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PROLOGUE

The big, burly man in halt-arnmor and plunmed, open-faced net strolled,

seem ngly ainmessly, along the top of the outer wall of the city, glancing
fromtime to time at the nassive bonbards ranged at odd intervals. Each of the
archai c pieces was covered with waxed tarpaulins against the frequent msty
drizzles, and under them thick, tarred tonpions seal ed the gapi ng nuzzl es,
whi | e waxed pl ugs stopped the touchhol es atop the breeches. Woden sheds
thrown up on either side of each bonbard held the multitudi nous itens of
supplies and equi prent needed to maintain, serve, and clean the antique
weapons. Beyond range of the bombards' hellacious recoils stood stacks of four
to five of the granite balls which were the heaviest things that the
weak-wal | ed tubes would throw, even charged with the weak serpentine powder
that had to be m xed on the spot to the individual requirements of each
bonbar d.

The big arnmored man. Captain Tinmoteo, il Duce di Bolgia, could not inagine
just what had gone through the brain—admittedly, a quite often addl ed brai n—ef
King Tamhas FitzGerald, his erstwhile enployer. The man had had the foresight
to nount decent, nobdern guns that were strong enough to be charged with corned
powder and woul d accurately throwiron ball and shell, grape, |angrage, or
what - have-you farther than all but the very largest of the

bonbards, could be reloaded in rmuch less tinme, and could be easily noved about
the walls to the spots of nost i mediate need; but these guns all were nounted
on the | andward approaches of the fortified city of Tamhas' burh—the walls and
ot her strong points overl ooking the river and anchorages were arnmed with
not hi ng of any size better or newer than these abom nations of worl d-heavy,
barely manageabl e relics.

Now true, a single nassive stone ball fromany one of themwould go far to
crack like a pigeon egg the oaken ribs of even the biggest and best-found
ship, but in order for that to take place, the ship would have to be in just
the right place at just the right tine, a happenstance that was seen very,
very infrequently in warfare. Had the ancient tubes been nore naneuverabl e and
faster to clean and recharge, they m ght have been sonme bare protection
against a river packed with ships as thickly as a barrel with Lenten herrings.

But such was not the case. There was no slightest degree of uniformty to

t hese guns—each of themtook a different size of stone ball, a different
charge of powdery serpentine m xed especially for it, on the spot, by a
gunmast er who knew no ot her gun but the one and was responsible for no other
and each had its own particular and often peculiar quirks with regard to

cl eaning or charging, recharging or |aying. Mreover, the old bonmbards could
be nmore dangerous to their crews and to those round about than they were to
t hose at whom they chanced to be ainmed. Twi ce, now, since the siege had
commenced, bonbards still nounted on | andward walls had burst, killing their
entire crews, setting off mxed powder and rai m ng nmen standing far down the
stretches of walls with shards or chunks of bronze or iron. Tinoteo was of the
firmopinion that all of the bonmbards should | ong since have been rendered

i nto sonet hing useful, such as bells, plowshares, or brass pisspots.

But Ri gh T&rhas woul d not hear of gracefully retiring even a single bonbard
for stupidly enotional reasons. He frequently pointed out that such and such a
gun—he had pet nanes for each of nore than twoscore of the things—had had a
part in such and such a "great triunph" over such and such foes during the
"illustrious reign" of his great-great-grandfather and gave such inanities as



the firmreasons why the venerabl e piece could not be replaced with a new tube
that would throw iron safely for a much greater distance, use |ess powder,

foul less thickly and frequently, be traversed when need be, fire faster than
a couple of shots per hour, and inperil less the lives and well-being of those
who served it and served around it.

Pragmatic and nore than a little cynical, il Duce di Bol gia had never been
able to fathomor relate to the thinking processes of those who allowed their
enotions to make their decisions for them Hi s brother, Robert, was and had

al ways been far the better at doing any necc handling of such types; noreover,
the Righ had taken a liking to the younger of the brothers, and so Tinoteo had
left the managenent of the none-too-bright, self-deluded kinglet to Roberto
and to Sir Ugo D Orsini, who had traveled with the di Bol gia condotta from
Pal er no.

Aside fromhis ongoing difficulties with the tenperamental, often childish,

but powerful and unbelievably arrogant pocket king, R gh Tanhas de

Fi t zGer al d—ahose "kingdom " even at the nost far-flung boundaries clained by
hi m and hi s cousin-advisers, was not quite so |large as the Duchy of Bolgia,
and |l ess than half the size of the Duchy of D Este—inpteo thought that he
could alnmost cone to like this kind of warfare, this variety of investnment and
si ege.

He had | ost a bare handful of nen fromhis own condotta, and there had been
perhaps that nmany nore lost fromthe Ifrigan condotta of Sir Alariq al-1swd,
and al nmost all of themhad fallen in the sally that had convinced the
Ard-righ. Brian VIII, that another frontal assault against Tamhas'burh woul d
cost more than he cared to pay. After that, with other fish to fry, the
Ard-Ri gh had wisely marched his arny off, leaving his trains to continue a
passi ve investnment of Tanhas' burh.

Upon the withdrawal of the Ard-Righ's main force, Ri gh Tamhas had been hot to
lead a sally-forth against the siege lines to capture all the guns and

engi nes, butcher the gunners and engi neers, and sack the canps, but after a
few nights of quiet, professional reconnaissances |led by Tinoteo and Sir
Alariq, Sir Roberto and Sir Ugo had had to convince the hot-bl ooded,

t hi ck- headed nonarch that Brian the Burly had | eft behind nore than enough
quality soldiers to nake any sally a risky to bloody business, beyond any safe
capability of the nuch-shrunken Royal Arny of Minster

Tamhas had rail ed and shouted and stonped up and down the | ength of the

audi ence chanber, thrown a cathedra chair through a w ndow, snapped the etched
and inletted blade of a gold-hilted dress dagger by trying to drive it into
the top of a polished oaken table. As he stared at the broken bauble, the big,
muscul ar man began to cry and moan of how the Holy See and its chosen captain,
di Bol gia, had ruined himand Miunster, driving | oyal bonaghts and

gal | ogl ai ches and even noble FitzGeral d ki nsnen away fromtheir |oving sovran
| eavi ng hi mand Munster now def ensel ess except for craven, nopney-grubbing
oversea mercenaries, with no true loyalty of bravery in themnot reckoned in
granms of gold and ounces of silver. On hearing this last, it was only Sir
Ugo's firmgrip on his thick, solid upper armthat kept Sir Roberto from

st al ki ng out unbi dden

But at length, while the R gh npaned and sobbed on with his litany of his
totally undeserved abuses at the hands of those he had trusted and those who
had been sent to aid him Sir Roberto regai ned enough self-control to step
forward and say, "Your mmjesty, the di Bolgia condotta and that of Sir Alariq
al-lswid were sent here to hold this city, to try to make a nodem arny of the
Munster forces, also, but first and forenost to keep open this port. My
illustrious brother. Sir Alarig, and Le Chevalier Mirc have unani mously agreed



that the city cannot be held, the port cannot be kept open, if the best of the
now avail abl e forces are frittered away in open assault on entrenched foenen
for the possible capture of a few guns, trebuchets, and catapults and a bit of
conmon canp | oot.

"However, these strictures apply only to the conpani es not to nobl e-born

i ndividuals. If your nmajesty and his councillors and his gentl emen-at-arns

wi sh to ride out against the siege lines, both Sir Ugo and | will ride behind
your banner."

Ri gh Tamhas, after using his long fingers to blow rmucus fromhis nostrils onto
the Persian carpet, snuffled and | ooked up. "And your brother and that
bl ackamoor, what will they do. Sir Roberto?"

The younger di Bol gi a shrugged. "Mst likely they will bar the city gates
behi nd us, observe the conbat fromthe walls, |let any survivors back in and
haggle with the victors for the return of any wounded, work out ransons, and
buy nobl e bodi es back for honorable, Christian interments."

The Righ snuffled once again, used a silken sleeve to wi pe his nose, and
nodded profoundly. "I knew that | had chosen aright. Sir Robert, Sir Ugo,
knew fromfirst neeting that you two, alone of all the pack of new node
cravens who fight what little they do only for specie, were both good

ol d- f ashi oned kni ghts who val ued your honor above all else in this world.
wi |l be nost happy to have you both ride out in nmy warband, but first I rmust
meet with ny full council. You will be sumoned. You have ny | eave to now
depart. May our Savior bless and keep you both."

Once sone hundreds of yards distant fromthe palace. Sir Ugo laid hold to Sir
Roberto's bridle armand nearly jerked the stocky man out of the saddle. "What
t he bl oody hell do you think you're up to, man? You may be as del uded as that
so-called king is into thinking that you're still living two or three hundred
years ago, but not ne, not the third son of Geraldo D Osini. |'ve got far
better things to do with nmy life than toss it away in the nost sensel ess of a
har ebr ai ned pocket king's schemes. Ride out to your death with those nmad
FitzGeralds if that is your desire, but ride wthout ne!"

Roberto just grinned. "Simer down, Ugo, simer down. Nobody's going to ride
anywhere. Haven't you yet taken the true measure of that precious pack of
FitzGeral d cousins who were introduced to us as the Royal Council? Ch. yes,
they every one talk and rant just as bloodthirstily as does their royal
relative, but one and all, their hands are every bit as soft as ny nmistress's
bottom | have no doubt that they' d make good poi soners, and one or two of

t hem m ght even be able to screw up the gunption to thrust a dagger in a nan's
back, but no one of themis in any manner of neans a soldier. Recall, if you
will, the exact way in which | phrased nmy offer of mlitary service to

Sni ffing Tamhas: 'If your nmmjesty and his concillors and his gentlemen-at-armnms
wi sh to ride out " and so on. Did you note the suddenly m | k-pale faces on
those three nothers' mistakes. Ugo? | did, and | also saw the 'secret signal'
that they gave Tanhas just before he dism ssed us and announced an urgent
nmeeting of the full council."

Sir Ugo dropped his hand from Roberto's arm and sat back in his saddle. "By
the dusty pecker of Christ's ass-colt, di Bolgia. you' re as devious'as a

cardinal. Wth any luck, you'll split that royal dolt away fromhis council as
cleanly as ... God's Wunds, if you and your brother had chosen the church
instead of war . . . who knows?

"But once they're all sacked or worse, what then. Roberto? That man is about
as capable of dealing with the affairs of what little is nowleft of his



kingdomas is this gelding | ride today, and what nobl emen are there about who
are not related to himsonme way or anoth—2 But . . . but. of course! And just
who dreaned all this up, you or il Duct?"

"Actually." drawl ed Roberto, "the germof the plan came from Le Chevalier. He
is a shremd judge of the weak he descended, a sleekly groomed and richly
accoutered seem It was either sonehow get firmcontrol of this easily swayed
kinglet ... or do away with himentirely, only to see hi msucceeded by yet
anot her of his ilk who nmight have been even nore difficult and intransigient.

"This way, we two are just now the very jewels of Tamhas's bl oodshot eye;
whil e, shortly, he will have damedal |l his councillors for cowards and be very
much in need of sol ace and sage counsel by nmen he feels are alike to himand
so can be inplicitly trusted to lead himin the pursuit of old-fashioned
honor . "

Sir Ugo slapped the reins languidly on his nmount's neck and tapped his heels
gently against the barrel to get noving once nore, then he chuckl ed and shook
his head. "So, Tamhas will rule the city, we will rule Tamhas, and . . . who
will rule us. Roberto? Does H's G ace di Rezzi, the | egate, know anything
concerning any of this?"

Sir Roberto shrugged. "I didn't tell him I've only seen the nman once, after
all. Whether others have or will or haven't or won't is none of ny purely
personal affair, Ugo. As to who will rule us, | don't know about you. but ny
loyalties will lie just where they always have lain: with Hs Gace ny
brother, and the welfare of his conpany. You will find as has many anot her
that we di Bol gias cleave closely one to the other, for there are but the two
of us against a hard and often a cruel world."

After his early-norning wall-walk, the Duce di Bolgia returned to his small

but confortabl e mansi on, where his serving nen hel ped himto di sarm and
redress in less nilitary and far nore ornate clothing. In the courtyard, as he
descended, a sleekly grooned and richly accoutered barb awaited him stanping
and prancing and tossing her small, neat head. At a brisk walk, trailed
closely by his bannerman, his squires, and sone of the axmen of his persona
guard, the eldest of the di Bol gias wound his way through the already bustling
streets of the city to the mansion of the Papal Legate, G osue di Rezzi

acting Archbi shop of Minster.

il Duce could not say that he liked di Rezzi—-his enployer in residence and in
fact. The rigid old man was flinty of nature, and the irreverent, thoroughly
practical, outspoken, and not overly noral di Bolgia steel right often struck
sparks off that flint. For all of that, the condottiere thoroughly respected
the I egate, for the man—dnli ke many anot her representative of the clergy d
Bol gi a had net on occasions too numerous to count—said just what he thought,
said it out in words any nman coul d understand, and never, so far, had tried to
honey-coat criticisnms of di Bol gia or anyone el se. So. having this degree of
mar ked respect for the cleric, il Duce felt an obligation to apprise him of
just what he and his brother and the other mlitary | eaders were about with
regard to their figurehead enpl oyer, King Tamhas di FitzGerald.

He was ushered into the | egate's bedchanber, where the air was hot and thickly
cloyed with the conpeting scents of burning incense and herbs piled upon coal s
of the hal f-dozen braziers near the huge bed. When he once had dropped to one
knee and ki ssed the ring, the |l egate signed a servant to bring a chair for

him signing another to bring wine for the noble guest.

H s eyes swollen and wet-I| ooki ng, speaking nasally, while sneezing and
coughing often, the old man got directly to a point. "Your grace di Bolgia,



yesterday afternoon. King Tamhas saw fit to dissolve his Royal Council, having
three of his closest advisers hustled into an inner courtyard and there
beheaded by menbers of the FitzGerald Guards. Two ot hers of them were hanged
last night, and it is my understanding that the rest currently languish in the
warren of cells and foul dens under the royal residence.

"Now, while a spate of interfamlial violence is far from uncomon anong t hese
primtives here in Irland, | think me that | detect the fine Italian touch in
all of this barbarity just past. The proper and nore usual pattern would have
been for the king to chose new advi sers from anong others of his kin. Instead,
he has named his latest councillors to be none other than Sir Roberto d
Bolgia, Sir Ugo d' Orsini, Your Grace, hinself, |le Chevalier Marc Marcel de
Montjoie dc Vires, and one solitary FitzGerald, a guardsman naned Sean

somet hing or other, who will be about as outclassed on such a council as a

| apdog anbng as nmany boar hounds.

"Your Grace di Bolgia, | demand to know just what chicanery you and your
brother and the rest are perpetrating here against the King and the Ki ngdom of
Munster."

The servant padded in with a ewer of wine, a goblet, and a snall |egged silver
tray. Wen he had poured and tasted and departed, di Bolgia took a |ong
draught, sniled, and said, "Your Gace di Rezzi, to tell you of these things
was the very reason | called upon you so early. | should have known that such
i nformati on woul d al ready have been inparted to you by others, of course, for
Your Grace is ever a well-informed man."

"Your Grace di Bolgia should be aware by now that flattery will acconplish him
not hi ng but suspicion fromme," snapped di Rezzi. "Now get on with it man.
Just what are you up to?"

Ti not eo shook his head. "No flattery was intended. Your Grace di Rezzi, | but
stated established fact. Under the circunstances, with the city and port

besi eged—al beit nmildly so—+the king dimnMtted and nost ill-reded, but a true,
old-time fire-eater to suicidal extrenes, i was afforded but three options,
nanely: to take you and your people aboard with ne and m ne and sail away,
forfeiting the city and port and all to the Ard-R gh (whenever he got back to
take it); to arrange the quiet dem se of King Tamhas and naybe still be
saddled with a royal FitzGerald ninconmpoop in his successor; or to arrange to
get rid of that sycophantic so-called Royal Council and give the poor royal

ni nny advi sers who could and would cool down his hot head and help himto keep
the city and port, which seens so inportant to the Holy See. This | astnost
opti on we have now acconplished. Your Grace di Rezzi."

Di Rezzi stared at Tinoteo over slender, steepled fingers and asked, "And had
this . . . this scheme not blossoned as it did, what would Your G ace then
have done, pray tell?"

Ti mot eo spoke bluntly. "Then Tamhas woul d have been dead inside a week, of
course. Your Grace. And had we drawn yet another of his ilk for the new Ri gh
of Munster, then | would have advised total withdrawal fromthe city. port,
and land."

"Hmmph! " grunted the ailing old man. "You're candid enough, aren't you. Your
Grace di Bolgia? And your norality | eaves nuch to be desired—you cheerfully
admt to planning that has resulted in the deaths of at |east five noble
Irlandesi already, with who knows how nmany nore yet to be done to death, and
to contenpl ating regicide and/ or desertion of your trusting allies in their
time of direst need. Wiat other dark sins Iie upon your soul, eh? Besides
corrupting a child-mstress, as you have been doing for sone tine, that is?"



Ti not eo | aughed good-naturedly. "Your Gace di Rezzi. the | ady Rosaleen is no
child—she is a full fourteen years old and a wi dow. "

"Do you intend marriage ... or nerely sinful lust and dalliance with this
poor, bereaved young woman, then?" denanded the | egate, his tones now that of
a stern priest.

Ti not eo | aughed even nore heartily. "Marry Rosal een? Hardly, Your G ace.

Bi gamy is not one of ny vices, and | still have a wife living in Bol gia. Nor
does Rosal een want marriage, only . . . ahhh, variety, shall we say, a |lover
who is neither an Irlandesi nor yet a distant relative. Qur relationship is
purely physical, lustful, sinful, and enjoyable as all hell. Your Gace d
Rezzi. and | will be the first to adnit to those unvarnished facts."

Dropping his hands to his lap. the old man pursed his lips and glared at his
visitor in helpless rage. "Is Your Grace aware that | have petitioned H s
Grace D Este no less than three tines to have a certain intenperate,

bl asphenous, insubordinate, and unabashedly sinful condot-tiere recalled and
repl aced with one who might be easier to control and m ght offer a better
exanple to his sol diers?"

Ti ot eo arched his eyebrows. "Really? And H's Grace D Este nmade reply?"

Looking as if he had but just bitten into something rotten, the Legate replied
sourly, "I was advised that said insubordinate sinner was, with all of his
glaring faults, still the best of the best for this work at hand and that |
shoul d tenper ny care for the good of his imortal soul with the know edge
that just now Holy Mther the Church owns nore need for the proven expertise
of his mnd and the strength of his body."

Ti not eo nodded once. "Yes, | had thought that | had proper neasure of the man.
Hs Grace D Este and | are nuch alike, when push cones to shove ... as, too,
are Your Grace and I, would Your Gace care to adnmit that which | amcertain

he knows al oud."

"1 O hunmbly beseech our Savior that that not be so. Your Grace di Bol gia. Like

all nortal men, | harbor many faults, but | would hope that adultery,
fornication, a mnd freely set to col d-bl ooded nmurder, debauchery, frequent
bl aspheny of the very crudest water, | would pray that these not be included

anongst them

"I woul d suppose that were | to inform King Tamhas of the cruel trick you have
pl ayed against him it would scarcely inprove matters, so | shall keep ny
peace . . . for now But | warn Your G ace, do not nmake the cardinal error of
pressing mny forbearance too far

"Now, leave ne. | amill, as Your G ace can see, and | own but little energy
to do all that | nust do every day, ill or well. The very sight and sound of
Your Grace sorely angers nme. and that fire of rage consumes energy better put
to creative uses."

Tinmoteo il Duce di Bolgia felt a twinge of shane as he left his nost recent
"conference" with the Papal Legate. The man was both old and infirm and he
had disliked that which he had had to do—al cul atedly enrage him bait him
really—but it had ail been very necessary; now, at |east, he knew for certain
that di Rezzi knew no nore of the di Bol gia schemes than Ti noteo wanted himto
know and so would be able to transmit no nore than that to Palerno or Rone,
and il Duce thought it best for the nonce that only his version of the roiled,
muddy politics of Munster and | Hand reach the eyes of D Este and his



co-conspirators. Nor must anyone of power in the Church harbor, for a while,
even the barest flicker of suspicion that their hired great captain was npst
assi duously frying some of his own fish on the same griddle as theirs.

Sir Sean FitzRobert of Desnonde sat across an el aborate chessboard of white
and bl ack marbl e squares set in enanel ed bronze fromhis opponent, Le
Chevalier Marc. Sir Sean was, like all of the nobility and not a few of the
commoners of Munster, a blood relation of R gh Tamhas Fitzgeral d. Careful
scrutiny of many geneal ogical tables had affirned to the di Bol gias, Marc, and
Sir Ugo that FitzRobert owned as much clear title to the bl ood-splattered
throne of Munster as did any living nman other than the reigning nonarch, and
should it prove a necessity-as it very well night, all things considered—to
send King Tamhas to hell suddenly, a quick replacement of the water of Sir
Sean woul d be a nobst handy asset.

