time had become vacant. The previous occupant had fallen foul of a couple of the circus folk, and they’d made it plain that he was not welcome there.


On this particular very warm and humid day, Henri was going about his normal duty of cleaning the various animal cages and replenishing them with fresh straw, as well as the hay which some of them fed on. He was alone in the huge tent, tidying up the bales, when turning around he saw Lilli at the entrance, watching him.


“Come in, I’ll find you a shovel and you can help me,” he said jokingly. He’d been acquainted with this gypsy beauty since the first day he arrived, and there seemed to be a little spark of romance between the two youngsters. The truth was that Lilli fancied him in a big way; being a young, dark, handsome, curly haired man, few women wouldn’t have found him attractive.


The problem was that Lilli was the only daughter in a family troupe of acrobats who happened to be Hungarian gypsies. As well as her father and mother, ‘Mama and Papa’, she had two big brothers also; huge brothers at that. Henri had fallen foul of these two men, as well as their father, as they didn’t like outsiders hanging around their baby sister. They did their best to discourage her from seeing him, but the attraction was too strong and she just couldn’t resist this handsome, young Swiss gentleman.


Entering the tent and seeing an opportunity, Lilli simply walked up to him and threw her arms around his neck, giving a huge kiss to the startled, but very pleased, young man. She began to caress him, then seeing there was a bale of straw behind, pushed him backwards so that he tripped over it. When he was on his back, Lilli suddenly jumped on him, kissing and biting his lips wildly. ‘My God,’ he thought, ‘what in heaven’s name has gotten into her?’


“Calm down, you’re beginning to... frighten me!” he called out.


“Hush my love, I’ll show you how we gypsy girls make love,” she whispered, and then continued kissing him even more passionately.


Although Henri had been with girls before, he’d never come across anyone as wild and frantic as this. He thought back to his other girlfriends and reflected on how long it would have taken them to be anywhere near as passionate; then it usually ended in anti-climax, nothing happening at all! The intensity and passion of Lilli’s kissing and fondling was beginning to make him feel very aroused. ‘Ah well,’ he thought, ‘if this is the gypsy custom, who am I not to go along with it.’ He was, after all, a virile young man.


As the young couple’s embraces became more passionate, their clothes began to fall away. They moved over to the back of the huge tent and behind some bales of straw. Now almost naked, they coupled up, Lilli on top then mounting him and rocking like some cowgirl breaking in a young stallion, frantically making love… the gypsy way. Poor Henri barely knew what was happening to him; where had he been all of his short life to have missed out on such a fantastic experience?


“Were your other girlfriends like me, did they make love as passionately as me?” asked Lilli after they had finished their lovemaking.


“The few girls that I’ve been with were anything but like you,” he stuttered, still catching his breath. “But then I guess you probably realised... I’ve never in my life had an experience like that... been with anyone like you.” Lilli laughed, but her laughter stopped abruptly when she heard her father’s voice call out to her.


Tibor, her father and the paternal leader of the troupe, was standing outside the tent. He was a huge man with thick grey hair tied up with a red bandana. He also sported a huge moustache and looked every bit the image most people would have of a Hungarian gypsy. This ferocious and very angry looking man stepped inside the tent and called out Lilli’s name once more.


“Don’t you realise that we are on early tonight? We have a few moves that need careful going over,” he called out to his errant daughter.


The two lovers could hardly breathe. Henri slowly poked his head above the huge bale of straw they were hiding behind, and was confronted by the sight of this huge man who was now becoming more irate at the absence of his daughter.


“Stay down you fool,” whispered Lilli, “don’t move an inch.” Henri slowly sank down onto the straw again, thanking God that this wild man hadn’t seen him. He’d been scared before, but nothing as frightening as this. Henri was terrified that one of the items of discarded clothing would catch his eye.


“If you’re with that bloody posh kid, you’re in trouble! Come out, wherever you are!” Tibor called out again. By now Henri was trembling with fear. Lilli’s family already hated the sight of him, and he wondered what they would do if he was caught in flagrante with their precious daughter and sister. The outcome was unimaginable.


Tibor was getting nearer to where the two lovers were hiding, and was about to move some of the bales when a voice called out to him.


“Tibor, old friend, what’s all the noise about?” called out Mancini, a good friend of the gipsy acrobat, who had suddenly appeared from outside the tent.


“It’s that bloody daughter of mine, I reckon she’s gone off with that snooty kid that cleans your cages out!” The man he was talking to was the lion tamer whom he’d known for many years. Mancini was aware of what the angry gypsy was capable of.


“Well you won’t find them in here, my friend. I reckon I saw them over by the Big Top about fifteen minutes ago,” lied Mancini. He had noticed the pretty ivory white blouse partially hidden in the straw and had an idea what had been going on. He also knew how wild Lilli could be; like father, like daughter. “Just remember to keep your temper when you come across them Tibor, old friend. Remember what happened the last time you caught a boy messing with Lilli, he was in hospital for two weeks and you only just got away from a jail sentence for beating him up so badly.”


“If I find that pervert has been messing with my daughter, there’ll be nothing left of him to put in hospital... he’ll end up in one of your lion’s cages, where he belongs! Let them big cats of yours sort the bastard out!”


After hearing this, Henri was absolutely petrified. It was Lilli who made all of the advances, but now he’d be the one being fed to the lions. ‘I must get away from here,’ he thought, ‘and pretty damned quick.’


“Okay you two, it’s safe to come out now, your dad’s left,” Mancini called softly to them, his eyes watching the bales for movement, “but if I were you, I’d get back to your caravan right now... he’s already angry and you won’t want to upset him any more.” Knowing what had clearly been going on, and what had happened before in similar circumstances, Mancini feared for Henri’s safety. Henri and Lilli both poked their heads up from the straw bales, looking very embarrassed.


“If I hadn’t interrupted him when I did, your father would have caught both of you at it, and the consequences of that don’t bear thinking about.”


“Thank you for that,” uttered Henri, “it was most kind of you.”


“I didn’t do it for you, I did it for my old friend Tibor. Last time he caught someone with his daughter, the lad ended up half dead, and poor Tibor was charged with attempted murder.”


By now Lilli was fully dressed and making her quick exit from the huge tent.


“You’d better get your story straight, your dad won’t take any lies from you,” called out the lion tamer as Lilli scurried off. “And as for you, young man, if I were you I would get as far away from here as possible... you have no idea what that gypsy family will do to someone who has messed about with one of their womenfolk.”


Henri didn’t need telling twice. He made his way back to his caravan and hastily began stuffing his few belongings into his rucksack. Meanwhile, Lilli hurried back to her mum and dad’s caravan to face the wrath of her very angry parents.


“Where the hell have you been?! I’ve trudged all round the camp looking for you, you’d better not tell me you’ve been with that shit shoveler!” shouted Tibor to his very nervous and frightened daughter.


“No Papa, of course not, I’ve just been for a walk by the river,” answered Lilli quite timidly.


“You’d better not be lying to your Papa, my girl, he can’t stand being lied to,” warned Lilli’s mother, Klara, who was busily preparing the evening meal. She then told her husband to calm down and not be so harsh on their daughter.


“Harsh, calm down?!” Tibor shouted back, “All I’m doing is trying to keep our daughter’s honour and chastity in order, for when she marries one of our own people,” replied the irate gypsy, “you know that no one would want to marry a gypsy girl who has been defiled, especially by a gorger!” Tibor would often use the Romany term to refer to a non-gypsy. Klara went on,


“She’s already told you that all she did was to go for a walk along the river, leave the poor girl alone.”


Tibor calmed down a little, thinking that perhaps he had been too harsh on his precious but over protected daughter. This all changed abruptly when Lilli turned around to help her mother prepare the meal.


“What’s that on your jumper?” her father called out, then on further inspection shouted, “Where did that piece of straw in your hair come from? Not from the riverbank I’ll bet!”


She’d had too little time to tidy herself up before she went to face her parents. The small strands of hay, and the piece of straw in her hair, had given the game away; she’d been rumbled. Quickly, she tried to think of a way out of the situation.


“Mama, Papa,” she called out, almost in tears, “I’ve been a naughty girl, I’ve been flirting with Henri whilst he was cleaning out the animal cages.”


“What do you mean, flirting?” growled Tibor, “Did you do anything that you shouldn’t have done? You know what I mean.” Lilli realised that the game was up and her dad had sussed them; the thing to do now, she thought, was to limit the damage and make some excuse that she was the innocent one, and Henri was the villain.


“We only kissed and cuddled, Papa, nothing else, I swear to you!”


“Don’t lie to me young lady, you did more than kiss and cuddle... tell me the truth, or so help me…” When Lilli’s mum saw Tibor about to remove his thick leather belt, she thought it time to intervene.


“Tibor, please, don’t be too harsh on our daughter, the one you should be having a go at is that boy who got her into all of this.”


“I’ll ask you once more,” called out Tibor, standing there with his belt in his hand, “did you do anything that you shouldn’t have done... you know exactly what I mean, did that boy fuck you?!”


Poor Lilli was really frightened now. The sight of her outraged father, with his huge belt in his hand, made her rush up to her mother and throw her arms around her.


“Please, please Papa,” she pleaded, “it wasn’t my fault, he forced me into it!” This admission made Tibor even angrier.