Unli ke his cousin, the king, and far too many of their other nale relatives.
Sir Sean was nore than a muscular, dimvtted fire-eater. Not that he was not
an acconplished warrior, too; he had had sonme years as a mercenary in Europe,
some nore in GGeat | Hand, across the Western Sea, and had i nvaded Engl and
with the Irish contingent of Crusaders against King Arthur 111 Tudor, nost
recently, being one of the few of that ill-starred | ot who had come honme wth
nore than his life, his sword, and his shirt.

For his class, country, and upbringing, he was not ill-educated. He spoke his
native Irish, the bastard dialect of antique Norman French of his cousin's
court, nodem French. Low German, Spanish, Roman Italian, English, Latin, and a
coupl e of Skraeling tongues from Geat Irland. Also, although he could wite
little nore than his nanme, he could read Latin. French, and Irish well and
Roman and Spanish after a fashion: like all widely travel ed mercenaries, he
had a few words or phrases in a vast diversity of other |anguages or dialects,
but not hi ng approaching fluency in nost of them

Nor was the thirtyish knight any nmore like to his sovran than survival in that
royal figure's court had nmade necessary. Even before he had been taken under
the collective wing of the one French and three Italian nobl emen, he had
washed once nmonthly w thout fail, be the season sumer or winter, spring or
autumm. H s squires brushed his shoul der-1ength, wavy, russet hair daily and
conbed his beard and nustachi os and dense eyebrows; noreover, and sonetines as
often as twice the week, he subnmitted to their minstrations with fine-conb,
sitting near a snoking brazier so that the lice and nits mght nore easily be
cast to a certain death upon the coals.

He used scent, of course, as they all did. but his four new foreign nentors
had convi nced hi mthat he would not need nearly as nuch of the hellishly
expensi ve stuff did he have his squires and servants conmmence to regularly
shake out and brush off his clothing and hang the garments in a sunny,

wel | -ventilated chanber, rather than in the close, noisonme confines of a
gar der obe.

They could only make over FitzRobert to a certain extent, however: if they
ground off too nuch of the Miunster-Ilrish barbarity, nade himtoo clearly the
mrror image of a civilized gentleman, there m ght well be insurnountable
difficulty in getting himcrowned when the tinme cane upon them as Tinpteo and
the others were certain it would, soon or late. Sir Sean was al ready

consi dered to be sonmewhat eccentric by the nost of the Munster court, but as
he owned his regard of Righ Tamhas, it was generally excused as peculiarities
acquired during his years of selling his sword in foreign | ands.

O course. Sir Sean had been kept conpletely in the dark regarding his al nost
certain royal destiny, for like all his kin he owned a |oud, flapping tongue



and an often indul ged habit of boasting. He was allowed to know only that he
had been picked for nmenmbership on the Royal Council because of his proven
valor, his relatively open mind, his linguistic abilities, his reading
talents, and his possession of a reasoning mnd. And he was bright; he knew
enough to keep his nmouth firmy shut during council neetings unless pointedly
asked for an opinion or coment.

Ti nroteo was very glad that the man had been on hand when needed, but still was
of the opinion that he could have been a great captain had he remained in
Europe as a mercenary officer rather than returning to Munster. At the Gane of
Battles, for instance, FitzRobert had but to see a new tactic or strategy once
to adapt it to his own play, right often with surprising inprovenents, too. It
was the same with sword work, also; within bare mnutes of first using a
personal attack or defense nmovenment, he or his brother. Sir Ugo or Le
Chevalier, right often found thensel ves fed back the identical naneuver by Sir
Sean. And as the new made conmander of the FitzCGerald Guard, he did that which
even the mlitary experts fromltaly had been unable to attai n—he subjected
the troop of noble Irish bodyguards to and mai ntai ned them under firm
discipline . . . with not one desertion fromtheir ranks to show for his
efforts.

During their initial and exceedingly secret nmeeting in a tiny port at the foot
of the Slieve Msh Muntains (to Tinoteo. who had seen real nountains, those
called such in Irland were laughable little nolehills), Ard-Righ Brian, called
"the Burly," had winkled his brows and opi ned, "W suppose that since the
addl epated Munsterians will no doubt insist on yet another Norman bastard of
the sane FitzCerald ilk, with all that house's inbred faults, this FitzRobert
is as good choice as any of them at |east he has the reputation for being a
gent| eman of honor and nartial prowess. W rnust insist, however, that his
predecessor be not just set aside but slain. The new crowned rign mnust

i mediately forgo clainms to the disputed |ands al ong the marches of Minster
and send the Star of Munster to Tara. Then and only then will we recognize him
as Righ Sean, lift our siege, and march our armies out of those undisputed
parts of Minster that we now occupy.

"As regards this other nmatter. Dux di Bolgia, we will have to see a fait
acconpli in Rome before we even contenpl ate changi ng our present course in
here in Eireann. Can Sicola, D Este. and the rest unseat these Spani ards and
Moors and bring a sense of sanity and tightness back to the Ronman Papacy, wth
| ong- overdue redress and justice extended to us and to our sorely tried cousin
King Arthur of England, then . . . perhaps. W can just now give you no firner
answer to send to your enployers, we fear

"Understand, Dux di Bolgia, and see to it that those who enpl oy your services
understand that we would really prefer to see a Papacy in England, at York, or
even. God willing, at Tara. here in Eireann. Should this occur—and plans for
it are jelling fast—Rome could but watch herself |ose hegenony over the nost
of northern and coastal Europe, |celand. G eenland, and probably eke all of
the lands to the west north of the Spanish hol dings.

"I'n such a case, a vastly weakened and i npoveri shed Rome might well find its
few remai ni ng assets taken over by either the newer, northern Papacy or
Const anti nopl e or both together—the precedent is there; it has happened

bef ore; renenber the Al exandrine Papacy of old.

"I'n point of fact. Dux di Bolgia, the plans of your enployers may already have
become a case of too little and far too late to save the Roman Papacy to which
we all were bom Rone has played favorites with a callous intensity for at
| east two hundred years now, alienating and deeply angering whol e ki ngdons,
not just their kings. Norway, Cottland, England, and now Eireann have been



slighted as if they were ill-favored and illegal offspring; while certain
ot her ki ngdons have enjoyed the feast, others have been obliged to crouch in
the rushes and snap at scraps and offal

"The lands to the west nake an excellent case in point, Dux di Bolgia. Certain
men of Connachta, Breifne, and U Neill were settled in parts of the northern
continent there eight hundred years ago; the Norse and Got hs have been farther
north on the sanme continent for at |east six hundred years, as have al so small
colonies of Scotti. Breton fishermen, and Wl sh. Yet when the Genoan. Col unbo.
and that Florentine, Vespucci, nade |andfall on certain southerly islands, to
whom di d the Spani sh-born Roman Pope give all rights to the |l ands he called
new? Wy to Spain, of course. And of course also with the proviso that hefty
chunks of all profits accrue to Rone. And those profits have been healthy
enough, God knows, and will be even nore so if the next in the seenm ngly

endl ess stream of Spani sh madmen ever is successful in conquering the Aztec
Enmpire, as the Incas on the southern continent were finally ground down, fifty
years ago.

"It all mght have been understood and forgiven had maners to the west been
set aright when there no | onger sat a Spanish or Morish Pope on St. Peter's
seat, but no, Rome seens fundanentally unable to, incapable of admtting
publicly to any nistake or m sjudgnent, ever. To this very day, any man not
directly in the service of Spain or Portugal who dares to set foot upon any
part of the western lands is automatically excommunicated until he | eaves,
confesses, and does his penance. This is not fair. Dux di Bolgia, it was not
fair to begin, especially in the light of clear evidence that Spanish clains
were predated by five to six hundred years by other Christian peoples, many of
whom have done far nore, incidentally, to win souls for Christ than have the
Spani ards, who seem nostly concerned w th gaining bodies for servitude.

"I'f they succeed in their ains, we think that a good place for your enployers
to begin—after they have fairly settled matters with us and with Engl and, of
course—woul d be to make neani ngful rhyme and reason out of the ownership of
the western lands, admitting that others own earlier and better claimto
certain parts of themthan do Spain and Portugal ."

CHAPTER
THE FI RST

Sir Bass Foster, by the grace of God. Duke of Norfolk, Earl of Rutland,

Mar kgraf von Vel egrad. Baron of Strath-tyne. Knight of the Garter (England),
Kni ght of the Order of the Roten Adler (Holy Roman Enpire), and Lord Commrander
of the Horse of Arthur 111 Tudor, King of England and Wil es, sat a gentle,
easy-gaited bay rounsey at the edge of an exercise field near the sprawing
caval ry canp near Norwich Castle, his seat, and watched his squadron of

gal | ogl ai ches put through drill procedures by their nostly Irish officers. The
nost of the gallogl aiches thenselves were not of Irish antecedents, but rather
hailed fromthe Western Isles of Scotland, and how t hese exanples of the

| ong-renowned and thoroughly fearsome fighters of the ilk had cone to be the
devot ed personal squadron of Bass Foster (who was, at heart, a gentle,
peace-1oving nan) was a story in itself.*

*See Castaways in Tine. Robert Adams, (Signet Books. 1982) and The Seven
Magi cal Jewel s of Ireland (Signet Books. 1985).

Clad in his long-skirted buffcoat, trousers of doeskin and canvas, |awn shirt
and j ackboots, with his tanned, scarred face shaded by the wide brimof a
plumed hat. Sir Bass | ooked rmuch like any of his attending gentlenmen, save



only that he was a bit taller and heftier than the nost of them but

appear ances can be deceiving, for Bass Foster was not a seventeenth-century
Engl i sh nobl eman or gentleman, as were they all. He was not even of their
uni verse, nmuch less of their world or tine.

Years before that day on the drill field, a device spawned of a future

t echnol ogy had propelled Bass and certain others of his world and tine into
this one, and their arrival had set in notion currents that had w eaked
significant changes in this world and would certainly continue to do so for
untold centuries yet to cone. Mostly a misfit and seldomtruly happy in the
worl d of his origin, Bass had, despite hinself, fitted into this one |ike hand
into gauntlet or sword into sheath; depths al nbst unplunmbed in his other-world
life had been sounded and he was becone a consummate | eader of fighting nen, a
very gifted cavalry tactician, and, nore recently, a naval figure of sone
note, as well. His private fleet of warships, with the unofficial aid of a few
royal ships and Lord Admiral Sir Paul Bigod, had raided a certain northern
Spani sh port and there burned, sunk, or otherw se destroyed the bulk of a
fleet being there assenbled to bear an invasion force of Crusaders agai nst

Engl and. The sack of the place had been thorough and far nore rewardi ng than
any had expected, and so even after all shares had been allotted, Bass Foster
found hinmself to have beconme an exceedingly wealthy man by any standards. "And
it's just not right, none of it," thought His Gace of Norfolk, while he

wat ched the squadron wheel and turn, draw pistols, present and fire, then

gallop off to repeat the exercise. "For nost of nmy life before |l ... we cane
here, | seemed to utterly lack luck; anything and everything | wanted or
needed or | oved was snatched away fromnme. It seenmed, nonetheless, | tried to

hold up ny head and play the poor hand that life continued to deal ne as best
| could.

"Here, on the other hand, | do nothing fromthe very start except try to keep
nmysel f and the others alive and | draw ace after ace after ace. Hell, the way
it is here, if I tripped and fell facedown in a fucking dungheap, |'d probably
cone up with a fucking di anond, while the others. L

"Professor Collier, now for instance. For all that he's always denigrated by
Hal and Wl fie and the King, these days, his many contributions hel ped Art hur
and England far nore than did mne, back in the beginning. What did the Fickle
Lady deal out to hin Capture and torture by a clan of savage border ruffians
and, after bel ated rescue, a bare nonastery cell in which to howl out his
insanity for the rest of his life.

"Then there's Pete Fairley, whose talents set up the Royal Arnory at York. His
mul ti shot hackbuts won or all but won at |east two full-scale battles tor
English arms, and his | arge-bore breechloading rifled cannon are on the way to
revol utioni zi ng naval warfare, not to even nmention the advances in other, |ess
warlike, directions that his endl ess experinents are turning out. |ike that
light but sturdy and confortable springed carriage there, that Buddy Wbster
came down here in.

"And how about Bud Webster, too? Hi s stockbreeding and general agricultural

projects will no doubt feed folks far better in years to cone than any of us
can now i magi ne, and he got damed nearly as raw a deal as Bill Collier did.
Yes, he's still got his sanity, but he'll linp stiff-1egged for the rest of

his life and never be able to sit a horse in confort or real security again.
And that means a great deal in this primtive, preindustrial world where about
the only comon nmeans of getting about in peace or war are on horseback or
shank's mare. That fine carriage that Pete has fabricated for Bud is handy and
confortable, true, but nuch use on the rutted, nuddy, hol e-pocked aboni nati ons
that pass for roads in this version of England will soon weck it, no matter
how wel | and cunningly made, just as they weck sutler waggons and even



ponderous gun carriages, tine and again.

"Susan Sunshine, or whatever her nanme really was, now that's another one. In
life, both in this world and the one from which she was snatched along with
the rest of us. she was a usel ess parasite, so strung out on drugs nost of

the tine that she didn't know which end to wi pe. Wen she and Dave Atkins ran
out of drugs and hall uci nogens, they started trying to nake use of a plethora
of what are called "witch plants,' but after she killed herself with amanita
of some variety, Dave snapped out of it. | guess it scared the shit out of
him because he's been straight ever since, so you could say that the crazy
little doper acconplished sonething useful in death.

"Once his nmind was clear, Dave turned out to be a very talented, highly

intelligent, and nost flexible young nan, near-genius level, I'd say. Despite
the facts that he wasn't yet thirty when he cane here and had wasted sone
years of that on the dope scene, he still had earned two nmaster's degrees, and

Pete says that he is marvel ous at solving problems up at York, that he
couldn't keep the arnory going sonetinmes were it not for Dave and Carey Carr.

"Not that Carey is in York that much of the time. He told ne once that he
became a trucker because he liked traveling, didn't like being in one place

for any length of tinme, and he's the same man here as he was there. | guess he
knows the road from York to Norwi ch or London better than any other man;
sumer, winter, spring, or fall, good weather or foul, he's always on the nove

bet ween York and here or York and the King's canp, bringing new innovations of
his and Pete's and Dave's and teaching the recipients how to use them properly
and safely.

"Krystal ?" Foster sighed to hinself. "Despite our son, little Joe, if | had it
to do all over again, knowi ng what | know now, | wouldn't ... | think. Krysta
coul d' ve contributed—still could contribute, for that matter—so nuch to the

suffering folks of this world. She's a doctor of nedicine, a trained
psychiatrist, and. in a pinch, a dammed good battlefield surgeon. The surgeons
of this world are bl oody-handed butchers who know next to nothing of human
anatomy or of the causes of infection, while those quacks who call thensel ves
physi ci ans are. when they're not poisoning people with their
henbane- and- mummy-dust pills, not one whit better than camp-neeting faith
heal ers. "Wth the assured backi ng of Hal -who, under the present

ci rcunmst ances, is as good as Pope of England and WAl es—she coul d acconplish
true miracles in the fields of medicine, surgery, and the like, but she
doesn't; all she does is sit around and get bored and bitch and rail at nme in
letters about ignoring her. And what the hell does she want me to do? Shoul d
tell the king that | can't do his bidding because nmy wife is bored and | onely
and demands that | be constantly nearby to bitch at in person rather than via
post-rider?

"I guess that the kernel of the matter is that Krys just isn't very flexible,
as easily adaptable to new and strange situations as the rest of us proved to
be when put to the test. To her way of thinking, marriage neans togetherness,
total togetherness—she said once that her nother and father were never parted
for nore than a few days at a time in nearly thirty years of marri age—and
just've failed to get through to her that this is not twentieth-century New
York or Anerica, even, but roughly England, roughly in the seventeenth
century, and in a state of warring and invasions with nore invasions

t hr eat eni ng.

"One thing, of course, is that she just doesn't have enough to do to occupy
her m nd and her days. She refused to live at my castle in Rutland because it
was too primtive to suit her—+ guess she never even thought of having it



renovated into a nore confortable residence, she just |left and went back to
Whyffler Hall. And up there. Sir Geoff and Henny Turnbull and G ly Shaftoe
conmandi ng a hundred or nore well-trained servants between them keep the pl ace
running |ike oiled clockwork.

"That was why | tried to persuade her to start a training programto inpart of
her know edge to the | ocal mdw ves and nmaybe help to cut down on the
appal I ing | osses of newborn babies and their nothers that are so comon in
this world. But after only a couple of weeks, she'd come up with every
cockamam e reason you coul d i magi ne why she couldn't keep it up—the m dwi ves
were all stupid slatterns, knowit-alls, inmpossibly superstitious, religious
fanatics, there was too nmuch of a | anguage barrier, they all were filthy and
the stench of a roonful of them gagged her. and on and on ad infmtum ad
nauseam | guess she'd rather just sit around and feel sorry for herself and
bitch at me than try to do sonething useful or hel pful

"And it's been damed near the sane story since | prevailed upon Hal to |et
her and our son and her retinue live on the episcopal estate with Bud Webster
Bud tried to get her interested in stock-breeding . . . vainly, as it turned
out. Hal, God bless him took time that he didn't really have to spare to
patiently explain to her just why it was necessary that | be so often gone for
so long on the King's business, and for all the good it did anyone, he m ght
as well've been talking to one of Bud Wbster's aurochs bull-cal ves."

Mel choro Sal azar and Don Diego, the Castilian having but just arrived back in
York with Hal and his retinue fromWyffler Hall, had lived on the estate for
a few weeks and tried to interest the Duchess of Norfolk in the ancient art of
falconry, only to have her deride their sport as barbaric, bloodthirsty

fool i shness. Both had still provided some diversion to Krystal, however, unti
a chance remark infornmed her that both of themeither did own or had owned
some sl aves—a practice still quite common outside Engl and, Wl es, and

Scotl and, in this worl d-whereupon she had nade things so unpl easant for the
two wel | -neani ng and now contused nobl enen that they left the estate,
collected the troop of galloglaiches Ient by Bass to Hal for safety in
traversing the still-wild and virtually |awl ess north country between Wyffler
Hal | and York, and set out for Norwi ch. As delicately as possible. Baron

Mel choro suggested to Bass that his |ady-wife was becone a bit mad.

"But good old Hal, he doesn't give up." thought Bass. "He said in the letter
he sent down with Melchoro that i mediately he can spare the nan, he neans to
send Rupen Adem an out there to live on the estate for a while, figuring
guess that a relatively urbane nman fromthe sane world and tine as Krys can
maybe settle her down to the realization that she's going to have to live the
rest of her life in this world and anong these people so she'd better start
maki ng the best of it, maybe doing sonething to inprove conditions in it.

"Damed funny about the rest of that bunch of twentieth-century types that
were jerked into this world after the rest of us. Every one of them nale and
femal e, just disappeared with the sole exceptions of Rupen and one woman; and
nobody since has seen or found or come across, despite thorough, full-scade
searches, airy a thread or trace of any of them One minute it would seemthey
were all in a guarded suite of rooms in the palace there on the archepi scopa
estate, and the next mnute, poof, they were gone. | get gooseflesh just

thi nking of the matter. My house, which was brought here with me. di sappeared
fromhere in almost the same way, but it couldn't've been that projector that
brought us here and sent the house back and then brought the second bunch
here, because by the tine they disappeared, that projector was in pieces in
Hal's lab in York ... at least, | don't think it could've." He shuddered.
"There's just still so damed much that |—none of us, really—know about this
busi ness of projections.”



Little did Hs Gace Sir Bass Foster, Duke of Norfolk, Earl of Rutland.

Mar kgraf von Vel egrad. Baron of Strathtyne, Knight of the Garter, Knight of
the Order of the Roten Adler. and Lord Conmander of the Horse know just how
right he was—ust how little any of them even Harold, Archbishop of York
knew.

Sone weeks previously and nany | eagues to the north of that Norwi ch dril
field, a winkled, white-haired and -bearded old nan wearing the garb of a
hi gh-ranki ng churchman sat in converse with an olive-skinned man of niddle
years in a candle-lit chanmber of the archepi scopal pal ace, Yorkm nster

"Well, we did all we could do, | guess." opined Rupen Adem an. "I just hope it
wor ks, because after all you've told me about those people of your tinme in the
worl d you come from | sure as hell don't want to run into any living ones in

this world and tinme."

"Ch, it will work, Rupen," Harold, Archbishop of York, assured him
confidently. "I cannot but wi sh |I'd thought of something like this many years
ago. Had I, then you and your unfortunate friends and rel atives woul d never
have been projected into this world, but would' ve renai ned safe where you al
bel onged. "

"What do you think really happened to the others, Hal +o0 Kogh and John and the
rest? Could agents of the Roman Church have gotten into the country pal ace and
gotten themall out w thout anybody seeing them go? If so, then how?"

The old man sighed and shook his head. "No, Rupen, as | have told you before,

I think that the Church had nothing to do with it, and all the runors that
float around and about my pal ace be dammed. No. | think that they were snapped
back to where they and you cane fromby way of some quirk in the new,

repl acenent device that—all unbeknownst to us, then—was at that tine
squatting in the tower cellar beside the two dead nmen fromny world and tine."

"But. Hal." queried Rupen, "in that case, why wasn't | jerked back too, nme and
Jenny Bostwi ck, huh?"

The ar chbi shop could only sigh once nore and agai n shake his old head. "Wre
Emrett O Malley still extant, Rupen, perhaps he could answer your questions.
cannot. My know edge of the workings of the projection devices—along with a
pl et hora of others—was always nost limted; in the tine and place from which
cane, know edge had become very specialized, nor were specialists in one field
encouraged to dabble in other fields very often. That poor Emett was given a
nmeasure of training and experience outside his field was a fluke of sorts. An
even bigger fluke was that, with his linted know edge and trai ni ng and under
a great deal of stress, he was able to project us into this world at all and
not put us inside the stone foundation of that old tower keep."

"What wouJd' ve happened if he had done so, Hal ?" asked Rupen

The ol d man shivered. "Imedi ate death for both of us and the npbst hell acious
expl osion this world has ever seen short of a vol canic eruption, perhaps.
There woul d have been but precious little left of that tower, Rupen
Under st and, these devices are not perfected, by any means. Most of the work is

still in the experinental stage, and precise control of projections is still a
virtual impossibility, in the majority of cases, which is why | seriously
doubt that the ones back in that world and tinme will nmake any efforts to
change the settings of the projector to escape our diabolical trap. No,

they' Il lose every human or animal they project until they decide that the

hi deous expense they will be incurring is just making further attenpts



unf easi bl e. The costs had al ready brought about virtual suspension of the
project at the time Enmett and | trespassed into the facility and projected
ourselves to here. | think that it was only the unremttingly vindictive
nature of the very powerful security establishnment that got the project
started again even on a linmted basis; they nust have been determined to get
us back for the mind-destroying torture that they |abel 'reeducation,' and if
any group of the twenty-first-century United States of America possesses the
power to reactivate suspended projects, it is assuredly them"

"Pardon me, it is not really nmy affair, Hal, but | must ask, nonethel ess.
These security peopl e—your voice conveys such hatred for them They are the
reason you left your world and tinme, then?" Rupen's voice was gentle and he
added, "You don't have to tell ne if you don't want to, of course."

The archbi shop grimaced. "I . . . 1I'll tell you all about it ... someday,
soon, but not tonight. Al right? Tonight | want you to tell me the remai nder
of your own story. What happened with you after you came back to your country
and began to run the new business in the new | ocati on? What was the nanme of
that city?"

"Ri chmond, Hal, Richnond, Virginia," replied Rupen. "Confederate States
Armament s Associ ates of Richnmond finally set up operations in a building only
bl ocks fromthe capitol of the Commonwealth of Virginia and only a few bl ocks
farther than that fromthe once Wite House of the Confederacy.

"My brother-in-law. Dr. Boghos Panoshian. and some of his real-estate friends
had hel ped me find the place. During the Anerican G vil War, a hundred years

before, the area had been a fashionable residential area, but a century is a

long tinme, and by then the area was nostly commercial, light industrial and a
few war ehouses, with alnpost all of the old homes having been | ong since torn

down for new construction

"What |, or rather, we, lucked into was an original forty-odd-room mansi on—the
mai n house and one wing, that is. the other wing and all of the outbuil dings
havi ng been destroyed after the I and they sat on was sold many decades before
us. Although it was way too rmuch space for us then, in the beginning, the rent
was dirt-cheap and | could see where it could save us noney to start with. W
could use the big, high-ceilinged roonms of the enpty, dusty old mansion proper
for a warehouse. The front doors were wi de and opened right onto the street,
and the place was a very short distance fromthe deepwater port on the Janes
River, too. The agent for the owners readily agreed to do any reasonabl e
amount of strenghtening of the floors and supports so they would safely hold
cases of rifles and pistols for us if we'd sign a five-year |ease for the
property, which sounded good to ne and ny brother. Bagrat.

"Somebody, within fairly recent tines, had nore or |ess nodernized the
remai ni ng wi ng and bricked up the doorways leading fromit into the main

mansi on. They had put in electrical wring, nodem plunbing, tw baths, and a
conplete kitchen in the back. | figured we could use this wing for our offices
and retail outlet and maybe even put in a small shop for custom zing the guns,
eventual | y.

"The agent was a pretty nice fellow, and he leveled with me ... up to a point.
He said that one reason we could get the building so cheap was that there was
no parking lot. no | oadi ng dock, nor any way to put one in w thout making nore
structural changes to the mansion than the owners woul d count enance.

couldn't see how this would adversely affect our operations, though, because
we wouldn't be in need of delivery vehicles on any |arge scale, we could park
our cars at curbside. and as long as that front door was w de enough to pass
cases of rifles, the trucks that brought themup fromthe deepwater term na



could just pull up on the street in front of the mansion. So we signed the

| ease, paid six nonths' rent in advance, and | eased office furniture and

equi prent while a contractor did what was necessary to nake the first floor of
the ol d house strong enough to take the weight of the guns and all, and by the
time the first load of rifles and revol vers and equi pment cane fromltaly, we
were about ready for them™

Rupen and Bagrat, however, ran into problens al nost i mediately. The cases of
arms were stacked in the paint-smelly rooms of the old house. Al of the

Ri chnmond, Virginia, area is generally danp to one degree or another, and this
area, not too far renoved fromthe river, was especially so, and noisture in
the air breeds rust on iron and steel, verdigris on copper and brass. He and
Bagrat and two newly hired enpl oyees spent one entire weekend at the

st renuous, exceedingly nmessy job of opening crates, unpacking rifles and
pistols, coating all the nmetal surfaces with Cosnoline, then repacking them
Anot her weekend went to shrink-packing smaller items—powder flasks, bullet
nmol ds, reproduction brass belt buckles, hat badges and insignia—n plastic
with tiny packets of silica gel

The initial shipment thus protected, Rupen fired off a cable to the

manuf acturers requesting simlar protective packing for all of the shipnents
yet to come. Advertising of various natures had been commenced as soon as the
two brothers had obtained an area post office box and orders were already
trickling in even as the arms crates were wi nched up out of the holds of the
ship. In the beginning, these were nostly on the basis of Bagrat Adem an's
presi dency of the conpany—he being well known in nuzzle-Iloading circles around
the country—but the Italian firms contracted by Rupen were producing a quality
product, the weapons were well finished, handsonely fitted, and

strai ght-shooting, so soon they were virtually selling thensel ves to people
who had never before met or heard of Bagrat Adeni an

Slightly less than one year after conmmenci ng operations, the two knew that the
busi ness was a success, and Bagrat |eft Rupen in sole charge while he was back
north to nove his famly and effects down and into a house he had rented from
Boghos, who had started to dabble in real-estate investnments. As soon as he
and they were back in Richnond and settled, it was Rupen's turn to | eave ..

for Italy, to award new contracts and arrange for the manufacture of

additional items to supplenent their Iine of reproduction weapons and
accessories. He also took along a want |ist of certain weapons-rel ated
oddities and rarities desired by one or nore of his private file of wealthy
American collectors, just on the off chance.

"Flintl ock?" yel ped Bargrat, holding up one of the roughed-out prototype
weapons he had just uncrated. "Are you outa your frigging mnd, Rupen? They
didn't use no flintlocks in the fucking Cvil War!"

"How woul d you know?" asked Rupen mildly. "I would imgine that did we know as
much as you seemto think you do, those poor, ill-armed bastards of the
Confederate States Army used any dammed thing they could lay hands to,
especially toward the end of the war. But that's neither here nor there,
little brother; that's not why | got that prototype and a firm quotation

"We're doing very well now, even though the actual Civil War Centennial is
fast w nding down. Apparently, we and the other arms conpanies that are in
this repro business just happened to tap a market that had been |ying dornant
and unsuspected for years. But, as the song says, there are even bigger things
still ahead.

"Think, Bagrat. In about ten years, the Bicentennial of the Anerican
Revolution will be celebrated, and. brother, they did use flintlocks in that



war. | know—+ took the time to read up on it. That's the Brown Bess British
nmusket you're holding there. There's also a Charleville French nmusket, a
Pennsyl vani a-pattern rifle, and a couple of different flintlock pistols, too."
Bagrat nodded and grinned, saying. "Now who's the devi ous Yankee- Arneni an,
huh? This does |l ook like a good piece, too." He drew back the cock of the |ock
and raised the frizzen to expose the primng pan. "Wen we got everything
uncrated, let's see if we can find us sone flints and cast sone balls and
drive out to the place near the airport and shoot these sone."

At the end of their second, record-breaking year of unprecedented sal es,

br ot her Kogh Adeni an journeyed down to Richnond, hat in hand, visibly eating
crow and insisting that it was a famlial responsibility for Rupen and Bagr at
to keep all the Ademi an businesses in the fanmily, not to nention taking
advant age of the wealth and influence of his Adem an Enterprises,

I ncor por at ed.

So anxious was the famly tycoon to get in on Confederate States Armanents
that he put his normally knife-sharp brain into neutral and allowed his two
brothers to horn-swoggle himruthlessly. He wound up owning three-twel fths of
Confederate States Armanents whil e Rupen and Bagrat both got back the shares

i n Rappahannock Arns that they had sold in order to finance Confederate States
Armaments in the begi nning, plus which the small Richnmond firm al so got access
to the i mense anmounts of Adem an Enterprises' lines of credit . . . none to
soon, either, as it quickly developed early in the third year

In early February, a section of the first floor of the mmin mansion coll apsed
one ni ght, dunmping tons of crated weapons into the cellar. A city building

i nspector gave the brothers the bad news: The contractor—by then bankrupt, out
of business, and no |onger residing in Virginia—had used substandard material s
and done very shoddy work. However, the kind of support that they really
needed were they to continue to put the old mansion to the kind of use they
had in the past two years would call for such extensive renodeling that they
woul d, should they attenpt it at all, run afoul of the H storic Buildings
types, which types already had contacted Rupen and Bagrat w th conplaints and
thinly veiled threats relative to their "sacril ege."

As the large, strong, nodern reinforced-concrete-and-brick auto-parts

war ehouse next door (on the spot whereon had once stood the main nmansion's
other wing) was just then for sale. Bagrat phoned a recital of their
difficulties to Kogh. and shortly the warehouse had been acquired by Ademn an
Enterprises. Imediately all of the stock had been noved out of the mansion
and into the new warehouse. Bagrat saw nost of the clerical staff noved into
the small suite of nodern offices built into a front corner of said warehouse,
| eaving only the show oons and executive offices in the remaining wing of the
nmansi on.

"What are we going to do with that fucking white-ass el ephant next door?" he
demanded of Rupen. "I can't see paying what the fuckers we talked to want to
repair it just so's it can sit there and collect nmore dust. You talked to
those Hi storic Buildings snotnoses—what do we have to do to it to get them off
our necks?"

Before his brother could frame an answer, Bagrat went on, "I tell you, Rupen
was that warehouse office a little bigger, I'd ve noved ever damm thing from
here down there. Have you noticed how . . . how weird this place is sonetinmes
. "specially of nights or dark days? Lotsa tinmes |'ve been working in ny
of fice or down here, 1've got the feeling sonebody's cone in and is standing,
wat ching me, but ever tine |'ve turned around, |ooked around, nobody's been
there. Doors seemto open and sl am shut for no reason, sone of them after



t hey' ve been | ocked, too, and I'mnot the onliest one who's noticed things
like that, either. Ever so often. | get the feeling that there's a ... a
somet hing or sonmebody here that don't want me or any of the rest of us here.”

Recogni zing the look in his elder brother's eyes, Bagrat said in a defensive
tone. "All right, all right, you can think |I'm superstitious and nutty all you

want to, M. Smartass, but I'lIl tell you sonething | never told you before.
VWhile you was in Italy last tine, | runinto a feller trains and sells and
rents out guard dogs, lives down in Chesterfield County somewhere, and he

of fered me a danm good deal on a guard dog to live here on weekends and keep
the niggers and all from breaking in. But you know sonething? He couldn't cone
up with a single one of his dogs would set foot on the front porch even,

Rupen: and when he tried to drag sone in. they fought himand whi ned and

how ed and danm near bit him their trainer and handler, a coupla tinmes. He
was the first one told nme this place is probably haunted. | didn't believe him
back then, but | sure Lord do. now. In fact. |I'mbeginning to wonder if half
the places in this whole frigging town aren't haunted, after what ne and Rose
and the kids went through out there in Boghos's place on River Road."

When Dr. Boghos Panoshian and famly had noved to an estate overl ooking the
James River in Goochland County, they had not sold the executive brick hone
fromwhi ch they noved, but rather had leased it. So well had they done on the
| ease that when another of the houses in the sanme nei ghborhood had cone onto

t he market. Boghos had bought it and leased it, too. This second one had been
| eased to his brother-in-law, Bagrat, and his fanily of two teenagers and four
younger children

The oversize, sprawing single-story brick house offered nore than enough room
for even Bagrat's large fam|ly—two master suites, four additional bedroons
and two other full baths, a large, airy parlor, formal dining room spacious
kitchen with breakfast area and half bath, a roofed and screened redwood deck
that ran the length of the house in the rear, attached two-car garage and
utility room and a den behind the kitchen with another full bath. Like al

the other honmes in the affluent area, the house had been custombuilt and
showed it. Rose fell inlove with it on sight, and so Bagrat went ahead and
signed the | ease, shoving aside his strange presenti nents and his questions as
to why the house had had six owners in ten years, for nearly three years of
which it had just sat vacant despite a burgeoning demand for quality housing
in the suburban fringes of the rapidly growing city of R chnond.

He and his famly had been living in the house for a nmonth or so when the
next - door nei ghbor, a mediumlevel executive with Reynol ds Metal s Conpany,
asked—+n what Bagrat took to be a nobst peculiar tone—f he or his wife or
children had found aught to dislike about the new hone. However, when Bagr at
tried to pin himdown to specifics, the man would only mutter somnething about
one of the roonms being hard to heat and quickly changed t he subject.

This incident flashed back into his nind when, one night soon after. Rose
happened to stunble against a wall getting out of the shower and renarked that
that wall —which wall separated the front master suite fromthe bedroom of

t heir youngest daughter, Karen—was icy cold and wondered al oud if sonething
had gone wong with the heat register in that roomand if the child had enough
bl anket s.

When she and Bagrat entered the child' s bedroom it was definitely col der than
the rest of the house by ten or fifteen degrees, for all that the register was
faithfully performing its function. Mreover, five-year-old Karen was wi de
awake, huddl ed under her covers and shivering. Wth her usual directness, she
expl ai ned the phenonenon



"It's the little pale lady. Mama—every time she cones it gets real cold in
here.”

Furt her patient questioning got matter-of-fact | y yet rather unbelievable
answers fromthe usually truthful child. "She's a grownup [ ady. Mama, you can
tell that because she never has any clothes on, but she's small for a grownup
not much bigger than Auntie Perous, at the church.” The old woman of whom she
spoke was, Bagrat figured, less than five feet tall by two or three inches.
"She never says anything, even when her |ips nove, but | think she's sad nost
of the tinme, she just |ooks sad, even when she's sniling. She visits nme a lot,
sonmetines in the days, but usually at night."

Bagrat and Rose did not know whether to believe the child s wild, fantastic
story or not. Nonethel ess, she was brought in to sleep with themin the front
master suite the rest of that night, and by the next night, they had made

ot her arrangements, giving their eldest son, Al. the den behind the kitchen as
a bedroom and nmoving Karen into the roomthus vacated. Her sometine bedroom
was converted into a sewi ng roomfor Rose and their el dest daughter, Charl ene.
Thi s rearrangenent worked for al nost a week.

CHAPTER
THE SECOND

Rupen and a coupl e of warehousenmen were checking bills of |ading against
crates of rifles when Bagrat cane into the warehouse at a dead run. gripped
Rupen's armin a viselike hold, and gasped, "Come on! W got to get out of ny
house, right away. Rose just called."

In the car, on the way out, Bagrat tal ked while Rupen drove. "So after
ever'thing that went down, | started asking some questions all around that

nei ghbor hood, see. That house was built el even years ago by one of the best
contractors in the whole frigging town for a Jew dentist and his wife, but
they hadn't lived in it even a year when they drove their car into Upham Creek
one New Year's, coning home drunk, and both of themwas kill ed.

"Seens she, the wife, didn't have no people close, and so ever'thing went to
hi s nmot her—+nsurance noney, cars, house, furniture, ever'thing—the old |ady
sold ever'thing but just the house and the furniture, and just before she went
over to spend twelve, fourteen nonths in Israel, she advertised the house and
rented it out for a year's lease to a man and what she thought then was his
wife and his two servants. But no sooner was she out over the Atlantic on E

Al than the man she'd rented to noved in with his mstress and five other guys
that sold for him

"The ol der nei ghbors say those bastards threw nonstop parties, real orgies,
bringi ng carl oads of booze and beer and wonen in for 'em

"They say sone of the people was nei ghbors, back then, took that bunch up on
invites and went over to sonme of the first parties, but after a while,

woul dn't none of the neighbors go near the place, what with the fights and the
public fucking—ene old feller told me about two of them nekkid as jaybirds,
was pl aying sixty-nine out in the backyard on a fucking picnic table, oncet!

H mand his wife and boy all seen the shanel ess bastard and his hussy, and
that's why to this day they got that old high, thick privet hedge on the
property line, he says. And the nean, conmon things they done to people as
passed out at their parties!

"Then, alnost to the end of their |ease, they had a party one weekend and
brought in a bunch of girls fromsome state civil service picnic. That party



was a bl oody ness. | hear—oupla guys was hurt real bad in fights, and then
one of the girls they'd done brought in was raped, too. The guys done it to
her hurt her real bad, then just left her and she bled to death in a bed in
that same room we had Karen in! And the old guy | talked to said when the
county coroner's guys brought the body out, it could ve been a ten- or

twel ve-year-old kid. that's how small it was."

Rupen sighed. "Bagrat, when did you hear all this gossip?"

"Yesterday afternoon and eveni ng, Rupen. That's when | finally caught the old
guy, Harry Conyers, home," Bagrat replied.

"And you hotfooted it right home and told it all to Rose. I'll bet," said
Rupen, an edge of sarcasmin his voice.

"No, as a matter of fact, | didn't," answered Bagrat, adding, "I meant to, but
when | got back home, Al and Hai ghie and Arsen were all on the deck and Arsen
had his oud and | started playing a dunmbeg and we just kept it up until Rose
cane out and called us in for chow and I sort of forgot it until she was

asl eep.

"That's part of what threw me so bad when she called

t oday, Rupen. The old guy said that the little bitty woman was raped and
killed had the prettiest blue-black long hair he'd ever seen, real shiny-like
and that's pretty nuch what Rose said, too."

Rose was at the house two doors fromhers, being alcoholically entertained by
Ms. loanna Vitolis, who had lived in the house for nearly twelve years. But
even with a good quarter of a liter of ouzo in her. Rose would not consider
setting foot back in her own house. Still pale and trenbling, with a | ook of
sick horror in her eyes, she told her husband and brother-in-1aw what had
happened | ate that norning.

"I"d gotten the kids all off to school and cleaned up and all, and about
ten-thirty, | set up the sewing machine and started hemming a skirt for
Charlene. It couldn't have been nore than a few mnutes after 1'd heard the
clock strike eleven that | heard ... no, not really heard, just felt that
somebody was waiting to speak to ne but didn't want to interrupt ne, kind of
feeling. And | noticed then that even with the sunlight streaming into the
wi ndow, it had gotten real cold in that room too.

"I turned around and . . . and she was just standing there and staring at ne!
She wasn't five feet tall and white as nmilk, with black eyes and thick black
hair that hung down bel ow her waist, and she was naked, wi th bl ood sneared on
her thighs and nore streaks of blood that had run down fromout of terrible
bite marks on her tiny breasts and her shoulders and her throat, and it | ooked
i ke one of her nipples had been bitten right off.

"Her face was cut in a couple of places and bruised real bad, and her lips
were noving |like she was talking or trying to, but there was no sound. | just
sat there for a minute, | guess, just staring at her. But when her face and
head all of a sudden turned into a skull with eyes, | just left the machine
runni ng and took off out the room door and out the front door and | guess |I'd
still be running if |oanna here hadn't seen ne and run after me and caught ne
and brought me back to here.

"Bagrat, |'mnever ever going back in that house again and neither are ny
children and |I'm never going to speak to your sister or her sonofabitching
husband that rented us that place and never told us anything about any of



this."

Rupen and Bagrat sat, snoking nervously, in the sewing roomin the afternoon
of that day, not talking much, wondering whether it all was just Rose's and
Karen's imagi nati on, dreading that perhaps it was not. Bagrat had renenbered
t hat Rupen had | ong ago mastered the art of reading |ips and had suggested
that if there really was a waith inhabiting the house and if they could find
out what she wanted, maybe she coul d be persuaded to go wherever good ghosts
are supposed to go and cease terrifying the living.

After an hour or nore, Bagrat was nodding of f and Rupen had given to read the
busi ness section of the Tines-Di spatch, the Richnond-area norni ng newspaper
when he noticed that it was suddenly markedly cool in the room Al his nape
hairs aprickle, he | ooked up to see a mi sty sonething across the room

In a |l ow but penetrating voice, he hissed, "Bagrat! Open your eyes but don't
nove or speak!"