“Forced you into what?” he called out, “Are you telling me he raped you?” By now Lilli would admit to anything to prevent her father from using that wicked belt on her.


“Yes Papa, he did, he forced himself on me and... and raped me. It was horrible... really horrible!”


After his frightened daughter’s distressing claim, Tibor’s attitude changed completely. Instead of the angry, wild-man attitude of before, he buckled under when he saw his sweet, innocent little girl sobbing and trembling before him.


“There, there my little one, don’t you be afraid, your Papa loves you and only wants to protect you from the evil men in this world. Please don’t cry, Papa will take care of you.” He took her in his huge arms and pressed her against his chest, comforting her gently, but deep down he was filled with rage and utter hatred for the man that had done this to his daughter. “Go to your Mama now, my love, don’t be afraid, she will look after you. Your Papa has some business to take care of,” he whispered gently to her. By the look on Tibor’s face, his wife knew exactly what that business was.


“Don’t you dare hurt him,” his worried wife called out, “get your facts right before you do anything you’ll regret!”


“Oh, I’ll get my facts right, don’t you worry about that, I’ll give him a chance to explain why he raped my daughter. Then we’ll carve him up and feed him to the lions!” With that Tibor stormed out of his caravan and went in search of his two sons, Sandor and Zoltan.


The threat he made wasn’t just a wild one; his family’s honour, as well as that of his daughter, was at stake. This man who raped his daughter had crossed the most despicable line and needed to be dealt with severely. He really did intend to catch up with Henri and give him a good beating before knifing him. Disposing of the body by feeding it to the lions was no idle threat either and would make him disappear, but he’d need the help of his two sons to carry it out.




Chapter 2


Henri Philippe Dumas


Henri was born in the delightful lakeside town of Yverdon, capital of the canton of Vaud in Switzerland. He led a comfortable and privileged life, having two professional parents. His mother, Josie, was a senior lecturer in English language and English literature. Being born and raised in Zurich, she spoke German as well as French, and wanted her only son, Henri, to follow in her footsteps. Not only had she taught him English and German, but she wanted him to attend a university in England and get a degree to enable him to become a senior lecturer in languages.


Henri’s father, Stephan, was a practicing GP, as well as helping out at the local hospital on minor operations. He was born in Lausanne, situated about thirty kilometres from Yverdon and also part of French speaking Switzerland. Unlike Josie, Stephan had no big plans for his son and left his education to her; in fact he was quite laid back in most things he did.


The family home was a beautiful lakeside villa overlooking Lake Neuchatel. It had its own landing stage for the two boats they owned – a small sailing dinghy and a motorised speedboat. There was a huge terrace, surrounded by magnificent gardens that needed the attention of a gardener twice weekly. The villa also boasted a wine cellar that was always well stocked, especially with Bordeaux which was his mother’s favourite.


Life was good for this privileged Swiss teenager, who never really wanted for much – except to be free from his domineering mother. She’d always had her son’s life planned out for him. Upon reaching the age of 19, all Swiss males were obliged to register for National Service in the Swiss Army. The teenager had just reached that age and was excited at the prospect of joining up, meeting new friends and generally having a good time doing something on his own, away from his interfering mother. Unfortunately, his mother didn’t see things that way.


Although there was no real danger in being a member of the Swiss military, she didn’t wish for her only son to be part of it, and did her best to have his National Service deferred because it would interfere with his university prospects. Henri went ballistic when he found out his mum had done this, and swore that he’d do his duty for his country whatever the circumstances. Mother and son had a furious row, but the teenager won and his mother relented, but with two caveats. The first was that he should never volunteer for anything – especially if it was in the least bit dangerous – and the second condition was that whenever there was leave available, he must take it and come home.


Grudgingly Henri agreed to these two ridiculous conditions; if it kept his mum off his back for a while, all well and good. The condition that his mother made about coming home whenever he had leave really was tough to accept. Most of the raw recruits were allowed home at the weekends if they wished, so long as they took their rifle with them lest there was a national emergency. After completing their time training in the army, all recruits were put on reserve, and by law had to keep their rifle with them at home, including a sealed box of ammunition.


That was it, the scene was set and this eager young man was ready to do his duty for his country. All went well for the first few months, and he joined in just about everything he could. He became an excellent marksman on the rifle range and took great relish in the unarmed combat, boxing and wrestling activities. If his mum had known what her precious son had been engaging in, she’d have had a fit.


Henri’s superiors took special note of this eager young recruit and had him down for a promotion. Unfortunately, this was not to be. Due to what could be called exuberant horseplay on the rifle range, one of the recruits was shot and later died of his gunshot wound. The rifle in question just happened to belong to Henri, and although others were involved in this fatal incident, it was he that took most of the initial blame. What exactly happened to cause this terrible accident wasn’t revealed at the time, so until a board of enquiry could be convened, all of the recruits involved were placed on indefinite leave.