Slowy, the m sty sonething gained form |engthened, broadened, to becone the
smal | body of a woman, |ooking very solid in nature. Her pretty, heart-shaped
face was very pale, which made the marks of a recent and savage beating stand
out very clearly. The flesh was discol ored and puffy around both of her dark
eyes, and the eyes thenselves held infinite sadness.

Besi de him he could hear Bagrat whinpering softly in atavistic terror, and he
del i berately reached over w thout |ooking to lay a conforting hand on his
younger brother's knee.

As the pale body beneath the pale, battered face becane clearer, Rupen
shuddered strongly. She, whoever she was, or had been, had been cruelly used
by her attackers; in the course of two wars he had fought, Rupen had seen sone
awful things and this thing before himwas, he knew then, one of the worst
ever.

Rai sing his glance back up to the face, he could see that the swollen |ips
were noving now, and he strove to read the nessage that the whatever-it-was
was trying so hard to convey. She | ooked so very young and hel pl ess—tate teens
or early twenties, at best—that Rupen could not imagine how any rational man
had been able to bring hinmself to hurt her, and, vastly experienced big
brother and many tinmes uncle that he was, he felt very paternal toward her
phant om or not.

And then, in a blink, the head and face were becone a bare skull, the dark,
sad eyes, however, still visible in the sockets under the arches of the brows.
Bagrat's moani ng whi npers | oudened and becane nore intense, and Rupen felt his
brother's nuscl es tense under his hand, so he tenderly patted himas one woul d
a frightened animal. Oddly, he hinmself felt no fear of the thing that stood
tenuously before him only a soul -deep pity.

Extendi ng his right hand, he spoke slowy, "Let ne help, ny dear. |Is there no
way | can help you?"

Then her flesh was back over the bones and the |ips were again moving. " is
Ross? Please tell me where Ross is. He was so kind, so gentle and tender, and
he said he'd be right back. But then the big. bald, mean man cane, and the
other one, and they . . . they hurt ne. they hurt ne so bad. Ross will nake it
wel I, though. Were is Ross? Please tell ne where Ross is."

Conpassion welling up inside him Rupen said, "Child, you are no |onger alive.
Those two men you nentiond, they not only hurt you, they killed your body.



Your body has been dead for nore than ten years, now, don't you know that ?"

He awaited an answer, but when the split and swollen pale |lips noved again, it
was only a resunption of her pitiful litany. "Were is Ross? Please tell ne
where Ross is. "

He reflected to hinmself that these same thoughts of her absent chanpi on had
probably been going through her mnd as she had lain dying in this very room
so | ong ago, and he could think of nothing else to do. Perhaps, if he could
find someone qualified that woul dn't think he was just a psycho . . .? He felt
for her. but his extended hand was only a gesture; he knew he could not reach
her .

The ol d archbi shop | eaned forward. "You actually spoke with a dead woman's
ghost, Rupen? What ever happened in the nmatter?"

Rupen took a draught of cool ale and shrugged. "I suppose that that poor
confused spirit is still haunting that roomin that house, Hal, | was never
able to effect any help for her. Boghos thought we all—Rose, little Karen

Bagrat, and me—were nuts and as good as said so when Bagrat, who had been
renting by the nonth after the first year, found and bought a brand-new
trilevel and noved into it. | told Boghos that if he didn't believe us. he
shoul d go over to that house one night and sit in that roomfor a while, and
he did; he would never afterward admt to having seen anything, but he sold
the house within |l ess than a week.

"I took the time to check records and | ook up the third owner of the house,
who still lived in Henrico County, Virginia. Once |'d convinced himthat |
seriously believed in ghosts, that I'd seen at | east one and would adnmit to it
in public and that | was not either a journalist of a book witer, he becane
candid with ne. he and his wife, too.

"At the time he had lived, or rather tried to live, in that house, there had
been nore than just the one ghost, apparently. He and his wife had no children
t hen, had bought the vastly underpriced house as an investnent and didn't use
nost of the bedroons for anything but storage, and they didn't even know about
the young girl's ghost until | told them

"It seens that when the ol d woman—the second owner—who had inherited it from
her son and daughter-in-law—the first owners—had come back from|srael and
seen what her tenants had done to the house and yard and furnishings in only a
year or |ess, she suffered a heart attack or stroke or both and died right in
the mddle of the living-roomfloor. As long as the third owners lived there,
the old woman's shade kept stal king the place, shrieking now and then, turning
lights on or off and opening or slamm ng doors and ot herw se naking her

conti nui ng presence known and obnoxi ous.

"The third owners had bought the place as it stood, seriously in need of
certain repairs, a thorough repainting, and a conplete recarpeting, but the
third owner was and still is a building contractor and was able to do the job
up brown despite its nmagnitude and despite difficulties with the previous
owner's unfriendly ghost. He it was who added the rear den and third bath to
t he place, tacked on the double garage and utility roomand built the redwood
deck. When he sold the house, he made a handsonme but well-deserved profit on
the transacti on.

"The fourth owner was, by the time | went |ooking for him deceased, but his

wi dow, after sonme little tine of consideration and getting to know ne, finally
confided in ne that at first they thought that one or both of them were going
i nsane. But then an uncle, a Jesuit priest, stayed with them overnight in the



guest room the rear master suite. Through his good offices, they had the
house exorci sed, and they never saw or heard the old woman again after that.
But then her husband was transferred, and so they sold the house and noved.

"The fifth owners, who had let the place sit untenanted for al nost three years
before they sold it to Boghos, wouldn't speak to nme at all and threatened to
call the police if | again telephoned or tried to call on them

"Due to that and to a nunber of other, unrelated, factors, | had to give up at
that point, but | have always since regretted not being able to help the
troubled spirit of that poor young girl to gain peace. | still do, Hal."

The archbi shop nodded. "I know you do, Rupen. You are a truly good man, a

caring man. It's too bad you never remarried and sired children—you woul d have
made a wonderful father. | think."

"Ch. but | did remarry, Hal, although it was a very short-lived marriage and
no children resulted of it, which was probably just as well, considering what
an utter kook nmy second wife turned out to be."

The archbi shop settled hinself into his cathedra. "Tell me about her, your
second wi fe, and of your marriage, Rupen."

In far-of f Angara, a enunch naned Hyaci nt h—aho just happened to be one of the
three nost powerful in the Holy Sultanate of Christian Osmanli Turks—bore a
recently arrived mssive to the desk of his large office, ordered that the
door be closed and bolted, then broke the seals and spent a quarter hour

rapi dly decoding it before he took both the original and the translation in
hand and prepared hinself to bear themto Sultan Qmar 11.

A deceptively nild-looking and soft-spoken nan, Orar could right often be
found, as Hyacinth found himon this day, indulging his passions for history,
current world affairs, and geography. The lithe, graceful, graying ruler

| ounged on a cushioned divan, its rich fabric al nost hidden by books and
scrolls penned or printed in Latin, Geek, Arabic, Turkic, ltalian, Spanish,
and Portuguese, all of which | anguages the highly intelligent nonarch read
wel I . Several rolled parchment maps sat ready to hand in brass holder, and a
| arge gl obe was within his reach

Admitted to the chanber. Hyacinth prostrated hinself and crawl ed on his flat
belly across the thick carpets to the side of the divan. After finishing
readi ng his page, Orar signed the eunuch to arise.

"Correspondence?" He waved a hand at the sheaf of papers.

Hyaci nt h nodded. "Yes, O Light of Heaven, fromthe nan who calls hinself
Fahr ooqg. "

Omar then noved with a speed he sel dom di spl ayed save in battle or the hunt.
In atrice, his sweeping armhad cl eared space for the eunuch to sit upon the
edge of the divan and the court customs bedammed; after all, he and Hyacinth
were old friends, had ridden and fought side by side in battle on nore than
one occasi on, and besides, they and the ever-present, mnmute body guards were
the only humans in the chanber.

The mi ddl e-aged rul er never changed expression during the reading of the
decoded message, even when he heard of the death in battle of one of his
favorite grandsons. But when Hyaci nth was done, he began to speak, pausing now
and again to think, clearly express hinmself, and allow the eunuch tine to take
good not es.



"If a return message can be gotten to himwho calls hinmself Fahrooq. tell him

that | bear no ill against him none but God can tell who will live and who
die in battle, and. if die a man nust, that is perhaps the best way to do so.
At least. | would prefer that kind of death, were | free to choose.

"Tell him also, that | can understand what happened with the canels'-filth
Romans and that | think nost kindly of Walid Pasha, that he chose to risk his
own life to retain command of nmy ship rather than surrender it to sone Roman
by- bl ow of | oathsonely diseased swi ne and feces-eating bitch-dogs.

"Tell himthat | hereby officially authorize himand Walid Pasha to continue
to serve the |audabl e-soundi ng ends of their erstwhile captor, this Sebastian
Bey; for all that the description rendered in the nmessage marks him

i ndi sputably as a doughty warrior, it also | eaves no doubt that he is a

nmerci ful, noble, and intelligent gentleman. Such is a rare conbination, and
am certain that he who calls hinself Fahrooq can profit through observation
and emul ati on of such an uncommon nentor. Wuld that | had such a great
captain here—+ can but wonder if Arthur of England and Wal es knows just how
wel | served he is by such a living treasure.

"Anent which, please have hi mwho calls hinself Farhrooq to indicate

obl i quel y—whenever and if ever the tinme is ripe, of course—that | could be
nost generous to a multital ented pal adin who chose to serve nme and this
sul tanate.

"Tell himwho calls hinmself Fahrooq to draw maps of every place he can in
Engl and. Wal es, and Ireland and any ot her places they touch. Tell himto tel
Walid Pasha and Sebastian Bey that whenever he is ready to rel ease the ship
and its crewfor | do not seriously think for one second that as shrewd a nan
as Arthur is reputed to be will ever let this Sebastian Bey go to serve

anot her permanent!|y—t and they will be handsonely ransomed by ne. Were
practicable, Walid Pasha is to have soundi ngs nmade and chart the coasta

wat ers wherever they may sail, but then he knows that, already.

"Qur ambassador to the court of King Arthur is to be notified at once that,
henceforth, any nessages and maps or charts brought or sent to him by himwho
calls hinmself Fahrooq are to be i medi ately dispatched to you. Tell himalso
that he who calls hinself Fahrooq is to henceforth have unlimted resources,
avai |l abl e on denmand, to provide wages for Walid Pasha and the officers and
crew, as well as for upkeep of ny fine ship.

"Lastly, tell himwho just now calls hinself Fahrooq to exercise care and
caution and try not to get hinmself killed. You and I will not live forever.
Hyaci nth, old conrade, and ny chosen successor is going to need a w se advi ser
whom he can trust, whose counsel and judgnent on all matters need not be
ei t her wei ghed or questioned, but nay be at once accepted.”

As he strode back along the maze of crowded corridors which |l ed eventually to
his own section of the huge pal ace conpl ex. Hyaci nth wondered whet her, despite
Omar's wi shes, he who chose to call hinself Fahrooq would elect to trade his
testicles for a chance to gain al nobst unbridled power, as had he, |ong years
ago. He often had remarked to hinmself, to OQrar, and to others how difficult it
was to guess just which nen would do so and which woul d not.

"Qddly enough," Bass thought, "there was a rine when i |ooked forward to
getting a letter fromKrys; now | dread seeing one of Hal's or Pete's
nmessengers riding in. In the last year, | don't think she's witten one
cheerful, positive letter—they' re all just piss-noan, piss-noan, bitch, bitch
bitch, just like this one. She doesn't seemto know what she wants anynore,



but she's nore than willing to raise particular hell and draw bl ood and t hr ow
her wei ght of rank around to get it."

"Jenny Bostwi ck," went part of the letter, "is a feather-headed ni nconpoop who
can tal k of nothing except fancy sports cars (not one of which she ever owned
or drove), belly dancing, and the rich foreigner she was planning to neet and
marry to give hima green card and save her from ever having to do an honest
day's work again. She was little better than a whore back in the other world,
and | told her so. upon which she slapped ne, twi ce, very hard. O course,
your ducal honor could not pernmit of such insubordination, so | ordered her
striped, then sent back to Hal's palace in a coach, which was nore than the
little slut deserved; she should have gone back tied to the tail of a horse,
so ny ladies tell ne.

"I have no way of knowi ng, of course, what sort of tale she told Hal. but now
he is very cool toward nme, though he still Iionizes our son and that Armenian
of his and even Buddy Wbster. \Wenever he has come down here since the

i ncident | mentioned, he has had this Rupen Adem an and Webster Hanki ng hi m at
tabl e, placing nme. the Duchess of Norfolk, beyond them and this is in no way
proper to do.

"Yet, when | sought himout and tried to renonstrate with himas his peer in
rank, he coldly inforned nme that | was no peer of his, that | was only basking
in your reflected glory and achi evenents and that the only reason he had not

| ong since packed ne and nmy household off to Norwich or Rutland Castle or
Whyffler Hall was that he had told you that | might stay here until you
returned for ne. He added that | was becone every bit as arrogant and cruel as
WIlliam Collier ever had been and wondered aloud if I, like him was begi nning
to |l ose nmy reason. Then he had one of his guards put me out of the room"
"I"ve never believed in the practice of w fe-beating," thought Bass, "but you,
nmy lady wife, just may change my mind in that regard. If any worman ever was
asking for it . . ."He read on, each succeedi ng sentence and phrase nmaki ng hi m
angrier until, unable to take nmore of her carping, he crunpled the letter and
hurled it into a corner in utter disgust. Then he went stal king off in search
of one of his Irish officers.

"Sir Calum" he ordered when he found the man, "please send word to Sir Conn
imMmediately. He is to return posthaste with his two squads of Rall oglai ches.
for I will want you all with me when | go to serve Ard-Righ Brian, and | doubt
that Her Grace nmy wife could be residing in a nore heavily guarded pl ace than
on the estates of H's Grace Archbi shop Harol d, unless she were to be at the
York pal ace itself, or at Geenwich, with H's Majesty."

"And will Your Grace be wanting the Spanisher knight, as well?" inquired Sir
Cal um

Bass shrugged. "Why not? He swings steel hard and true, nor is he a poor shot.
Yes, sunmon Don Di ego back to me here, too."

In her present nood and frane of mnd, he was bedamed if he was going to

| eave Krystal Foster nee Kent in command of a baker's dozen of the savage,
consci encel ess gal | ogl ai ches who woul d consi der her wish to be their

conmi ssion to weak any barbarity that canme into her head, sinply because she
happened to be the wife of their chosen warl eader, Bass Foster. To do such
woul d be akin to giving an idiot child a brace of |oaded horse pistols to play
wi t h.

And that brought to mind another troubling thought. Just what kind of
panpered, overprotected. arrogant little nonster was such a nother going to



make of their son, Joe Foster? It would be w se, he thought, before he set
sail for Ireland, to arrange for the boy's fosterage. And the sooner the
better, for the boy's sake. Krystal would pitch a first-class bitch, wthout
any shred of doubt, but by then he would be at sea or in Ireland and it would
be his orders that woul d be obeyed, not hers.

He al so would need to nake time to wite to Hal, enclosing along with that

| etter another one addressed to Jenny Bostw ck, acconpanying a snall,
expensive gift or perhaps a purse of gold to pay something toward her
suffering at Krystal's hands. So nuch to do already and so little time left in
which to do it was he to adhere to King Arthur's schedul e. And Krystal was, as
usual now, not hel pi ng himone damed bit.

Captain and Sailing Master Edwin Al fshott, Walid Pasha, Fahrooq, Sir Liam
Kavanaugh, and some score of senior gun captains fromthe two galleons and the
| arge caravel that made up the backbone of the private fleet of His Grace Sir
Bass, Duke of Norfolk, stood or sat or squatted around a nman who stood

| oungi ng agai nst a | ong ei ght een-pounder bronze cul verin.

The tall, spare, heavily freckled, brown-haired man, but recently knighted and
ennobl ed and still nost unsure of hinself in those new usages, was the royal
gun founder, Sir Peter Fairley. He was come down from York to personally
denonstrate a new and rmuch safer nmethod of firing cannon and nortars.

The cul verin had, under his supervision, been fully charged w th propellant
powder and several thick wads, but no shot, for these coastal waters wherein
the ships lay at anchor were heavily travel ed, and no one w shed to chance
hul i ng or denasting some hapl ess, hel pl ess fisherman by acci dent.

When the gun captain nmade to prime the piece, however. Sir Peter waved him
away and instead thrust what |ooked a little Iike a |arge key nmade of brass

wi re and sheet copper into the touchhole. Next he engaged a small brass hook
at the end of a slender cord sone four or five yards long to a smaller ring
set within the larger ring of the "key," just above the copper cylinder that
now pl ugged the touchhol e of the | oaded culverin. He laid the | oosely coiled
cord atop the the lavishly carved and ornanented breech of the French-nmnmade

pi ece, just forward of the cas-cabel, which on this particular tube was in the
shape of a stylized gargoyle's head.

Beckoni ng to Fahrooq, whom he had come to know and to |ike over the past

nmont hs, he had himtake hold of the end of the cord, play it out to its ful

I ength, and then, taking a stance to the side and rear of the culverin, take
up the slack and, with his hand at waist level, give the cord a sharp jerk.

Al eyes were, of course, on the Turkish officer, so not a few nmen junped
startled, when the culverin roared and bucked backward, straining against the
recoil ropes and bel ching a snoking wad fromits ornate nuzzle on a | ong
streamof fire

After he had gained nore than nere grudging attention fromthe gun captains.
Sir Peter had them gat her around closer and, with fingers that were big and
wor k- st ai ned and scarred, but still sure and rock-steady, he rapidly
dismantl ed a brace of the friction primers and showed all of themthe very
si mpl e works.

"Now, see here boys," he said, "ain't nothing magic to thishere deevice.

Thi shere big ring of heavy-gauge brass wire don't nmean nothing, it's just
there to give the gunner a handle and to pertect the little copper ring, is
all. If you wants them off for some reason, all you got to do is this." He
denonstr at ed.



"What matters here is the littler ring, the copper one, the tube, and what's
inside of it." Peel ed open, an unsol dered tube showed within a tightly coil ed
steel spring held in conpression by the shaft of copper that depended fromthe
smal l er ring above, the shaft being split near its |lower end. then bent up
under the |l owest coil of the tenpered-steel spring.

"You see, fellers,"” Sir Peter Fairley went on. "this stuff what |ooks |ike
dried paste inside here is stuff that takes fire real easylike. a whole |ot
easi er then even fine-grain gunpowder does. The outsides of thesehere springs
has done been made rough after the tenpering by filing, and it's little pieces
of flints and pyrites is held hard against the springs by the filling
conpound, so when the ring and its rod is jerked out and the spring ain't
being held tight no nore, it strikes sparks and the sparks sets off the
conpound and that shoots enough fire into the main charge for to fire the
gun. "

After examining two of the priners for a while. Fahrooq had the gun crew on
duty swab and reload the waiting culverin. Once he had probed the touchhol e,
he inserted one of the priners picked out at randomfromthe box Sir Peter had
brought, attached the | anyard hook, took a stance, took in the slack, then
gave a sharp jerk

The copper pin cane out, the gun again roared and bucked back, the device
itself rose up a couple of inches, then settled back into the touchhol e.

"Very nice. Sir Peter," the Turk said. "But the thing is mechanical, and al
nmechani cal objects fail to function on occasion. How often do these fail, and
what is a gunner to then do when such a failure occurs?"

Sir Peter nodded. "OF all the testing we done done up to York, Fahroog—and
it's been considerable, too—sonmething | ess than one and a quarter out'n ever
twenny has either not ignited at all or hung Tire or not throwed enough fire
to set off the gun charge, and we done tested it on ever'thng from
cannon-royals to old, antique ribaltikins, too, including some of ny

br eechl oadi ng chasers. But hell, man, was one to fail, just pop anothern in,
quick. If it ain't anothemto hand, well, the gunners still got their flasks
of primng powder and linstocks, ain't they?

"Look, fellers, | ain't saying that thesehere is the best things to come down
t he pi ke sincet wheell ocks, but used right, they sure oughta make things a
mte easier for the crews nmanni ng guns down on the main battery decks. Another
t hi ng, too—when you gets shorthanded during a fight where each gun is firing
poi nt - bl ank, nmaybe, and don't gotta be laid individual-like, a rating can have
t he guns charged, use thesehere priners, and shoot all or half of a broadside,
all at the same tine, with just one jerk of the lanyards."

On hearing this, Walid Pasha, Edwin Al fshott, and Sir Liam | ooked at each
ot her and nodded. Wn, |lose, or draw, this new system seenmed at | east worth a

try.

Sir Peter kept the duty gun crew busy, allow ng the assenbl ed gunners and
officers to personally use the entire box of primers he had brought al ong on
not just the | ong ei ghteen-pounder but on some of the heavier pieces on the
gun decks bel ow. Not once during the afternoon did any of the devices fail to
produce i medi ate results of a positive nature.

In a private postprandial conversation with H's Grace Sir Bass Foster. Duke of
Norfol k, at Norwich Castle, that night. Sir Peter said, "Bass, old buddy, your
ship captains and their officers is a whole lot nicer, smarter bunch then the



hi debound ol d assholes runs King Arthur's siege train is. Dam near ever one
of the siege gunners liked nmy primers a whole lot, was |ooking forward to
using 'em they allowed, seeing that they'd even fire great big old fucking
bonbards, real old ones. too.

"But then when | showed themoff to the fucking officers, they never stopped
frowning and all and turned thempriners down flat. Wat they all said, when
it was boiled down, was that if portfires was good enough for their

gr eat - gr anddaddi es, they was good enough for them and the gunners. Now don't
that beat all. Bass?"

Foster smled hunorlessly. "Frommy own experiences fromtine to tine with
functionaries in or attached to the King's canp and court, the greedy bastards
probably were expecting you to bribe themto let their gunners use the
prinmers.”

"But ... but that's just crazy. Bass," spluttered Sir Peter, "I ... ever'thing
| do up in York is for the King and the kingdom 1 ain't sone fucking
travel ing sal esman peddling a new ki nda soap powder. Don't they know that ?"

Shruggi ng, Foster replied. "Mst likely they do, but if they're of the type of
which I'mthinking, the adoption of a nmilitary advance matters far less to
them t han does the weight of their private purses. Probably you could gain
instant, official approval of the priners if you were to go back to the King's
Canp and slip each of those officers a brace of gold onzas."

"In a pig's asshole!" snorted Sir Peter. "Bass, |I'll be fucked if I'll pay a
passel of crooks extra to do their goddamjobs right!’

Bass just shook his head. "Pete, | know it goes against the grain with an
honest man |ike you, but that's the way affairs are conducted in this world,
I've found, especially in proximty to the King or to other high-ranking
nobl es and churchnmen. | don't like it either, but I'"'msure as hell having to
leamto adapt to it and to other things | don't like. This world is very
different fromour world, the time and place fromwhich you and I and Buddy
and the others cane, but it would appear that we're going to live out the rest
of our lives here in this different world, for better or for worse, so we're
just going to have to learn to live as do the people who were born here. W
have only three options: die, as did Arthur Collier and Susan Sunshine, go
mad, as did Bill Collier, or adapt to our surroundings and live. And you
strike me as the survival type, Pete."

Sir Peter Fairley cracked his big, scarred knuckles, his firmjaw set, then he

rel axed. "Well, nost likely you' re right, Bass, and |I'mjust too stubborn for
my own fucking good. But | couldn't go back and bri be them bastards now, even
was | a mnd to. | only had a few nore then twelve hunnerd of thempriners to

start with, and | used up sone down to the King's Canp and then nearly half a
gross nore of themtoday out on that big ship, and the rest of themis al
prom sed now to Walid Pasha and Ed Al fshoot and Sir Lemand it'll take nonths
to make up another big batch of them M smiths up in York—and it seens |ike
never can get enough good ones, as many as | need—has got nore inportant
things to do, nostly, than make and tenper lots of little-bitty steel springs,
and then too, Bass, you just wouldn't believe the prices nmerchants is getting
anynore for copper ingots."

Bass nodded again. "And, of course, you can't use iron or steel tubing because
of the danger of accidental sparking and premature expl osions of the
gunpowder. But ... let ne think for a mnute, yes. Pete, how about using steel
tubes faced with tin? To the best of ny know edge, tin is still being mned in
Wales and Cornwall, in this world, so it wouldn't have to be inported like



nost of the copper is. Tin isn't ferrous—+t won't spark."

Fairl ey slanmed a work-hardened palmonto the table-top, a broad snile
lighting up his face. "Now, god-danmitall. Bass, that's a first-class idea,
one | never would of thought up in a nmllion years. Sure thing, and we can do
better than just facing the tubes, too. Buddy and ne. 'bout a year ago, we had
the batt'ries out our old rigs and out your Jeep pickup, too. brought down to
Yor k. W worked out a bicycle recharger for themand |'ve been doing sone

el ectroplating here and there, already. | could tin-plate themtubes. Thanks a
whole lot. Bass. Is it anything | can do for you, now?"

Foster squirmed in his chair, then said hesitantly. "Pete . . . it's Krys, ny
wife . . . Have you seen her, spoken to her, lately? | ... her letters get
worse and worse, and I . . . I'mworried about her. frankly."

"You got you a right to be. buddy," replied Pete, grimy, ‘cause it ain't
none of it 1've seen or heard about good. | think Krys is done flipped her
lid."

CHAPTER
THE TH RD

H s Hol i ness Abdul, Pope of Rone, lay dying. Despite the ever present risk of
fire, the streets closest to his favorite pal ace had been buried in straw in
order to nute the sounds of shod horse hooves and steel -rinmed wheels.
Gimfaced, swarthy Miors of H's Holiness's picked guards stal ked t hose
streets armed with pikestaves, clubs, and short, thick whips of rhinoceros
hide to enforce quiet and quell any outbreak of noise or |oud talk that m ght
possi bly disturb their master. Their ways were cruel, and they were feared and
avoi ded.

Cardi nal Prospero Sicola was sunmoned, searched, but courteously, for weapons,
then ushered into the bedchanber of the dying prelate, where the hot air was
thick with the reeks of incense and illness. He thought that Abdul already was
beginning to | ook like a corpse—the dry skin drawn tight over the big bones of
the face giving his profile an unm stakable raptorial cast.

Upon hearing Sicola's soft tread, Abdul opened his too-bright eyes but did not
ot herwi se nove where he sat half propped agai nst a nmound of cushions, with his
one hand resting upon his chest and his other beneath the gold-stitched sil ken
coverl et.

"I's Your Holiness awake, then?" asked Sicola softly.

"Yes, Brother Prospero," canme the reply in a weaker voice than Sicola ever
bef ore had heard fromthe often sickly old man. "W are awake and stil
extant, though for how nuch longer is in the hands of our Lord. That

nmer chant - banker, D Este, must have dug really deep this time and hired on a
mast er poi soner; we have been poked, probed, poulticed, pilled, purged, bled,
even clystered, and none of it to any sal ubrious effect upon our holy person
Apparently your |atest regicidal plot upon our life has succeeded."

Not until he had knelt and kissed the pontiffs ring did Sicola nmake reply,
arising to stand beside the high, wide, intricately carven bedstead. He said
sadly, "Your Holiness should have accepted ny terns and, after secretly
stepping down, retired to live out the remainder of his life in confort and
serenity at that small nonastery near Tunis. But allow me to assure Your
Hol i ness that if your suspicions of poisoning be true—and your very own
physi ci ans seemto think otherwi se—neither | nor Cardinal D Este had aught to



do with it, nor | doubt me did any of our close associates, else | would
surely have heard of it. and I swear upon nmy hope of salvation that |I have
heard no such thing.

"Consi der, Your Holiness, you are a very elderly man, nor have you been in
truly good health for some years now. Death is the eventual end of all norta
creatures, that is God's plan and H s way. He—=

Wth a brief flash of his old fire, Abdul snorted. "Don't preach homlies to
us, you whey-ski nned, snubnosed Frank bastard! W have thought nmore and nore
in recent years that nmayhap the sainted Mahnud al - Qal eefah did err by hel pi ng
Islamto be merged with, polluted by, and befoul ed by the brimm ng cesspool of
basel ess superstitions and myths called Christianity. The Veiled Men of the
Mount ai ns and the other small, persecuted bands of folk who still cleave unto
pure, untainted Islamare, we are beginning to think, the only remaining True
Believers. Allah is God, Brother Prospero. Jesus called Christ was but another
of the great prophets, only a man, |ike Mdses or Mhamred, of flesh and bl ood.
But, alas, the pattern is irrevocably set and we all nmust go down to Gehenna
toget her. Who can unscranbl e an egg? W never were able to conceive of a
method to set the thing again right, to undo the well-nmeani ng sins wought by
St. Mahnud and those who succeeded himin his ains.

"You think us a backslider. Brother Prospero—no, don't bother to try to deny
it, you do, we know. You | ook upon us in horror, you see before you an
apostate Pope. But tear us not, we are dying. But ere long, you and all of the
ot her pretenders may—nay, will—ai sh old Abdul still alive

"You spoke at our last neeting but one of Rome being in need of a 'Wnd of
Change' to sweep away the host of supposed errors and m stakes w ought by us
and our predecessor." The old man gasped a rattling gurgle of laughter, then
spoke on. "Well, Brother Prospero, lying here with grimdeath nibbling at us
constantly, we have seen snatches of what the near future holds for Rome and
for those who, fit to do so or not, would rule her and hers.

"You and the rest of the malcontents will get your 'Wnd of Change,' right
enough. You'll all get nore wind than you bargained for—a whirlw nd of death
and destruction | oons over you even now, and it will comence its work even

before our holy body is cold. You may outlive us, briefly, but we know that we
shal |l enjoy the last |augh. Brother Prospero.™

Whi |l st the dying pontiff was conversing with his declared eneny, up the street
beyond the tightly seal ed wi ndow of the death chamber a Morish guards
sergeant and five of his ninions were stal king al ong, seeking out men or wonen
or children to beat. They did not hear the well-oiled hinges of the shutters
covering a wi ndow above them and by the time they heard the contrabasso

t hrrruuumm of the crossbow, its thick, stubby bolt had torn through the back
and the front of a mail hauberk and the thickness of the body between them
then sped on to penetrate yet one nore layer of mail and |lodge finally in the
hi pbone of that nan-at-arns.

VWhirling about at the first noise frombehind his patrol, the sergeant saw the
two nmen go down, screamng in agony and surprise, even as the shutter was
sl anmed shut.

Roaring his rage, the sergeant led his remaining three Morish GQuards in
battering down the strangely unbarred street-level door to the house, then
charged in with them clubs and whips discarded, scimtars and pistols out and
ready.

Presently, four gashed, headl ess, swarthy-skinned bodies, all stripped of



anyt hi ng of value, were thrown out the doorway. Slowy, a gaggle of nmen and
worren and children gathered in the street to further nmutilate the bodies,
revile them spit upon them and shower themw th bits of dung from beneath
the straw. Sonme followed the man with the bolt in his hip as he craw ed away
fromthe site of the anbush. Not a few of these fol k bore signs of recent
abuse inflicted by whip and club and pi kestave, and they took thorough

si ckeni ng revenge upon their onetime oppressor before someone finally dei gned
to grant himthe nercy of death.

Nei t her group dispersed until the thud-thud-clank-jingle of arned and runni ng
men announced the inminent arrival of approaching troops.

Dyi ng Pope or no dying Pope, loud were the cries of rage and outrage when the
new come Mbors saw t he bodi es—by then, all of them hacked, nutilated, and

despoil ed. Louder still were their how s when they entered the vacant houses
and found the four severed heads, lined up neatly on a bench built into a
wal |, their slit-off penises jamed into the beard-fringed nouths. After

searching and thoroughly wecking the enpty house, the section of Mdorish
Guards departed, seeking first reinforcenments, then men to kill.

True to the dying Abdul's vision, the Roman storm had commenced.

"That | ever met Carolyn at all was the purest coincidence." Rupen continued
his tale to the archbishop. "Wile the guest of a wealthy arms collector at a
f ashi onabl e downt own- Ri chnond cl ub, | had happened to nmeet a man who had been
a fellowd Bill student at the city college twenty-odd years before. Wen, in
the course of our conversation, he learned that | was vice president of

Conf ederate States Armanents, he told nme that he was just then teaching

hi story courses at that sane city college and asked if | might visit one of
nmore of his classes to show off sone of ny reproductions and tell of how they
were made, | oaded, and used. Being, at that point, brandy-jovial. | agreed to
do so.

"Since by then we were stocking a wide variety of [ong guns, and singl e-shot
pistols and nore than a dozen different cap-and-ball revolvers, taking
exanpl es of every itemwas out of the question, and | limted ny burden on the
first such visit to four long guns—ene flintlock nusket, one capl ock
rifle-musket, a flintlock fuzzee, and a cap-and-ball revol ving carbi ne—and
four handguns—a flintlock horse pistol, a caplock derringer, a Colt-type
dragoon revol ver, and a Reni ngton-type Arny-caliber revolver, along with a big
briefcase full of accessories.

"So well received was ny denonstration that day, so warmwas mny reception by
both students and faculty, that when | was asked to return and do it again.
agreed to do so. My initiaJ denonstration and talk had been in a classroomto
about thirty students and a few stray faculty menbers; for my second
appearance, | was requested to bring a | arger selection of weapons and to be
prepared to do a two-hour denonstration. Not until | arrived on canpus did
find out that this one was to be in the largest lecture hall and that ny

audi ence was to nunber in hundreds and include not only students and faculty
but also quite a few alumi and plain citizens.

"By the conclusion of that one, | had given out all of ny business cards and,
actually, sold nmany of the denmpbnstration weapons on the spot, along with nost
of the accessories, so when the college offered me an honorarium | politely
declined to accept it ... and this raised ny stock with themthrough the roof.

"When | arrived at the lecture hall for my third denonstration, this tine with
Bagrat and two of ny nephews. Al and Haigh, it was to find the hall and all of
its approaches being picketed by a | ong-haired, scruffy, ragged, very snelly



aggl omeration of a type of scum peculiar to that period—hippies,' they were
called. This particular batch were bearing signs and shouting sl ogans and

si ngi ng of f-key songs protesting the then-ongoing war in Southeast Asia.

Al though | could not imagine just what a denonstration of eighteenth- and

ni net eent h-century reproducti on weapons and tools had to do with the
protracted nmodern war clear on the other side of the globe, it was clear that
the only way | would get the station wagon into the parking | ot under the

| ecture hall would be to run its three-plus tons over sone of the unwashed
young lunatics who were stretched full-length, in several ranks, across the
wi dth of the driveway ranp. Bagrat, A, and Haigh were in favor of doing just
that, but | drove instead, to the adninistration building, and we ended up
carrying everything into the lecture hall through a tunnel connecting the two
bui | di ngs, thus avoi ding any confrontation with the nmob of protestors
entirely.

"When | asked just what the hell was going on outside the lecture hall, my old
friend and sonetine fell ow student, Paul Czenmik, just shook his head. "These
peaceni k hi ppi es and pseudo- hi ppi es and out-and-out buns, al ki es and dopers
nmostly, will protest at the drop of a frigging hat, Rupen, you know that. What
set this off? Me. probably. Your denonstrations have been such a big hit that
a reporter fromthe student newspaper interviewed ne and asked about your
background. | told himyou were a retired infantry officer, a major, that your
| ate father had been an inportant defense contractor and that your brother
Kogh Adem an, was president and chairman of the board of Adem an Enterprises,
the international arns dealers.”

Rupen groaned. "And that was all published in the college paper? Hell, Paul
I"mlucky the little bastards didn't drag me out of the car and |ynch ne."

Prof essor Czem k | ooked rueful. "Open nouth, insert foot, |leg, thigh, and
asshole. I"'msorry, Rupen, | should ve realized this bunch of freaks we have
for students these days would blow it up out of all proportion. The way the
published article read, you were either here recruiting for the Green Berets,
preachi ng the joys of high explosives and napalm or both at once."

"Well, Hal." Rupen went on to the archbi shop, "when the protesters realized
that we'd bypassed them and gotten into the lecture hall, along with a fair
portion of our audience, despite them they went wild, turned so ugly that the
security guards who had been outside all cane inside, secured all of the
doors, shuttered all of the ground-level or easily accessible w ndows, and
rang up the city police.

"By the tinme the first city cops arrived on the scene, the so-called protest
was well on the way to becoming a full-blown riot. And while that nmess was in
process of being cool ed down, a bunch of real revol utionaries occupied nost of
the adm nistration building, barred and barricaded all the entries and exits,
then threatened to set fire to it unless some score of 'nonnegotiable demands
were net at once. The long list of demands was delivered via bullhorn, and
nost of them were ridiculous to begin; not the college adm nistration, not the
city mayor, not the state governor, not even the president could have
fulfilled those demands, especially not in the short tine which the

revol utionaries were allotting . . . and those fledgling Marxi sts knew t he
facts of the matter as well as did anyone else.”

Rupen approached Czemi k and a gaggle of faculty nenbers huddl ed together in
whi spered consultation. "Paul, |'ve got to get my station wagon out of that
adm ni stration building parking facility, at once.”

"M. Adem an," said the dean of students, Bancroft, "the college has full
i nsurance—any damages to your vehicle will be fully covered, never you fear."



Rupen shook his head. "You don't understand, sir. | don't give a damm about
the car itself; it's insured, too. and it's a conpany car. anyway, not nine
But | don't think that you. |I. any of us want that gang of hoodluns in there
to get their grubby hands on a certain wooden box that's in the back of the
wagon, covered by an old G blanket. W were going out to ny brother's hone
fromhere today to nmake ready for a shooting match this weekend com ng, so
within that box are a dozen one-pound cani sters of black powder and six or
seven tins of percussion caps.”

Bancroft stared, open-nouthed, at Rupen for a |ong noment, then sank into a
nearby chair, mpaning, his face in his hands. "Ch, ny sweet Jesus God! Do you
know what you've done, M. Adem an? That group in there are nost of them
foam ng fanatics—they're perfectly capable of blowi ng up the building, just to
prove a point!"

"M. Bancroft," said Rupen wyly, "don't worry about your precious building,
hear? A neasly ten pounds of black powder woul dn't put rmuch of a dent in

rei nforced concrete, steel girders, and brick. But the danger is that they
just might have al ong soneone who knows how to make anti personnel bonbs, and
don't want to |l oad down my conscience with that responsibility.”

He, Bagrat, the two nephews, and Paul Czenmik, along with two of the security
guar ds—dnarmed, save for billy clubs and transceivers—arrived before the
vertically sliding fire door to the tunnel that connected directly to the
under ground parking facility for the now occupi ed adm ni stration buil di ng.

Bef ore hel ping his partner raise the door, one of the guards said, "M.

Adenmi an, sir, the little fuckers prob'ly done closed the door |eads out onto
the street by now, but if it ain't too big and wide a car you got, you could
just drive 'er straight through this tunnel here. W does it at night with

t wo- wheel ers and jeeps all the tine."

In the opened doorway, Rupen told his pudgy, out-of-shape younger brother
"Bagrat, you stay here, you and Al. If Haigh and | can't get our wagon and get
it out of there, four wouldn't be able to do any better."

Bagrat opened his nmouth to protest, but the tone of his elder brother's voice,
the ook in his eyes, told himthat it would do himno good to say anyt hi ng.
He just watched Rupen and Hai gh wal k away through the short, wi de, brightly
[it tunnel

As they came out into the somewhat less well-lit parking area, the two were
confronted by a pack of sone hal f-dozen young nmen—bearded (nost of them those
ol d enough or sufficiently masculine to grow a decent crop of facial hair),
shaggy, and grubby, dressed in a rare collection of nilitary-surplus clothing,
beads, rawhi de, and either boots or homenade-| ooki ng sandals. Two of them
hefted police-type billies, one bore a sawmn-off pool cue. and the forenpst
hel d an el egant -1 ooki ng wal ki ng stick that Rupen was dead certain conceal ed a
steel bl ade.

"Man, " crowed the scruffy blond boy with the cane, "don't they |l ook pretty,
like they just fell out of a bathtub. Not just coats and ties, three-piece
suits, by damm. How fucki ng establishment can you get. huh?" Then, in a hard,
cold voice to Rupen, "Whatta you two fuckers want over here? This building' s
been took over for the people by the Revolutionary Peace Conmittee. It and
nothing in it belongs to you cocksuckers anynore, see?"

Rupen sl owed, stopped, stood stock-still, his system punmping with adrenaline
but not one trace of excitenent in his stance, his deneanor, or his voice.



Quietly, but firmy, he said, "I amnot in any way connected with this
coll ege, young man. | ama visitor on this campus, and | have come to get ny
car, that dark-grey Mercury station wagon, over there behind you."

The bl ond boy snarled. "Who the hell you think you are, you old faggot, wth
this 'young man' shit? My fucking daddy? You two get your ass back into that
fucking tunnel or 1I'Il spill your chitlins all over the floor!" Wth a
sibilant zzweep. he wi thdrew the bl ade fromthe mahogany cane and shook it at
Rupen.

He did not even have tinme to show shock at the sight of the PPK com ng out of
t he shoul der hol ster in Rupen's hand before a noise so loud that it stunned
himand all his pack and a spurt of flanme fromthe muzzle of the pistol sped a
lead slug that left a silvery smear on the concrete between his feet, then
caroned off, whining Iike a banshee until the crashing of glass announced that
it had found a | odgnent sonewhere anong the parked autonobil es.

Bot h bl ade and cane dropping fromhis suddenly weak and nervel ess grasp, the
bl ond boy hel d both hands out toward Rupen and backed away on unsteady | egs,
shaki ng his head and stuttering, a danp satin spreading fromhis crotch and
down the left leg of his baggy, filthy suntan sl acks. Bypassing the el evator
conpl etely, the pack poured up the fire stairs at a speed of knots, |eaving
their billies and the pool cue on the floor of the parking facility along with
t he sword-cane

When he had negotiated the tunnel and conme to a stop in the basenent of the

| ecture hall, Paul Czernik remarked, "Conpany car or not, Rupen. you'd better
get a good nmechanic to | ook at that engine. That backfire over there was as

l oud as a gunshot. Did you have any trouble getting to the car?"