Henri’s mum, Josie, was absolutely devastated when she received news of this tragic accident. She spent one whole day weeping, as well as hitting the bottle. Which university would accept an undergraduate who had been involved in a fatal shooting? Her whole world had fallen apart. Everything she had planned for her talented son was not to be and, as far as she was concerned, solely because of his own stupidity. How on earth could a child like him, with his upbringing and education, behave in such an irresponsible manner resulting in someone’s death?


On the other hand, Henri’s dad didn’t seem too concerned. Sad though it was, he realised that these things can happen when teenagers and guns come together. His son was getting enough flack from his mum, he certainly didn’t need to get any from his dad too. So although he was concerned about the incident, he didn’t dwell on it too much or make it into a big issue – unlike his over dramatic wife, who just couldn’t come to terms with it.


Henri, the leading actor in this dramatic tragedy, was getting more and more tired of his mother’s aggressive attitude towards him. Never a day went by without her blaming him for what happened.


“What on earth got into you, why were you playing about with a loaded gun? Didn’t you realise that unless handled responsibly someone could get killed?” This lecturing and admonishing went on day after day without relenting. His mother’s excessive drinking didn’t help either, and things finally came to a head when his steady girlfriend, Charlotte, broke the news to one and all that she was pregnant.


To say that this news was not too well received by Josie would be an understatement of sizeable proportions – it almost took her over the top. It was only when Henri’s dad reminded her that she was going to be a grandmother, and she should indulge in it, that she calmed down for a little while. But not for long when she realised that the unborn child would come into the world with a father who, in her mind, would probably be serving a prison sentence.


This unexpected news was not received with enthusiasm by the father-to-be either. In fact it was the straw that broke the camel’s back.


Early the following day, he packed his rucksack with a change of underclothes, his toilet gear, along with his passport and some money, and headed for the railway station to catch the local train to Neuchatel. The plan was to eventually take the overnight train to Paris. That was it, the die was cast.




Chapter 3


The Chase


Back in his caravan, Henri sat down and took stock of the situation. Mancini had advised him to get as far away from the circus and the gypsy family as he could, and he now feared for his life on hearing what happened to the other lad who’d had a tryst with Lilli. That was it, clear enough, he needed no other encouragement, he had to get out of there as quickly as possible.


Whilst all the commotion was going on, Henri had his rucksack packed and was ready to go, but where to he asked himself. He listened at the caravan door and heard Tibor shouting to his sons, Sandor and Zoltan. Just listening to his bellowing voice was enough to put the fear of God into him, so he decided to wait a while until it went quiet. Unfortunately for Henri, the circus camp was going to become anything but quiet.


As Tibor continued to bellow for his sons to come, Henri remembered the story Lilli had told of a lion that escaped from one of the cages. Whilst the cage was being cleaned, the keeper responsible for securing the animals forgot to drop the latch, resulting in the escape of a fully-grown lioness. Never had there been so much shouting and bellowing heard at the circus. Henri’s mind raced as he thought about the poor soul responsible for cleaning the cages out that day. He was badly mauled and later died. Had it not been for the intervention of Max, the circus owner, and his tranquillising gun, a bigger tragedy might have occurred.


A tragedy was in the process of occurring right now, a very personal tragedy thought Henri, and ironically the man responsible for cleaning the animal cages would again be on the receiving end of it.


When Tibor’s two sons eventually answered their father’s call, they came running, demanding to know what all the fuss was about.


“I’ll tell you what all the fuss is about,” bellowed Tibor, “your sister’s just been raped!” Zoltan demanded to know the perpetrator.


“I know!” shouted Sandor, “Don’t tell me, it was that stuck up, posh little bastard, wasn’t it?!”


“Aye, correct!” replied his dad. “We need to get hold of him and sort the bastard out!”


Henri had his ear to the door of his caravan and heard every word they were saying about him. His feelings were a mixture of anger and crushing heartache that Lilli had accused him of raping her; if anything, it was the other way around, she had seduced him. But no time to think on it now, it was time to make a break for it. Putting his rucksack on his shoulder, he slowly opened the door and peered out.


Tibor’s caravan was 50 yards away and in line of sight from the one Henri was occupying. Opening the door, a little wider, he decided to make a sprint for the bridge across the River Aare and head for the town. Out he dashed, the sudden movement immediately alerting the gypsy family and in particular Sandor, who was brandishing a huge knife.


“Stop you bastard! You can’t run from us, you little fucker, stay where you are!” Sandor called out at the top of his voice. All the shouting caused other circus people to come out of their caravans, demanding to know what all the noise was about.


“That shit shovelling, posh bastard has just raped our sister!” shouted an angry Zoltan.


“Did you say rape?” called out one circus performer.


“Yes rape, and the bastard’s getting away... he’s heading for the bridge, stop him!”


Luckily for Henri, the intervention of the other circus folk helped to give him a bigger lead on his pursuers. He was about 150 yards ahead, but that advantage was soon shortened when those same people joined in the chase; everyone loves a chase.


Clearing the bridge and being on the other side, Henri had to think quickly as a dozen or more people chased him down. He saw ahead the tall, narrow spire of the church that he’d admired on his first day there. Would there be anywhere to hide in the churchyard, he wondered, but then thought he’d be better off inside and claim sanctuary there, in the naïve hope his pursuers would observe that ancient religious rite.


Henri was a fit young man, but more than that, it was the thought of what would happen to him if caught that spurred him on at great pace. The group of circus folk, though enraged at the claims of rape, were less motivated and began to fall back. Tibor, Zoltan and Sandor were big men, strong but not especially fast over ground. It bought Henri precious time.


Pushing the huge wooden doors of the church open, he managed to get inside without any of his pursuers seeing him. There was no time to look around inside at the ornate beauty of this church, he needed to quickly find the priest who would be there attending to his religious tasks. He turned and immediately saw the priest walking over to him, a smile on his face and clearly with the intention of making him welcome.


“Welcome to the Nydeggkirche, my son. I am Father Michael.” He paused, observing how this lad could hardly catch his breath, his smile replaced by a concerned expression, “Is there anything that I can help you with?”


Desperately trying to catch his breath, Henri managed to tell the priest briefly about his troubles, of the people chasing him and accusing him of rape. He asked the bemused priest for his help.


“Father, you must believe me, do I look like a man who is capable of such a crime?” pleaded Henri.


“I have no idea what a rapist really looks like, my son. Anyone faced with certain situations could be capable of anything… no matter what they look like,” replied Father Michael. “But in this particular instance, if I was to be quite honest, I wouldn’t say that you have the demeanor of a rapist.”


“Thank you, Father. Right now, I desperately need your help to hide from my pursuers. They are convinced of my guilt and I fear they could do great harm to me.”


The priest looked up and down his beautiful church, seeking a safe place to hide this greatly troubled young man, at least until the facts could be established. Calmly walking towards the altar, he turned and disappeared into the vestry, then emerged holding a huge key. Henri was becoming impatient at what he felt was the priest’s lack of urgency, but this changed as he realised, he was going to get his much-needed help.


“Come with me, quickly, I have a place to hide you. I doubt your pursuers would come inside my church but...”


“I beg to differ, Father,” Henri cut in, “these are angry men and they will stop at nothing to catch up with me.”


Father Michael then walked to the other end of the church, where an oak door led to the balcony, more like a gallery, where the huge organ was situated. He unlocked the door and told Henri to climb the steps and head for the organ positioned in the middle of the gallery. The hunted man was nervously watching the door, expecting Tibor and some of the circus people to come bursting through them and apprehend him.


“There is a little space behind the organ, get yourself inside there and do not move until I beckon you,” said the priest, now with a little more urgency in his voice.


Climbing the stairway, Henri followed the priest’s instructions and hid behind the organ high up in the gallery. When Father Michael was sure he was well hidden, he locked the door to the stairway and placed the key into the pocket of his long cassock.


The sound of the huge doors opening caused the priest to look up abruptly. He was relieved to see a small group of regular worshippers enter the church. Father Michael acknowledged them with a forced smile. They sat on pews close to the front and began praying. As the priest turned towards the pulpit, the doors opened again and in walked Zoltan. From his swarthy look and gypsy clothes, the Father knew straightaway that he was one of the men chasing Henri. The handle of the huge knife protruding from his leather belt also affirmed this man sought vengeance.


“Welcome to our church, is there anything I can help you with?” enquired the priest, as if welcoming a worshipper. Zoltan didn’t answer at first, he was too busy walking up the aisle to where the worshippers prayed. He scanned their faces; some were on their knees, others with their eyes closed, and some with their hands clasped in silent prayer. Up in the gallery, hiding behind the organ, was another man deep in prayer…


When Zoltan was satisfied that his quarry was not amongst the worshippers, he asked the priest if he could look inside the small room next to the altar, the vestry.


“What do you seek there? You look a little troubled, my son.”


“Look priest, show me inside this room!” Zoltan demanded, showing little regard for where he was or who he was speaking to, “Then I’ll tell you why I’m ‘troubled’.” Father Michael opened the vestry door and beckoned Zoltan inside, whereupon the gypsy pulled the curtains aside and began to search every nook and cranny.