Bot h hands on the wheel, Rupen shook his head. "There was a small reception
conmittee, Paul. But they were all just posturing kids—+ outbluffed them"

Young Hai gh Panoshi an knew the truth of the matter, of course, but Uncle
Rupen's stock had gone up a thousand percent during those few nonments and only
a quiet word was required to gain his instant silence on the matter, except
anmong fam |y nenbers, naturally.

"Wul d you have really shot the boy, Rupen?' asked the archbi shop

"Hmor any or all of them had | felt | had to, Hal," replied Rupen, adding.
"But | knew | wouldn't have to, that one, possibly two warning shots would
assuredly do the trick with them A hideaway weapon |ike that sword-cane is
not designed or intended as a threat, it's to be drawn and i medi ately used. |
could tell fromthe way he held and flourished it that he'd never really
applied it to its true purpose before; he was making to slash at me with a

st abbi ng weapon, one that didn't even have a true edge, so | knew | was
confronting, at best, a thoroughly inexperienced amateur whose cl osest
exposures to that kind of violence previously had nost |ikely been watching
novies or television."

The Archbi shop of York nodded. "You'll work out very well in this world,
Rupen. You're truly a gentleman and gentl e—which two do not always cone in one
package—

but you can be as hard as tenpered steel, without qualns or regret. You're a
true survivor type."

Asnile flitted briefly across Rupen Adem an's olive-hued face. "I am pure
Armeni an, Der Hal, so what else could | be but a survivor? But back to how I



nmet the woman who becane ny second wife.

"After that hellish afternoon, Bagrat and | became very popular with the

adm ni stration, the nost of the faculty, and a fair nunmber of the students of
that college; we all had—to use a Cvil War term—seen the el ephant together.
A few nonths |ater, when Adem an Enterprises found itself in dire need of a
hefty i ncone tax deduction, Bagrat and | persuaded Kogh to donate it, or npst
of it, tothe city college building fund, whereupon we all were in like Flynn,
and that follow ng June, they had Kogh speak at their commencenent cerenony,
then conferred honorary degrees on all three of us.

"At the faculty-adninistration-alumi cocktail party that followed, that
eveni ng, Carolyn Foote Carter was introduced to me by someone or ot her.

don't know to this day exactly how the hell she got into that party, for she
wasn't faculty or an alumma, just a graduate student in the Master of Soci al
Work program of fered by that coll ege.

"At twenty-six, Carolyn was a nost attractive young woman, really far too
young for me by the standards of that tine and place, but she gave the

i mpression of being much taken by ne ... and I fell for her wiles, too, there
being no fool like an old fool, as the song says. | rationalized it all out to
where it made good sense, of course. |'d refused, over the sixteen years since

Marge's nurder, to allow nmyself to beconme deeply involved or committed to any
worman, so | had right often been very lonely, when | wasn't too busy to notice
it. I was, by then, alnost forty-eight years old and financially not too bad
off for a foreign-born immgrant with not a hell of a lot of formal education
and | figured that if anybody had earned a few years of happiness, it was ne.

"Far frombeing an inmm grant, Caroly was come of the old Tidewater

ari stocracy—known as the FFV or First Families of Virginia. Some of her people
still were holders of inherited | and and wealth, but her parents seened to
have bl own nost of their own—they only owned the nanes, a nodest honme, and an
i nordi nate anmount of arrogance and pride of ancestry. Carolyn's father was a
m ddl i ng attorney connected with a prestigious Richnond | aw firm and nost
likely could have lived far nore confortably than he actually did. had he and
his wife not felt obligated to maintain for thenselves and their children a
soci etal niche far above their existing nmeans.

"Neither of them nor Carolyn's siblings nor any of their relatives ever really
liked me, but they all realized just why Carolyn was so intent on staking out
aclaimon nme. | didn't, not for a good while. Even at the weddi ng

recepti on—+t and the wedding itself paid for by Carolyn's father, wi th noney
"borrowed' from me—when | happened to overhear a brace of her aunts remarking
that yes, it was nauseating to think of the poor little thing and a dirty
foreigner, but that as | was well-to-do, it would be a good first marri age and

the resultant alinony would allow her to live well long enough to find a man
of her own class. | didn't manage to put two and two together properly.”
When il Duce, Tinoteo di Bolgia, strode into the presence of Hs Gace G osue

di Rezzi, Archbishop of Mun-ster, he already knew the news that he assuned he
had been sumoned to the archepi scopal palace to hear; one of his spies had
sent word al nbst as soon as the swift ship had docked and the seals on the
docunments had been broken

When he had knelt, kissed the archbishop's ring, then arisen, the
frail-looking clergyman said solemly, "Your Grace di Bolgia, | have just
received word from Cardinal D Este. His Holiness Abdul Il al-Zaman died three
weeks agone. Due to certain adnministrative problens, no election has as yet
been held or even schedul ed, but it would seemthat a conmittee chaired by H's
Grace Cardinal Prospero Sicola has the reins firmy in hand.



"The message goes on to say that | should board the vessel that brought the
message and sail to Palerno, at once. But dare | |leave Irland and Minster

Your Grace? Should | do so, will H s H ghness Tamhas of Munster still be alive
when | return?”

Ti not eo shrugged. "Your Grace, the life or the death of any man, regardl ess
his rank or calling, is finally in the hands of Cod."

The slight man's eyes blazed. "Don't dare to fence with nme, you godl ess

heat hen adulterer! | posed an understandabl e question and I'Il have a straight
answer of you, at least as straight and as truthful an answer as such a one as
you coul d give."

Ti not eo nodded, his face looking grim "All right, Your Grace, here it all is
in a nutshell: | presently have no designs upon the life of R gh Tamhas; he
has proved al nost conpletely cooperative with his new council. As to just how
long he will live, however, that is contingent upon how successful | and the
other councillors are in restraining his perennial inmpulses to |lead his
FitzGerald Guards and his wild Rus-Goths in a suicidal daylight mounted charge
against the fortifications of the Ard-Righ's siege forces. As well planned,

| ai d-out, and defended as are those fortifications, the Righ and his mnion's
desire to attack them makes about as nmuch sense as would the plans of a troop
of bullfrogs to nmount assault on a nest of vipers. In his redundant Irish way,
the Righ continues to babbl e about the requirenents of his honor, the need to
drive the trespassing Meathians fromthe Sacred Soil of Minster, and sone of
his bl atherings even nake a sort of sense, in a silly, old-fashioned way. But
as | pointed out to the royal ass on the |last occasion he swore he would do it
on the next norning, what matters satisfied honor or reclaimed | and to a cold,
wel | - hacked cor pse?

"No, Your Grace, if you want a reasonably firm assurance that R gh Tanmhas wil |
be alive when you return from Pal erno, should you choose to go, wing a vow
out of the Righ that he will not, for any reason, |eave the confines of the
city walls."

The speedy but virtually unarmed | ugger conveying di Rezzi, his secretary,
their servants, four bodyguards. Sir Ugo, and his two squires sailed directly
to the island of Majorca. In the port of Palnas. the archepi scopal party and
t heir baggage were all transshipped to a waiting Genoan gal |l eass, Spavento0so,
all bristling with cannon

When he had formally wel comed di Rezzi aboard, the commander of the warship,
one Sir Gorgio Predone, said bluntly, alnost rudely, "Your Gace, this may
not be either an easy or a pleasant voyage. The battling between Ronman
factions has spilled over, out of the city itself, you see. The tripl e-damed
Moori sh bastards have never needed nuch excuse to sail out and prey on honest
shi pping, and the mere unsupported runor, without a single grain of truth to
it, that old Abdul m ght have been poi soned has got themall—+$rom Sidi Baran
to Beni Saf-arned and at sea after gold and sl aves and anything el se they can
| ay hands on.

"If it happens to us, it may well happen suddenly, so when | tell Your G ace
to repair to his cabin and bar the door, | pray he does just that immedi ately,
for his life is in nmy keeping on board this ship."

Turning fromdi Rezzi, Predone demanded, "D Orsni, is it. Sir Ugo? The Roman
D Osinis? Then | take it you're a Knight of the Church, eh?" There was a
barely discernible tinge of disgust and condescension in the Genoan's voice,
for Papal knights quite often in the last hundred and fifty years had been



not hi ng of the sort, their swords and gilded spurs nere baubles akin to their
rings and bracel ets and neck chains.

Noddi ng his answers silently. Sir Ugo feigned to not notice the slighting
tone, but one of his squires, himself a noble-born Roman, was not so tenperate
in nature.

"My lord Predone,"” he burst out unbidden, "you should know that my puissant
lord. Sir Ugo D Osini, is on loan to Hs Gace fromthe staff of the fanobus
condottiere il Dace. Sir Tinoteo di Bolgia."

"Is it so?" drawled Sir Gorgio. Sniling warmy, he said, "Your pardon

pl ease, for ny rudeness, Sir Ugo, but these be harder tines than usual, and
every nonfighter aboard makes for a bigger risk at sea. May | say that it is
i ndeed an honor to have a man of your water aboard ny ship. | have long
admred, greatly respected, and avidly followed the career of the illustrious
Duce di Bolgia. H's exploits are bringing respect back to Italian arnms and
nmen- of -arnms. \When you are established in your place bel ow, cone back to the
bri dge here, pray. | would have you tour Spaventoso."

Despite the dire warnings, however, the voyage was uneventful, though slow as
conpared to the lugger they had quitted at Palrmas, until Sicily was already a
di m smudge on the horizon. Then it was that three small, fast, maneuverable
feluccas bore down upon them the bow chasers firing | ong before they had
achi eved even maxi mum r ange.

Awakened by the nearby pealing of bugles and thunder-roll of a drumdirectly
overhead. Sir Ugo was hardly on his feet when a staccato pounding on his door
conmenced. Throwi ng open the portal to the small, cranped sl eeping space, the
kni ght confronted a ten- or twelve-year-old officer trainee, who bobbed a
short, hurried bow and gasped out his nmessage.

"MLord DOsini. if it pleases mlord, Sir Gorgio urges that mlord armw th
haste, with haste, mlord. Mdorish pirates be coning up fast on the starboard,
three of them as fast as sail and oars can drive them" The white-faced
youngst er gul ped and added, "There will be a sea fight . . . and soon.”

Once buckl ed and laced into three-quarter arnmor, with his preferred battle
rapi er and a brace of wheellock pistols at his waist, a dagger in each of his
boot tops, and his helnmet under his left arm the tall, slender but wry

nobl eman paced down the narrow corridor and tapped at the door to the |arger
cabi n whi ch housed the archbi shop and nost of his party.

"Your Grace, the ship is about to be attacked by no |l ess than three Mborish
ships. If the Spaventoso be sunk or taken, your four guards will not do you
much good, but up above, adding their weights and strength to the defending
forces, who can say what prodigies they mght weak with ne and nmy two

squi res?"

After flourishing a salute and resheathing his rapier. Sir Ugo said, "Sir
Gorgio, | amconme with two squires and four nmen-at-arms, these |last courtesy
of His Grace di Rezzi. Also Mnsignor Tedeschi, His Gace's secretary, will be
up shortly, and he clainms some degree of skill with a fowing piece."

Captai n Predone nodded, the still-unbuckl ed cheek plates of his open-faced
helmrattling to either side of his grin. "lIs it so. Sir Ugo? Then the

nmonsi gnor could do equally well, | trow, with a port piece—those swivels are
all nostly nothing but oversized fowers."

Turni ng his head, he bawl ed, "Mster gun captain, there' U be a priest up on



deck shortly. Place himas gunner on a port or a base.™

To Ugo, he said, "You and your lot stay by me, and don't fret or go running

off to the first fight you see. | fear ne there'll be action and bl ood enough
for us all, ere this engagerment ends. | ... will you |l ook at that bugger, the
m ddl enost one out there, pulling ahead of the other two? Why, | think he is

going to try rammng us. "Sailing master!"

As Ugo D Osini and his nen watched, one of the |ow sail-and-oar-propelled
felucca-rigged frigatas bore down on themfromthe wi ndward, all sails draw ng
and every long oar flashing, the two nmethods of power combined giving her a
respect abl e speed. Al though the other two frigatas continue to fire off shots
fromtheir bow chasers just as fast as the pieces could be rel oaded, the |ead
vessel had ceased to fire, and knots of nen could be seen gathering at

m dshi ps and stern, bright steel of weapons and arnor flashing in the Iight of
the newly risen sun.

Aboard the Spaventoso, the starboard bank of twenty huge oars pulled mghtily,
whil e those twenty on the port side backed water every bit as strongly, and
the high, |ong, ponderous galleass slowy noved about in place, in an effort
to present her prowto the attacker in tine. Wien he felt the frigata to be
within range. Sir Gorgio ordered fire fromthose cannon that woul d bear
properly, but every humm ng ball seenmed to niss, although sonme spl ashed
heartbreakingly close to the target.

"Qunnen and noschettieri," roared Captain Predone, in a voice that Sir Ugo was
certain could be heard as far away as Napoli, at least, "half an ounce of gold
to the man who knocks the steersman yonder on his keel end!"

At this, the starboard rails became crowded wi th wheel | ock and mat chl ock-ar ned
soldierery and not a few officers as well, for the offered reward was a
princely sumindeed. After meticul ously checking their primng, sone
tightening the springs of wheell ocks, others blow ng on and tapping ash from
sl owmat ches before clanping theminto the arns, the firing began. The
steersman nust have had a charnmed life, for after the first dozen or so balls
fired at him he still stood and held the tiller rock-steady. However, the
knots of fighting nen assenbled in waist and stern had not been so | ucky, sone
of them Some six or seven were down, either lying still or thrashing upon the
decks, and all of those still on their feet were quitting the rai sed steering
deck as fast as they could junp into the waist.

In a fury of frustration and fear for his vessel and nmen, Captain Predone

hi nsel f stal ked over to a base-piece, checked the primng of the |ong bronze
i nch-and-a-hal f-bored swi vel gun, then snapped the question to the nearby
gunner, "Solid or small shot?"

Fi ngering his forelock respectfully, the barefoot man said, "Solid, |eaden
ball, and it pl ease the noble captain.”

A grunt was Predone's only answer. Taking up a length of slow match, he bl ew
it to a bright glow, then took up the cursive tail of the piece, |eaned over,
and squinted, sighting it, and abruptly jamed the lit end of the match into
t he powder-filled touchhole.

The frigata was by now cone terrifyingly close, so Ugo did not need a

| ong-glass to see the beefy steersman thrown conpletely over the stemrail as
t he pound-or-so ball of hard-flung lead struck him He could even see five or
six men leap up fromthe overcrowded wai st onto the steering deck, hands
outstretched to grab at the swaying tiller.



The sailing master of the galleass had seen what nust come if none could reach
the unguided tiller in tine and had ordered the inmedi ate shipping of both
banks of oars. The shipping was barely acconplished in time to prevent danmage
or injury on the row decks of the Spaventoso.

Even as one or two of the Mwors finally reached the tiller of their frigata,
its solid brazen ram struck the netal -sheathed prow of the gall eass, rode over
its larger but shorter ram and, still hard driven by acquired nmomentum
scraped its starboard side up the full Iength of the starboard side of the
Genoan warship. Al of that bank of the frigata's oars were snapped and
splintered like so nuch kindling, and the hi deous screanms from her row decks
were clearly heard on every deck of the Spaventoso.

And on board the galleass, every sw vel that could be brought to bear, every
ar quebus, nusket, dag, and pistol, was fired into the knots of Mors standing
or kneeling or lying upon the deck of the frigata as fast as they could be
poi nted, discharged, and rel oaded. Those few of the Mors who made to cl anber
up the sides of the galleass were all hacked or stabbed back down with sword
or dagger or dirk or pike.

As wind in the untended sails bore the Morish ship slowmy away. Captain Sir
G orgi o Predone grunted, upon Sir Ugo D Osini's word of conplinent on his
shooting, "A bit of luck, but we'll need nore than a bit are we all to get out
of this pickle alive. There're two nore of the Ifrigan buggers . . . and to
judge by this last lot, they know what they' re about."

CHAPTER
THE FOURTH

A big, burly man with a three-forked chin beard, but no nustache,
shoul der -1 ength grey-streaked hair, and even greyer dense brows above
grey-green eyes sat on a folding armstool at a |low, heavy table in a
stone-walled roomlit by a dozen thick beeswax candl es set in brass reflector
hol ders.

Al four walls, the floor, and the vaulted ceiling were of stone, unbroken by
any apparent openings for door or window or even arrow slits. Wile everyone
knew t hat such a room exi sted, few suspected just where it mght lie, fewer
had been within it, and only a bare handful knew any of the techniques
required to gape supposedly solid and i mmovable stone walls and gain entry to
it.

It was the strongroom the royal treasury, of the ancient kingdom of the
southern U Neills. The land was al so called the Kingdom of Meath, and its
king was al so the Ard-Righ or H gh King of Eireann or Ireland. Round about the
room reposed chests of all sizes and shapes, all secured to iron floor rings
by | engths of thick-1inked chain. Mst of the iron-bound coffers were held
shut by massive |l ocks. One |lid stood thrown back, however, and the big man sat
studying a velvet-lined tray lifted fromout that chest.

As often when alone, Brian O Maine, Ard-Righ of Eireann. Righ of Mde (or
Meath). and R or chief of the Southern U Neills, talked aloud to hinself as
if to another person.

"The Seven Magi cal Jewels of Eireann, we choose to call them Wen actually
there are eight and including the one of Geat Eireann, nine, could only sone
fisherman dredge up the long-lost Sardius of Uaid fromthe nurky depths of
Lough Neagh. And | have two of them here."



H s fingers, thick-calloused fromgripping hilt of sword and haft of axe and

fromhandling the reins of powerful destriers, lifted a piece fromits fitted
hollowin the rich cloth. In a wide, thick, heavy piece of that ancient alloy
called electrum (silver and gold, giving a less yellow netal) were set three

stones—a cl ear-yel | ow di anond of sone inch across, a noonstone of about equa

size but of a different shape, and a dark-green carbuncle.

"The Ancient and Mdst Holy Jewel of U Neill." He named its name. "Were in
all this world did that pack of unhung thieves and despoilers that were ny
ancestors manage to steal such big, beautiful stones | wonder? They certainly
were stolen, that or prized, for no man would ever part with themwllingly,
not for any price. Wienever | | ook upon it. | can understand just why our dear
cousins to the north have never forgiven us Southern U Neills for insisting
that it remain here, in the south, nearly six hundred years after the |ast

Vi ki ng died or was bapti zed.

"Rest you well and ever safely, my joy." Reverently, he laid the piece back in
its place, then lifted out the piece beside it. This a disk of reddish gold
with a large, polished oval of fine heliotrope set in its center, the big gem
bei ng surrounded by a circle of twelve green garnets.

"The Blood of Airgialla, they call you. and we all know the nyths of your
origin, but I wonder what the truths are and if anyone ever again will know
them | doubt not that spilled blood, quarts or full gallons of the stuff, had
much to do with your past, though. At |east, you were delivered up to nme in
peace by a friend and ally—-so bl oodl ess a change of hands nust seem strange to
you. Well, | return you to your velvet couch, ny pretty."

Around the two gol den baubles with their glittering stones, five other hollows
of differing shapes and sizes gaped enpty of occupants, their enptiness
seem ng to nock the aspirations of this puny, short-lived nortal man called
Bri an.

Wth one finger on his left hand tuggi ng absently at the gol den torque that
encircled his thick, muscle-corded neck, he used a finger of his right to
press into each of the vacant hollows in turn, while he nused on the absent
pi eces.

"The Shield of Laigin should cone to nme easily, for the bouchal who now rul es
t here acknow edges that he owes me a debt for taking to a | arge nmeasure his
part against Rone. | think that when |I'mready to ask, he'll bring it to nme
with no trouble.

"The Star of Munster." His finger noved on to the next hollow "That Italian
conndottiere-type, di Bol gia. seems honest enough on the surface and even just
belowit. but all Italians are a sly, tricky breed. At |least he's astute
enough to recognize R and R gh Tanmhas FitzGerald for the incipiently
dangerous slop-brain that he is. Nowif | can ferret out just what it is that
di Bol gia wants of me—and | know dammed good and well that he wants

somet hing—+ think that the Star of Munster will soon be in its place, here.
"Not that | like the idea of putting another FitzGerald onto the throne of
Munster, for the blood is tainted, the entire line is eaten out with rot, like

the nost of the Norman ilk. But if there nust be another of them and

suppose that there nust be, for di Bol gia has weighed accurately the sentinent

in Munster and to place or try to place a new dynasty as kings of Minster

woul d surely precipitate an uprising, and not just an uprising of the

nobility, the FitzGerald kindred, but a general uprising of all the people
and that would be calamitous, at this juncture, giving as it would just the

ki nd and size of an opening that Rome needs to start her mailed foot into the



political affairs of Eireann

"No, I'l'l let themcrown this Sean FitzRobert when they feel the tinme is ripe,
and I'lIl give hima few years to show his stripes. Then, if he seens your

nor mal | and- hungry

FitzGerald, I'll just march down there and crush himand see if | can unearth

one FitzGerald who is not a savage thief or a sinpleton, which is about as
likely as finding rubies in an old, rotten dungheap. But maybe, if | can find
a brave, wise, cooperative man from anong the descendants of the pre-Nornan
ki ngs, the Ua Briains, the people and what | |eave alive of the nobility wll
accept himas R gh of Munster."

The Ard-Righ's finger strayed to the next hollow pressed into the vel vet
lining. It was nore than twice as deep as any of the other holl ows and near as
big as a man's clenched fist. "The Dragon of Connacht," Brian said. "That's
one that |'ve never seen, since there's never been any |ong period of peace

wi th Connacht during either my reign or ny lifetime, but men and manuscripts
say that it is a huge hunk of solid anber, clear but reddish, as if fresh

bl ood had been mxed with it. and with a small dragon, one as long as a nan's
forefinger, encased within it.

"The thing surely cane fromthe Baltic, that's where all anber comes from but
t he various | egends and manuscripts di sagree on its age, howlong its been in

Connacht. Were it al nbst anywhere else, |1'd surnise that it was brought in by
Vi ki ngs, but there were never that many long-term Viking settlenments in nost
of Connacht. So, like so many of the others of the Jewels, | suppose that the

true genesis of the Dragon of Connacht is just another lost in the dimmists
of the long ago, never to again be known as fact by any nan.

"The Striped Bull of U Neill, now, the Jewel of the Northern U Neills, is
supposed to be of Viking origin, and there are indeed some runes carved into
it and a Norse sunstone set between the horns. Yet each tine |'ve seen it,
I've wondered where the Vikings who carved in those runes got that little
statuette of banded agate. |'m dead sure that no Viking ever carved the thing,
for who ever saw a bull with horns shaped |ike that one? Even the head and
body are decidedly different fromany living cattle |'ve ever seen, either in
the flesh or drawn on parchnent, nor has any one of the hordes of foreigners
who' ve cone to

court ever reported ever seeing the like of such cattle as the sketch | had
made of ny cousins' Jewel.

"As tar as getting possession of the Striped Bull is concerned, | think that
all that is needed is to overawe ny cousins with a strong force . . . Can |
ever find the time to march north during Fighting Season? Perhaps this great
captain that Cousin Arthur is going to send ne can take his condotta up

t here?"

H's fingertip tapped beside a long, narrow hollow in the velvet. "The Nail and
the Bl ood, Holy Jewel of Breifne. Just an old. pitted, wought-iron spikelet,
cleverly encased in a crystal tube, the whole then set in a gold brooch and
surrounded by small pigeon-blood rubies. Al the people of Breifne and nobst of
t he churchmen to whom|'ve spoken declare that the nail is one of those that
secured Christ to His Cross

"It's possible, | suppose, for it does date back to just about the tine that
the men of the First Crusade to recapture Jerusal em woul d have been com ng
back, and I'd like to believe in the truth of at |east one myth, but then I

al ways recall what old Abbot Cormac used to say about supposedly holy relics.”

"Look you, young king-to-be." The old man shoved into the center of the



parchnent-littered table a shred of one of his thunbnails he just had gnawed
of f. "What would you say if |I told you that this was an authentic piece of a
toenail of the Holy St. Lazarus?"

Brian, then in his early teens and conpletely at ease with his |ongtinme nmentor
and teacher, had | aughed and replied. "I'd say to find a fool to cozen.
Fat her. What el se would | say?"

"Ah." went on the elderly nonk, "but what, say, if you were a ruler and in
need for some reason of a holy relic to give |odgnment w thin your hol dings?
What then woul d be your reply, eh? Let us say that the continued safety,
security, and well-being of all your fol k and kin depended upon your acquiring
a holy relic—would you then agree that a piece of an old abbot's thunbnai

mght truly be pan of one of St. Lazarus's toenails? O course you would, for
aruler who will not do all in his power to see to the continued prosperity
and peace of the people God has placed under his suzerainty is no true ruler
but a tyrant.

"Brian, in ny travels as both youth and man, | have seen or heard of enough
True and Most Holy Nails to be rendered into enough other nails to shoe every
horse in Eireann, and the forge fire could be kept hot for the entire tine it
took by feeding it with bits and pi eces of dusty wood avowed to be parts of
the True Cross of Christ.

"But, Brian, listen you well and renmenber: Wiile you or I may scoff and | augh
at the naivety of those who truly believe such clear frauds, recall that those
who originally perpetrated the conversions of a bit of iron froma

bl acksmith's scrap heap or a section of wood froma wecked ship into holy
relics very likely had nost commendabl e notives for so doing, and that those
soul s who believe in the relics long after the fact are often uplifted, mnade
into better people, by their firmbeliefs, their sincere faith.

"When you are R and Righ and, perhaps, Ard-Righ. as well, my boy, be publicly
open-m nded and ever-doubting, for that is your nature and you nust always be
true to yourself in all things, but at the same tinme, be careful |est you
underm ne the faith in possibly spurious things that nmany a poor w ght needs
to sinply survive in this world.

"When you face a liar, look not first at the lie itself, but try hard to learn
nore of the liar and reason out just why he tells such a fal sehood before you
render judgnent upon him"

Ard-Righ Brian, sitting nowin his bright-lit strongroomin his castle-pal ace
at Lagore, sighed, missing his old, |ong-dead teacher and friend. Then, wth
anot her, deeper sigh, he let his finger go on to the next hollow, the seventh
one, the last.

"Well, everyone knows where the so-called Jewel of Uaid came from It was
looted in a raid on Mercia led by Righ Aed Allan, nine centuries ago, after
the original Jewel of U aid was hurled into Lough Neagh by the defeated Ri gh
Cat hussach, just before Aed Al an caught up to him killed him and took his
throne. O course, where the Sassenachs came by such a diamond is probably a
| ong and nost entertaining saga . . . did any one of the filid but knowits
verses to sing.

"Cetting it into this tray promses to be a very sticky, messy business, for
it is said by those who know that Ri gh Conan, by-blow of a bastard U Neill
who has begun to style hinmself and his | ow, dishonored house Mac Dall ai n, has
had the stone reset in a golden ring that he never renoves at any tinme or for
any purpose fromhis left thunb, having bruited it w dely about that on the



day he does renove the ring, he will cease at that nonent to be righ and his
life will be forfeit. So | know better than to ask himfor the loan of his
Jewel . "

Brian | eaned the full weight of his big-boned, nuscle-rippling body upon the
arms of the stool and stared down at the tray with its two Jewels and five
yawni ng cavities. At long last, he spoke again. "I'd have to have a | arger
tray fashioned for nme, of course, but for such a prize, 1'd do that nuch and
far, far nore, and right willingly, too. It's been often described to me and
even own sketches and one full-color oil painting of it, but what pale thrills
the painting, in all its true beauty, nust be conpared to seeing, holding, the
real thing.

"The Jewel of Great Eireann. There, across the ocean, | understand that it's
called by the name of St. Brendan's Plate, but in Connacht, they call it the
Enerald of the West. That disk is a foot or nore in dianeter, and those who' ve
seen it say that it's near as thick as is nmy smallest finger. But it's not
pure gold, it's sonething they call white gold, though it contains no silver,
it's sworn, rather sone strange other metal peculiar to those |ands that

t hough colored like silver is nuch harder and nore difficult to nmelt for
alloying or for casting. That rare oddity al one would be enough of a marvel,
but those stones, now.

"Just within the rimof the plate is set a cl ose-packed circle of small
eneralds alternated with small yellow sh pearls. A finger-w dth of space
toward the center is another circle of the yellow pearls and sapphires, then
i nside that circle, another one of opals and shiny jet-black stones. The next
circle is of nmore slightly larger opals alternated with an opaque, whitish
stone streaked irregularly with a bright green. The innernost circle is
entirely conposed of pearls—+ound, black ones and tear-shaped, bright orange
ones. Inside that last circle is the Enmerald itself, clear, dark-green, and

| arge as a hen's egg.

"That fabulous plate is meant to be worn upon the breast, and each golden Iink
in the chains is covered by a small red-gold disk, and in the center of each
disk is set atiny replica of the G eat Enerald, each one identically shaped,
each just as clear, each of exactly the sane col or.

"I wonder if, by a holy miracle of God. I'll ever actually see that plate,
hold it in my two hands? Only God or one of His holy instruments could bring
such to pass, | fear, and I ama sinful man."

H s Grace Sir Bass Foster, Duke of Norfolk, Earl of Rutland. Markgraf von

Vel egrad, Baron of Strathtyne, et cetera, was just then thanking God that he
had been bl essed with a capable, intelligent, and. above all willing and
seemingly tireless staff. After being exposed to the endless lists of mnutia
i nvolved with transporting him his staff, his squires and servants and
theirs, his squadron of galloglaiches. their nounts, his, his staffs, and al
of the squires' and servants', plus all the weapons, arnor, firearns,

cl ot hi ng, equi pnent, food and drink, tents, beddi ng, necessary wheel ed
transport, and mules to draw them he was very relieved that he was not in it
all al one.

He recalled the early days of the war against the Crusaders, when he was a
nmere captain of cavalry and all of his possessions could be borne about in a
single footlocker. Now, his field necessaries al one—and stripped to what his
servants swore on the Rood was the barest of essentials, at that—+equired four
waggons or |arge wains, plus six or eight pack animals, nor could he blane his
servants for misjudgi ng needful items or quantities thereof, for the npst of
the men all were former servants of noblenmen killed in the wars, had been on



many a protracted canpaign with King Arthur's arny, and presunably gave only
good counsel

Fol lowi ng a protracted, in-detail conference between his staff, his
shipmasters, and his mlitary |eaders, with Sir Paul Bigod' s secretary sitting
in and Colonel Sir Richard Ctomamell representing the king, it had been deci ded
that the squadron and the trains, the spare nounts and draft aninmals, Bass,
and at least half of his staff would march cross-country from Norwi ch to

Li verpool, there to be nmet by the duke's personal fleet, plus as many horse
barges as their staff deemed necessary. They woul d enship at and enbark from
Li verpool, sailing directly to Liffeymuth, where the beasts would be swum
ashore, then to the Port of Dublin, where the troops and goods woul d be

di senbar ked.

In a private neeting after the conclusion of the conference, Sir Richard had

remarked, "Your Grace would, | know, enjoy a shorter and nore confortable trip
around to Liverpool did he sail there aboard one of his fine big ships, | know
well. But there is the matter of his squadron to consider, to be on the march

t hrough a peaceful countryside. Your grace has proven abilities to contro

t hose gal | ogl ai ches—ndeed, to see the way that those murderous m screants
worship Your Grace is alnost to be witness to idolatry—therefore, | amcertain
that Hi s Hi ghness would be quick to concur that the nmaster nmust ride with his
hounds, | est there be sone regrettable occurrences involving Englishmen and
their goods during the course of the march west from Norwi ch Castle.”

"Which is a polite, roundabout way of saying, nmy friend," thought Bass, while
Sir Richard sipped at his wine, "that nmy sovereign lord Arthur |1l Tudor, King
of Engl and and Wal es, highly values the conbat abilities of these

gal l ogl ai ches | seemto have inherited, but doesn't trust themany farther
than he could throw ny destrier. Ch, hell, Arthur and Crommel | are both right,
t hough, stone-cold sober, the nost of the squadron are nore dangerous to
nonconbat ants or nmen of other friendly units than any other group |I've seen or
heard of on either worl d—ol d-bl ooded nmurder, rape, arson, robbery of every
type and nature, |ightheaded torture and nmai m ngs, sacrilege, these all would
be everyday diversions for them were they given their heads; and drunk
they're worse, if possible; drunk, they start attacking each other

"But not for me, for sone reason, be they drunk or sober—+ seemto be
conpletely safe fromthem even if |'ve apprehended themin m sdeeds and amin
the very process of disciplining them 1've never had so nuch as one of them
raise a hand to ne, ny gentlenman, or their Irish officers. So | guess if
anyone can prevent themfrom doing to the English countryside what Shernan did
to Ceorgia, it's got to be ne."

Then, a bare three weeks prior to his planned day of departure for the nmarch
westward, with Sir Colum his squires, one of Crommell's captains, and sone
menbers of Bass's staff already out reconnoitering the projected

line-of -march, Carey Carr stopped off at Norwi ch Castle on his journey to
Greenwi ch with word that the Archbishop. Harold of York, would |ike to speak
with himat sone tine prior to his leaving for Ireland.

Lacking either the time or the energy for the hard, often long trip by road or
t he harder, though shorter, overland hellride, Bass, with Sir Ali—ust
returned froma pilgrimge to the Shrine of St. Thomas d Becket—Bon D ego—

al so just back froma trip of a personal nature, having to do. he solemmly
averred, with the good of his soul -and a handful of bodyguards and servants,
boarded one of the smaller ships of his peronsal fleet, sailed up to Hull,

t here borrowed horses fromthe resident royal garrison, and rode fromthere to
York. That ride, on the long, narrow, rutted and hol ed bogs that passed for
roads, took longer than had the ship passage up from Norfol k. The only thing



that Bass was really looking forward to in Ireland was that folk all said that
the Irish roads were nostly far superior to those of England or \Wales.

Late on the day of his arrival, in the spacious roomthat the old archbi shop
used for what he called in public his alchenical studies, the two nen—ene, of
the twentieth century, one of the twenty-first century-spoke in a | anguage
that only one other person in the pal ace coul d have understood, the basic
English of the United States of America of the last quarter of the twentieth
century, for there were spies about and Archbi shop Harold well knew it for
fact.

One nore time, he had carefully explained and denonstrated to Bass the
wor ki ngs and care of two exanples of twenty-first-century

t echnol ogy—heat - st unners, weapons that, while they could incapacitate humans
in the blinking of an eye, would never kill themif utilized properly.

Bass handl ed the two devices—the smaller [ooking a bit |ike one of the
bal | - poi nt pens of his world and time, though about tw ce as thick, and the
| arger being about a third again thicker than the other, with a slight
curvature of the butt end.

A d Harold had used the larger to quickly bring a bit of iron in a stone
nortar to red heat, several times interposing his withered old hand between
the instrunent and the iron. "You see, Bass, when set on 'Heat,' these devices
will only harmflesh if it is within close proximty to or actually in contact
with netal, so you nust direct the heat beam at some nmetal object.

"The 'Stun' setting | cannot easily denonstrate, unless you want me to show

you what it feels like . . . and | somehow don't think that you would like it.
Victinms come out of it with a headache of inhuman proportions. Metal wll not
stop the stun beam but there is no need to aimfor netal, either. Directing
the beamto the head will put your man down in a bare eyeblink of time, but
shoul d you not be able to direct it at the head, any avail able part of the
body will do; it will just take a few seconds | onger to do the job

"The one real drawback to these smaller exanples of the heat-stunner is that
t hey possess only a very narrow beam and a short range of effective use,
perhaps ten feet in the case of the snaller, twice that or a little nore for
the | arger.

"The power charges, now. " He thunmbed back a sliding cover on the side of the

| arger device, exposing a cavity wherein nestled, end to end, two little
cylinders of a brownish hue with shiny surfaces, each of themslightly |ess
than an inch in length fromone rounded tip to the other. "They are bl ue-black
and shiny when fully charged, but as they slowy lose their charge, they
becorme lighter in color and |l ess shiny of surface. The forward one will, when
weakened, draw fromthe rear one until it is enptied of charge, so if you note
that the forward one is of a darker color than the rear one, don't be

al armed—+t's only when the forward one begins to lighten that you should be
ready to replace themw th freshly charged ones.

"Never, ever throw these cylinders away or |lose them for only a few hours
exposure to bright sunlight will fully recharge them You can't break them
either deliberately or by nmischance, and the only way to discharge themis to
use themin the devices. The small unit holds one. and. as you can see, the

| arger unit holds two.

"How you carry these weapons is up to you. whatever proves easi est and nost
confortable for your quick use. but |I have al ways kept ny small one, the one
that | brought into this world and tinme nearly two hundred years ago, strapped



to ny left forearm" He drew up the vol um nous sleeve -of his fur-trimed robe
to show the arrangemnent.

Bass nodded. "That | ooks as good as any other way to me, so long as I'mnot in
arnor, of course. As for the bigger one, |I'll have Nugai whip together a

hol ster to go inside one of nmy bootlegs, | think. This little pouch of charges
is flat enough—+ can just have himstitch it inside a boot or in some other
safe cranny. What are these other things you have over there? Do you intend
themfor nme, Hal ?"

The old man shoved the largest of the indicated items into the center of the
tabl etop. "This, Bass, is the unbreakable water bottle you took fromthe body
of Col onel Dr. Jane Stone.* | boil ed horsehide in wax and shaped it around the
bottle so that now it bears a cl ose enough resenblance to not matter to a
contenporary canteen that no one should question you about it. It holds
exactly a liter of |iquid.

*Read Robert Adans. The Seven Magi cal Jewels of Irel and.

"This lantern belt box, made of nmore of my cour boulli, contains the

i mper neabl e tubes of the energency tablets she brought to this world and tine
on her ill-fated projection. They taste nmuch better than they snell,

i ncidentally, and each contains intensely concentrated food, vitam ns

m nerals, a powerful stinmulant, and a mild general -purpose antibiotic. Never

i ngest nore than three in any twenty-four-hour period, and always drink at

| east a pint of fluid whenever you do ingest one. The smaller reddish tube
contains a nmuch nore powerful general-purpose antibiotic, twelve of them
actually, they are the longevity boosters, such as | used to save the life of
the King's grandfather several tines over, so |long ago. The other small tube,
the one that |ooks the color of old ivory, like the [ arger tubes, now holds a
dozen pain capsules fromny time and world. They will be effective agai nst
unbel i evably intense pain for twelve, twenty, as much as thirty hours at a
stretch, yet without so clouding the senses, such as does opiumand its
various derivatives, that a man cannot function normally.

"I'f you will open that flat chest there at your side, you will see yet another
of nmy handicrafts."

Wthin the indicated | eathern chest were what seened to Bass to be patterns
for a breast-and-back cuirass, plate spauldrons, and a vel vet skullcap
fashi oned over sonething thin and rigid. On [ifting out the two |argest

pi eces, Bass recogni zed the dull, silvery-grey nmetal as that of which the
projection device that had for so very long squatted in the ground | evel of
VWhyffler Hall's tower keep had been surfaced. Both the breastplate and the
backpl ate showed bright, shiny splashes that his soldier's eye immedi ately
recogni zed for | ead.

Hol ding the thin, light pieces in his hands, he raised his eyebrows
guestioningly at the archbi shop and asked. "Wo shot the balls and why. Hal ?"

"One of my guardsnen, Bass, with an eight-bore caliver and at a range of under
forty feet, and before you ask, yes, the weapon was fully charged. The balls
struck the plates squarely and knocked each of them spinning for the ful

l ength of ny inner garden and cl anged them agai nst the stone wall, but as you
can clearly see, they were neither holed nor damaged in any way. | made two
sets—+' m now wearing one, have been all day, and in relative confort, as
conpared to a shirt of mail, such as | wore fromthe first attenpt to
assassinate ne until | fashi oned these.

"The sets are easy to put on or take off. alone, with no assistance. They are



quite light in weight, as you can tell yourself, yet tough enough to stop
anyt hing short of a ball froma small cannon. That cap contains another piece
of the sanme netal. | sized themfrom sone of your clothing out of chests in
(Crystal's effects at my country pal ace, so they should fit, but try them on
before you sail back to Norfolk. | can easily make any necessary adjustnments.
That done, you will be as well prepared for this new canpai gn the King has
ordered as | can make you

"Now. those matters aside, nmy old friend. | think that you should ride out
tonmorrow and pay your respects to your lady-wife. Wait, wait!" He raised a
hand. "I know, she's becone al nost inpossible, and I, |ike you. am not any

| onger certain that her nmind is still properly balanced. She is not the
Krystal | first net, years ago, she is not the (Crystal to whom | married you,

she has changed drastically fromeven the Krystal of |ast year.

"The Krystal who was projected here was friendly to al nost everyone, great or
small, egalitarian to an extrene, kind, generous, and of a forgiving nature.
On the other hand. Dame Krystal, Duchess of Norfolk, is seldomseen to snile
now she either snarls or sneers; she has not a good word for anyone and is
becorme extrenmely conscious of her rank in the social hierarchy. She throws

i nsults at anyone and everyone and has driven all of her old friends from her
not wi shing to have by her anyone who does not always and i mredi ately agree
with her in everything. She is both cruel and vindictive toward all those |ess
power ful than she is beconme as your |ady-wfe.

"Are you aware that when one of your son's little playmates bl oodi ed Joe's
nose in a childish scuffle, Krystal tried to have one of your Irish knights
behead himon the spot? When he quite properly refused to carry out the
execution of the child, she threw a screaming tantrumthat brought half the
folk in the palace to that spot, then ordered the knight fromout her sight,
gat hered her son and her | adies, and stayed in the wing she and they inhabit
for the rest of the day, having the servants bring in food and drink

"When Buddy Webster was informed of the incident, he forthwith noved the child
and his entire famly to nmy nore distant estate, in the West Riding."