After he was satisfied no one was in there, he told the priest he was looking for the man who had raped his sister.


“I don’t believe you’ll find him here; I’d have known if anyone that could have perpetrated such a crime had entered our church.” When Father Michael had finished speaking, Zoltan turned and pointed up to the gallery and asked,


“What’s up there?”


“That’s the gallery where the organ is situated. The only person to go up there is the organist… oh yes, and the cleaning lady.”


“Can I see?” asked Zoltan in a tone that made it more of a demand than a request.


“Certainly,” replied the priest, “follow me.” Both men then walked to the other end of the church, to the gallery door. “Open the door and go up the stairs,” beckoned Father Michael. Zoltan tried to open the door but found it was locked.


“Where’s the key?” demanded the gypsy.


“I’ll look in the vestry for it... usually it hangs on a hook... that is, unless the organist forgot to replace it… it wouldn’t be the first time.”


The priest walked into the vestry and made movements as if he was searching for something, then emerged without the key. Walking back to the waiting gypsy, he informed him that the organist must have the key, but as the door had been locked since the organist left, he assured Zoltan that no one would have been able to open it. It took a little time for Zoltan to appreciate the logic in the priest’s explanation, but with one last look around, he gave a huge sigh and left.


Father Michael waited about ten minutes, then took the key from his cassock pocket and placed it in the keyhole of the door which led to the gallery. Slowly he looked around as he turned the key. Almost out of nowhere, Zoltan pounced on him; he’d been waiting outside, keeping the great door slightly open so that he could watch what went on next. He’d slid inside as he saw the priest take the key from his cassock.


“I thought as much, you crafty priest, I knew you were hiding something! We gypsies have a sixth sense, we know if people are lying or not.” Zoltan glared at Father Michael. The startled priest couldn’t believe it.


“Look here, I am just checking the door... and I was going up to the balcony to find the organ music for the weekend’s service.”


“And the key just appeared in your cassock... you holy men are not supposed to lie, yet all you have done since I’ve been here is lie to me. Now get out of the way, you’re hiding something from me and I’m going up those stairs to find out what. Now move!” Zoltan pushed Father Michael so hard that he fell and hit his head against the wall. His head was spinning, and he was in no condition to warn Henri, but seeing the priest on the floor didn’t stop the angry gypsy, who leapt up the balcony stairs two at a time. When he reached the top and gazed along the balcony, he saw nothing. Perhaps the priest was telling the truth after all, he thought to himself.


Two of the worshippers came to the Father’s aid, several others hastily leaving the church. Zoltan took a few steps along and noticed a rucksack leaning against the organ. He’d seen the distinctive looking bag somewhere before, then suddenly remembered it belonged to the man he was chasing. Slowly, he made his way to the organ until he stood in front of it.


“You can come out now, you slimy little rapist! Come and get what’s owing to you!” Henri was trembling with fear. He saw Zoltan through a gap in the cavity where he was hiding and cursed that he’d not managed to get his rucksack in there with him. Zoltan called out again, “Come out or I’ll come and drag you out!”


“Can we just talk about this?” answered Henri, still trembling, “It’s not what you think, I never raped your sister. What we did between us was mutual... consensual... there was no force at all.” Henri had a job getting the words out, his voice hardly audible. Meanwhile the gypsy’s attitude hardened still more, and he became mad when he heard what he took to be a confession from the terrified Henri, since he didn’t know what consensual meant.


“Right, I’m coming in!” he shouted angrily as he tried to squeeze himself into the narrow cavity behind the organ. Realising the space was too tiny, he thrust his arm in and roughly grabbed Henri by the scruff of his neck, pulled him out and threw him to the floor. Henri tried to plead with him as Zoltan reached for the knife tucked in the wide cummerbund around his waist, but his protests fell on deaf ears. The ugly looking knife was free from his waist and now pointed at Henri, who was still lying on the floor where his attacker had thrown him.


“Please, I beg of you, don’t hurt me! I meant your sister no harm at all and would never have hurt her... this is all a big mistake!”


“Stand up, you lily livered wretch, get up and get what’s coming to you!” ordered the out of control Zoltan who clearly wouldn’t rest until he’d avenged his sister’s pain and distress.


Still on the floor, Henri realised his pleas for mercy were worthless and he had to do something dramatic and unexpected if he was going to save his own life. Zoltan was now astride him, brandishing his huge knife, looking down at his victim. Henri, who was now snapping out of his paralysis, drew his right knee back towards him as far as he could, then suddenly kicked his foot out in the direction of Zoltan’s unprotected scrotum, scoring a direct hit to his testicles. This sudden move caused the maddened Hungarian to let out a horrible scream and drop his knife as he went to clutch his bruised testicles. Seeing how effective it had been, Henri repeated the move twice, firstly hearing the crunch of broken fingers, then scoring another perfect hit on his attacker’s vital organ.


Zoltan was in excruciating pain, doubled up in agony and screaming out loud in a language no one understood. The situation was turning. Zoltan was bent down trying desperately to soothe his testicles, rubbing them with his good hand to ease the pain, his attention drawn away from his prey. Henri was not yet on his feet but waiting for a chance to administer more blows to his disabled opponent.


Zoltan now turned and was leaning on the meter-high balustrade of the balcony for support. This was the chance the plucky Swiss was waiting for. He shot to his feet, simply grabbed the crazed Hungarian by both ankles, and with all his strength and using the balustrade as a pivot, flipped the huge man over and onto the stone floor below. It was only then that Zoltan’s screaming stopped.


Henri peered over the balustrade and saw Zoltan writhing about on the floor below him in an ever-increasing pool of blood. This came from a wound caused by him hitting his head on the stone when he landed. The gipsy’s face was contorted and filled with pain, causing his eyes to roll from side to side. Suddenly the movement stopped as Zoltan lost consciousness.


Most of the worshippers had disappeared when the fighting began. Those that were left tending to Father Michael, stood mesmerised by the horrific scene they’d just witnessed. Seeing the Father, who had watched Zoltan fall from the balcony looking over the gypsy’s body for signs of life, Henri called down to him, “Is he dead Father?”


“No, not yet, but he soon will be unless we can get him medical treatment straight away!” replied the worried priest, still wondering how on earth he had allowed himself to be drawn into this terrible predicament.


“Father, I swear it was in self defence, please do something to help me, I am desperate.” The priest sighed and paused for a second’s thought.


“Come down here with me to the vestry, first I must make a phone call to the police and call for an ambulance,” he answered, becoming ever more concerned at being pulled deeper into this terrible tragedy.


“But I must get away from here... please help me! I’m more frightened now than I’ve ever been in my life,” pleaded Henri, now trembling uncontrollably. Father Michael was feeling very uneasy about assisting Henri to elude questioning by the police, but he also felt a deep belief that Henri had been the innocent party throughout this ordeal.


“Follow me, I think I have a plan which may save us both,” whispered the Father as he ushered the frightened Henri into the vestry after making his phone call. The priest rummaged amongst the clothes that were hanging in one of the closets. Giving Henri a long brown cassock, a wide brimmed hat, a crucifix and a bible, he told him to quickly put them on and try his best to look like a priest. After making a few adjustments to his disguise, Father Michael advised Henri to leave by the side door and take a tram to the station.


“Buy a ticket anywhere away from here and try to disappear for a while. I shouldn’t be encouraging you to run, but I do fear your life will be in danger if you remain. You will need to face the police eventually, my son, but for now I’ll do my best with them... I’ll maintain you were the injured party acting in self defence, and I will say you fled because you were fearful of others coming for you.”


“I’ll do that Father, most definitely. I just want to get away from here and return home, away from this nightmare. My only concern is what will happen to you?”


“I believe in what will be, will be,” replied the priest nonchalantly. “I believe that you are a victim of circumstances, and although I do feel troubled that I may somehow be breaking the law, my faith in you will produce a favourable outcome, this I feel strongly. Now go my son, and may God be with you.”


With that, Henri slipped out of the side door and made his way to the tram stop, leaving the kind if slightly misguided priest to face the music on his own. This particular incident did have its upside, as it reaffirmed Henri’s belief in God and the kindness and sanctuary of the church. However, that would be tested soon.




Chapter 4


The Overnight Train to Paris


After boarding the little tram and paying for his ticket, Henri settled down on one of the hard seats and began to take stock of the events of the last couple of hours. His head was in turmoil, as nothing could have prepared him for what had happened in the church. He’d just thrown one of his pursuers over a church balcony; judging by the amount of blood gushing from the wound, and the condition of his victim, it seemed that his death would soon follow, and it was unlikely to be deemed an accident.


On his way to the station situated across town, he kept his eyes open for any of the circus folk who’d been chasing him – luckily none were in view. If he could just make it to the station without another incident, then board his train home, perhaps events would begin to take a more favourable turn, or so he hoped.


After leaving the tram, he made his way to the ticket office and bought a one-way to Neuchatel. From there he planned to board a local train home to Yverdon and reach relative safety. The lady in the ticket office advised him that he’d just missed the local Neuchatel train by about ten minutes; the next one would be along in about two hours time. However, the overnight train for Paris was due in fifteen minutes and that makes a stop in Neuchatel.


“Give me a ticket for that one, please, that will suit me very well.”


Making his way to the waiting room, he felt somewhat relieved that he was only a couple of hours from home and safety. Sitting there, he wondered what he would tell his parents. His mother hadn’t taken too well to the news of the death on the rifle range. She’d upped her consumption of alcohol from one to two bottles of wine a day since hearing that her son could be charged with manslaughter. On top of that, how would she react on finding out that her only son is on the run from an accusation of rape, compounded with a possible murder charge? Two bottles of wine a day would suddenly increase to three or four, knowing his mother’s drinking habits. Their wine cellar would need to be regularly replenished by their local merchant to keep up with her excesses.


Although less than comforting, these thoughts helped the time go by quickly, and it wasn’t long before he heard the noise of the overnight steam train as it chugged slowly into the station. The sounds and the smell that accompanied these huge locomotives was so different to the quiet, clean Swiss trains, which were all electrified, but if it got him to his destination, all well and good.


As he waited for the train to come to a halt, Henri had a peek outside to look for any of the circus folk. He saw none and so made his way out of the waiting room and to the nearest carriage, slowly and sedately, remembering he was dressed as a priest and must act like one. The swarthy looking man, sitting not too far away, took no notice of the priest coming from the waiting room. He was looking for someone dressed very differently. Sandor had been there for a couple of hours, looking for the man who had raped his little sister. He’d rightly assumed the man he was chasing would eventually head for the station to make his getaway. As his time waiting there had seemingly come to nothing, he was about to leave and head into town.


Henri was almost at the carriage door when a sudden gust of wind blew off his wide brimmed priest’s hat. Instinctively, he turned around to try and retrieve it from the floor of the platform. A bystander, seeing it there, picked it up and returned it to the priest. This sudden activity took Sandor’s interest, and on seeing the bare headed priest realised it was the man he’d been looking for.


“Crafty little bastard,” he uttered with great delight, “I’ve got you now.” Henri was just about to climb aboard the train when he was pounced upon by Sandor. “Slimy little toad, thought you could get away from us, did you? I’ll sort you out good and proper!” With his rucksack slung across his shoulder, Henri whacked his assailant with the huge bible he’d been carrying. Sandor parried this and it ended up on the rail lines below. Still struggling to board the train, Henri was held back by Sandor’s huge, muscle-bound arms.


Seeing a priest being set upon by a scruffy looking villain, the Station Master ran across the platform and came to his assistance. He was no match for this heavily built acrobat and was thrown to the floor. Others came to his assistance, but they too were repelled by Sandor’s strength.


Henri took advantage of this commotion and managed to scramble aboard the train. Coming to the corridor, he had a choice of turning left or right – he chose to turn left. Sandor had thrown off his would-be attackers and boarded the train. Before he made his way up the steps to the corridor he paused, shook his fist at his attackers and, whilst growling at them, produced his knife.


“If any of you come after me, you’ll get this!” he shouted.


The sight of this wild man waving a knife at them dissuaded the people from taking things any further, that is, except for the train guard. He helped the Station Master to his feet and vowed to apprehend the villain when he got back on the train.


“We’re running late, and I can’t afford any more delays... but don’t worry, I have ways of dealing with vermin like him. I always carry my trusty wooden club in the guard’s van for troublemakers.” After this he blew his whistle and waved his flag, signalling the driver to get the train on its way.


After boarding the carriage and making his way to the corridor, Sandor had to choose which way to turn – fortunately he took a right turn. Henri, meantime, had made it to an empty carriage and began to get out of the priest’s clothes. He’d lost his hat and bible, but still had possession of the cassock and cross. These he placed on the luggage rack opposite to where he was sitting.


Sandor was now a man on fire. He knew that the man he’d been chasing was on this train – all he had to do now was find him, then deal with him. He found most of the compartments were full as he angrily slid their doors open and looked at the startled faces inside. One by one he went to each compartment, until he came upon one occupied by a group of soldiers. As he slid the door open and looked inside, one of the soldiers asked what he was looking for.


“Mind your own fucking business!” was Sandor’s reply.


“Don’t talk to us like that, you scruffy bastard, clear out of here,” said the soldier, assuming he was looking for somewhere to sit, “we don’t want your type in with us.” Seeing there were more than he could handle, Sandor decided to leave them alone and look in the next compartment. Suddenly, he was approached by the guard brandishing a huge club.


“Right you, what do you think you’re up to?! Get yourself to the guard’s van and stay there, you’re upsetting my passengers.” Sandor wasn’t given to putting up with being spoken to like that but didn’t have time for the guard, so he ignored him and carried on searching the compartments. “Did you hear what I said to you? Get yourself out of here, you’re annoying the passengers!” Two of the soldiers now appeared and repeated what the guard had said to him. Sandor calculated his chances against the soldiers.
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