"Good!" said Bass vehenmently, his face dark with rage. "Have you tried tal king
any sense back into her swollen head, Hal?"

The old man shook his head slowy. "Alas, ny friend, | sel domeven can squeeze
out the tinme to get out to the country palace for so nuch as a single day.
|'ve spoken to her but the once since you left here for Norwi ch. That was when
she made to rail at me for not affording her the deference she thinks herself
due. W had . . . ahhh, words.

"I did send M. Rupen Adem an, whomyou met, out to talk with her: that was
after she had Jenny Bostw ck flogged. She refused even to receive him noting
that, em ssary of mine or not, he was not a nobl eman, not even a gentl enan,
and that her ladies all agreed with her that to receive himin audi ence woul d
dermean her."

"I was right all along, Hal," Bass grow ed. "The woman's flipped out, she's
become nutty as a fucking fruitcake! No. Hal, 1'll not go out to see her, not
now. |'d probably beat her to death or close to it. |I've arranged for little
Joe to enter fosterage, you know, and | want you to have himtaken away after
I've had tine to get out of England. Yes, |'ma coward, so there! Isn't there
some convent, maybe of a nursing order, that you can have her |ocked away in
until | can get this Irish business done and get back?"

CHAPTER



THE FI FTH

Even as Bass sat talking with Harold of York, two other men met and talked in
an out-of-the-way, benighted place in the countryside beyond the walls of

York. Except for a clear difference in age, both the elder and the younger
were so alike in appearance as to seemtw peas fromthe sane pod. They had
met before in sinmilar |locations, and this |atest neeting concerned sone of the
same topics earlier discussed. The nmounts upon which they had ridden to this
spot grazed placidly a few rods distant.

Speaking in a tongue that woul d have been intonpre-hensible to even Bass or
Harol d, the younger remarked, "That is not nuch of a horse. Elder One. That
beast you rode before was far better."

The man addressed shrugged. "This horse and those of the others of the party

of Foster Bass were borrowed fromthe garrison at Hull. Yes, this one is
rough-gaited, but still does it serve the purpose.
"Now, anent other matters. Younger One: Since |last we nmet, | have journeyed

long and far, both in distance and in tine, both upon the nearer continent and
the farther. No, | have yet to find just to where and to when the
twentieth-century mnusicians were projected or exactly how the m stake could
have occurr ed.

"But | journeyed also to Qur Place, in the east, and conferred with experts on
the projectors thenselves, as well as with those whose task it is to nmonitor
units assigned to field personnel. W now concur in the belief that the
ill-guided journeying was possibly not your fault, for the devices reveal ed
that your unit was subjected to a substantial anmpbunt of abuse at critica

monents of the activation; such degrees of abuse might very well, I amtold,
have caused slight slippages in the settings, and even mnute deviations can
as we both know well, create extreme variations.

"Therefore, you should expect the immnent arrival of a 'merchant fromthe

east.' You will know him of course, and he will attune a replacenent
projector to you, as well as issue you replacenments for all the itens | ost
with your original projector. He will also explain and denpbnstrate sone

i nprovenents recently developed in the projectors. Wth these inprovenents,
you need no | onger physically conceal any of your equi prment, for now you may
sumon your storage casket at wll.

"As for the matter of the now | ost projectees. copies of the records fromthe
nmoni toring devices will be journeyed back to our world and tine with the next
shi pment of netals and chemicals. Wth the nore sophisticated equi prent and
interpreters there available, it is to be presumed that the exact error wll
be quickly found and corrected. Perhaps it has already been corrected and this
is why ny own hurried searches have been fruitless.

"At one point, in this last series of searches, | was nomentarily certain that
1 had |l ocated the m ssing party of projectees, but then | realized that there
was one too many of the projector auras in the group ny device had detected."
"Who coul d that group have been. Elder One?" the Younger One asked with
deference. "Mre accidental displacenents wought by one of those prinitive
projectors such as brought hi monce known as Kennore Harold to this place?"

"No," replied the Elder One. "These auras were not the greenish auras of those
unsophi sticated contraptions, rather were they as pale as any of ours,
invisible to the

unai ded vision. Until | journeyed to Qur Place, indeed, | had thought that



they m ght represent some special mssion of ours, but no such m ssion exists,
I found in the east. Now | and the directors are of the opinion that those
i nvi si bl e-auraed ones nmust have been of Them"

The Younger One exhi bited shock. "Them El der One? Why nust They haunt us in
whatever tinme or world we visit? Do we not hide our true selves and activities
fromthe indigenes diligently, never take enough of any one mneral to nake
our visits obvious, eradicate all traces of our visits when we are done at the
sites and also do all within our powers to undo damages w ought by those fools
who cane fromearlier tines, such as that fromwhich this current problem
resul ted?"

"How can we intelligently question Their notives. Younger One?" was the reply.
"They are as far and even farther beyond us in all ways as are we beyond the

i ndi genes of this world and time. W nay only be certain of one thing
concerning Them and that is that They do i ndeed have reasons for being

wher ever or whenever They appear to us or on our sensors. Al that we can do
is follow neticulously the dictates They promnul gated, for resistance would be
unt hi nkable. W are as but lowy wornms to Them and They could crush us. even
our world, effortlessly, were we in the slightest disobedient to Their
directives.

"But such matters aside, for now Upon the return of the party of Foster Bass
to Norfolk, we all are bound for the next big island west, the one the

i ndi genes call Ireland. Wen and as | can, | will nmake use of my own
newer - nrodel projector to contact you, projecting nmessage holders to the

recei ver within your equipnent casket, so you should be certain to check the
receptacle daily, at least, for | will be projecting themin normal tine.
Should matters alter drastically in any way, here, you nust nessage ne

i medi ately, setting the nmessage holder for alarm | only say this |ast
because | sonmehow do not think that we have experienced all that we eventually
will of the primtive projectors and the savage humans who operate them"
"London is fallen, Your Grace." These were the words Bass was gi ven when, the
day after his return from York, Captain Sir Egbert d' Arcy one of Richard
Cromwel | 's officers, was granted audi ence.

"Angel a actually surrendered the city, Sir Egbert?" asked Bass wonderingly.
"Surely she knows that she can expect no parole or even quarter fromH s
Maj esty, not after all she has seen done to himand his?"

"No, your Grace, the city was surrendered by a deputation of the soldiers and
the citizens. The Regent and her bastard both are dead. It is bruited about
that she rendered the bastard senseless with a draught and had a Ghani an
nmercenary, her sonetine lover, run the lad through with his sword, then do the
same for her, after sharing with her a goblet of w ne, which nmeant that he too
was shortly dead, as the wine was |laced with a quick-acting poison. H's cries
and gasps and thrashings about it was that caused the outer guards to force
the doors and find themall three either dead or in the final throes."

"Thus cheated of his | ong-anticipated vengeance," said Bass, "I would inagine
that the King has the London gutters running bl ood, by now Once | heard H s
Maj esty swear that he neant to erect either a gibbet or a block at every place
two streets intersected throughout the Iength and width of the city, when once
it fell."

The young of ficer shrugged. "Oh. there have been sonme executions. Your
Grace—hangi ngs, nostly, though with a few beheadi ngs, guttings, maim ngs,
burni ngs, public rackings, and simlar tornents. The Papal Legate and a few
others were broken on a wheel and the Archbi shop of Canterbury, who had



crowned the bastard, was sewn into a | eathern sack with three black cats, then
the sack was fl ogged and, when he ceased to scream thrown into the Thanmes—but
there has been little bl oodshed, really. There are not that many people |eft
alive within London Gty, Your Gace, what with the starvation and its
attendant illnesses, lack of fuel last winter, and a terrible outbreak of
siege fever, which last is even yet claimng victins.

"However," the officer said, smling, "I was entrusted a bit of decoration for
Your Grace's castle-gate arch. May ny troopers bring it in?"

Despite a strong sense of foreboding. Bass acqui esced, and a brace of brawny,

j ackboot ed troopers trundled in a small cask, sprung the topnost hoop, opened
it, and lifted out—pal e-white, slack-jawed and staring-eyed, dripping brine in
ropy streans—by its hair the severed head of a man.

Smiling even nore broadly. Sir Egbert introduced the "newconer." "Your G ace,
pl ease give me |leave to present his late grace the foul traitor Sir Jonathan
More, onetine Duke of Norfol k. Hi s Mjesty knew that Your Grace would fee
unjustly slighted unless the main gate of Norwich Castle bore the head of this
i nfamous rogue in its proper setting . . . upon a spike."

Speaki ng through teeth tight-clenched, striving with every ounce of w |l power
to control his body's need to instantly spew up the full contents of his
churni ng stonmach, Bass Foster said that which he knew he must. "Sir Egbert, ny

t hanks for delivery of this . . . token of his majesty's good offices. Please

have it turned over to ny castellan: he will know what disposition to make of

it.

"Do you and your troopers bide the night with us. there will be food and drink

for you all and bait for your nounts. Now, please go. for | soon nust be on
the march with my squadron and there is yet overmuch to be done before our
departure.”

| mredi ately the chanber was |eft to himalone. Bass stunbled in haste to one
of the casenment w ndows that overlooked a tiny garden court, thrust out his
head and shoul ders, and retched until nothing nore would cone and he could
only gag and shudder.

Assured by his Portuguese friend, nmentor, and onetine prisoner Baron Ml choro
that such gestures were expected and necessary, Bass gifted Sir Egbert, along
with his dawn stirrup cup, a purse of silver to divide anongst his troopers
and for hinself a golden ring—a bit of the loot of Gjon port—n which was set
a mal achite.

Then the officer and his troopers and their train of mules with their grisly
cargoes were off to their next appointed stop: the town of Norwi ch where the
mayor would shortly be in receipt of the upper right quarter of the body of
the Iate and unl anented Sir Jonathan Mdrre for "decoration" of the town gates,
a warning to all who saw of the certain and horrible fate of traitors to the
Crown of Engl and and Wl es.

Whil e he stood stock-still for the fitting of a new pour-point into which the
ul tralightwei ght breast-and-back gifted himby Hal would shortly be sewn, Bass
wondered if his mndset would ever truly adapt itself to this savage world and
its barbaric, bloody nores.

"I'n ny world." he nused, "there are ... were far nore people than live in this
one. Hal estimates that there are less than a half billion people in all of
this world, at this tine, and something under a hundred thousand in this

ki ngdom and Scotl and conbi ned, while there were between three and four billion



in mne and nearly twelve billion in his.

"One would think that with so few people alive, human |life would have at |east
the value that it had in nost parts of nmy world. Hah! No such thing. The lives
of nost men, wonen, and children, here, are considered of |ess value than that
of a horse or a trained hawk or hunting dog. No one seens to give a thought to
the fact that in a bad winter, hunbler people starve to death that said horses
and hawks be properly fed.

"Some of the things I've witnessed since we were borne here would literally
curl the hair. And some of the stories |I've heard . . . like the poor bastard
of a slate-roofer who was winged with a crossbow bolt and fell off a roof to
hi s death because he had all owed his shadow to fall across the path of sone
West Country baron, back during the reign of Richard IV.

"And the killings and outright nurders would be bad enough. God knows, but the
peopl e of this world, ninety-nine percent of all that |I've net, anyway, don't

seemto get half the kick out of seeing a poor wight put to death unless it's

done slowy, agonizingly, or at |east preceded by such tortures that woul d' ve

made the Marquis de Sade of nmy world cringe and gag.

"The country people and those of the smaller, unwalled towns are all scared
shitless of arm es and soldiers of either side, and for dammed good and
sufficient reasons, not the least of which is that if conpanies on camnpaign
are issued any rations at all, they' re alnost invariably of the worst quality
that the commanders feel they can get away with, and if the soldiers expect to
get anything better they nust either buy it at vastly inflated prices or take
it by force. And that latter is just what they usually do, taking time and
opportunity for a little casual rape, here and there, and of course lifting
any noney or small val uables while they're about the main business that

brought themto that particul ar place.

"The Ki ngdom of England and Wales is reputed to be an enlightened and humane

| and, ruled by just, nerciful nmonarchs and nobl es, and yet even here the val ue
of human life, the price of human suffering, is incredibly | ow Hal

attest s—and who shoul d better know than a man who has lived in this kingdom
for going on two hundred years?—that before the Crusader invasions and the

| ate Angel a Tudor's bl oody m schief, things were slowy becom ng | ess savage
and sadistic in England. But even so, he can list nearly a hundred so-called
crimes for which the alnost invariable penalty is death, quite often a
drawn-out, messy death at that.

"God knows, being who | am what | am and from where and when I am ny
househol d and establishnment is run—nsofar as | amable to personally
supervise it, which isn't nmuch anynore, | fear—along decent, humanistic lines,
yet every day or night at Norwich | find that | have to block ny ears, pretend
that 1'm not hearing the screans of soneone being hurt; for, as squeamni sh as |
amstill, nmy staff and guards and senior servants are men of their age to the
ni nes, their mnds and actions set an governed in a hard, callous, nediaeval
nol d.

"If a trooper breaks his captain's rules, he is flogged, while his sergeant
wi Il usually just knuckl e-massage himinto bl oody unconsci ousness. A kitchen
scul I'ion who di spl eases a cook is beaten, but informally so is a stabl ehand
who runs afoul of a groom or a comon servant—al e or femal e—ahose work or

| ack of sane offends a superior, for even the slightest or npst petty of
reasons. | have to be dammed careful in conplaining about anything, |est ny
conpl aint be the cause for a poor bastard of an underserv-ant to suffer

weal ed, bruised, bleeding flesh or broken bones, sinply on account of H s
Grace being displeased in sonme nore than likely trivial way.



"Wirse, my own attenpts to maintain humane behavior are msinterpreted to the
farthest extrene. Because | cannot stonach driving a pikepoint or a blade into
a hel pl ess wounded man, | am considered widely to be a cold, hard man, taking
private enjoynent in the thought of my enem es dying slowy of blood |oss,
shock, sepsis, or gangrene; and ny signal failure on a few occasions to order
a man taken to that particular roomand put to what is euphem stically called
"the severe question' has been judged to ny dislike of pernmitting torture when
|"ve not the time to watch it.

"Thi s worl dwi de barbarism nust be infective, though, to sone extent, because
my wife, who was a left-liberal of the northeastern U S. variety, egalitarian
to a fault, warm and | oving of all mankind, has succunbed to the brutality of
this world, is becoming every bit as hot-tenperedly cruel as any woman born
here could be. Thus far it hasn't affected nme to any great lengths, and I'm
just as glad that it hasn't, for all that |I might adapt a little nore quickly
and easily to the here and nowif it had or did."

Havi ng been forced to endure sonme hours of personal and very painfu
experience as the subject of it. Tinoteo di Bolgia, |ike Bass Foster, did not
like torture . . . unless circunstances dictated its use to achieve
information or inportant ends, as in this present case.

I mredi ately Hs G ace di Rezzi and party had cleared the river bars and put
out to sea, di Bolgia had set about the thorough rooting out of all the

| egate's spies and agents within his household, his mstress's, and that of
Ki ng Tamhas. When he had a goodly selection of them he sumoned the King's
mast er executioner and they went to work, slowy untangling the Church's web
of informants, wi thout the stubborn old man hinself to inpede them

Al t hough Master Mhamad al - Ahmahr mai nt ai ned the nost scrupul ously cl ean
facility of the sort that Tinoteo had ever before seen, not even he could rid
the room of the odors of its true character—spilled bl ood, dung, urine, sweat,
vom t, hot netal, and burned neat. Therefore, and al so because of his other

ti me-consum ng duties and tasks, Tinoteo spent as little time as possible in
the room especially during the early stages of an interrogation, entering
only when the subject had begun to say interesting things.

Havi ng been so sumoned by one of Master Mhamad' s assistants, it Duce had
taken only enough tinme to divest himself of his helmet and the heavier, nore
bi ndi ng portions of his arnor before hurrying to the room a nenber of his
staff providing himw th a spice-scented pomander al ong the way. Leaving a
brace of his guards outside, he entered and seated hinself in the chair which
stood close to the rack and its occupant, a Frisian serving wonman ni ght

| ngebor d.

Whenever he had noticed the niddl e-aged, faded-blond cleaning woman whil e
still she had served in his household, Tinoteo had often noted that although
her winkled face and turkey neck were about as attractive as the physi ognony
of an aged bl oodhound, her body | ooked to be, under the shapel ess cl ot hing,
rat her toothsone yet.

"No nore!" he thought. "If any doxy shed her clothes to reveal a body like
that one is now becone to nme, the first thing I'd do is puke, the second thing
I'"d do is run. Hell, | feel like puking now. " He sniffed strongly at his spicy

pomander and cl enched his teeth, forcefully swallowi ng the sour bile that kept
fl oodi ng his nout h.

A man of |ong and thoroughgoi ng experience in all aspects of nodemtorture, a
true master of his profession. Master Mhamad had done no danage to the



wonan' s

face or throat; indeed, he had even kept in place a | eather device during much
of his work that had prevented her frombiting her tongue, either deliberately
or through nischance.

But bel ow the neck, the body and |inbs were becone a horror of whip-weal ed
flesh, w de, deep burns, sprung joints, ruined digits, and certain signs
reveal i ng even nore sickening abuse. For the nonce. Master Mhamad had pl aced
a rough wooden support of boards and sawhorses under her body and partially
sl acked the ropes of the rack. As Tinoteo entered, the executioner was
trickling water into her nouth.

Looki ng up, the red-haired and -bearded Arab sniled warmy at his current

enpl oyer. "My Lord, this subject has at |ast seen the great and nost sinful
error of her ways and is, thinks this unworthy one. now prepared to truthfully
answer any questions that My Lord would care to put to her."

Once seated, his body nore or |ess under control, Tinoteo | eaned forward and
stated, then asked, "lIngebord, we already know that you were set to spy upon
me. Three other spies have naned you, independently one of the other, so your
denial s of your guilt were useless fromthe start. Wiat | want you to tell ne
now i s to whom you reported aught that you had learned in ny service."

He "conversed" with the shattered female sufferer for sone half hour. During
that time, she only needed "pronpting" by Master Mhamad tw ce, her resultant
shrieks nearly deafening Tinmoteo in the encl osed space. Her answers to his
qguestions filled in many gapi ng spaces in the puzzle, however, and he was well
pl eased as he arose to return to his nore rmundane duti es.

At the door, he told the executioner, "Dose her well with opium Master, and
correct what you can of her injuries. Summon a physician if you feel it
necessary, even a chirurgeon—though it has been ny experience that nmen of your
calling often know nore of the human body, its functions and dysfunctions,
than do any practitioners of artis medicus. even the best of them At any

rate, keep her alive and in as little pain as possible until | can deternine
her truthful ness, this day. If she lied, I'Il still want the truth out of

her .’

"And if she was utterly truthful. My Lord . . .?" inquired the Arab.

Ti not eo shrugged. "I leave that up to you. Master. | suppose that, as she now
is, the nmerciful thing to do would be to kill her."

In a tiny, stonewalled roomat the very tiptop of one of the defensive towers
of the city walls, Tinmbteo met with his brother, Roberto, and Le Chevalier
Marc. Wth their respective squires guarding the I anding i medi ately bel ow and
with a section of the di Bol gi a bodyguards on each of the next |ower |andings,
t he chamberl et was about as secure a place to talk as they were likely to find
in all of King Tamhas's capital city or anywhere el se within the now shrunken
borders of the Kingdom of Minster

"That old bastard is a shrewmd one," commented the el der di Bol gia. "Weels
within wheels within still other wheels. You know, though |I shoul d ve been
suspi ci ous when first | saw that Ingebord, for a worman doesn't keep a figure
that good through a lifetime of drudgery and the rough fare of servants."

"Then who or what is she?" asked the younger di Bolgia. "And why was she
pl aying the part of a servant in our househol d?"



"I ngebord is the bastard daughter of a Dutch bishop, |ong deceased, and up
until as late as fifteen years ago she was G osu6 di Rezzi's senior mistress
and housekeeper."

"Uh-oh," said Roberto. "How badly did the torturer do by her?"

Ti mot eo shrugged. "So badly that it will be less cruel to kill her than to |let
her try to live on in such a state, ny brother. | told Master Mhanmad to keep
her alive only until I'"mcertain that she told me the truth. But that part
doesn't worry me; she'll be wormfood by the tine di Rezzi returns, if he ever
does, and we'll just say she died of siege fever or something sinilar; such

t hi ngs happen, and she was, after all, nobody's spring chicken

"What does bother nme is sonething else she told nme, gentlenen. It would seem
that |1 ngebord spied not only for di Rezzi but on him as well."

"For whom pray tell? This, fromLe Chevalier. "King Tamhas?"

il Duce di Bolgia nmade a rude noise. "Righ Tanmhas couldn't |ocate his arse

wi th both hands and a pack of hounds, and we all know that for hard fact. His
so-call ed spies were the first ones we caught, nmany of the inept bunglers
before we'd been here a fortnight.

"No, the woman doesn't know just for whom she was spying on her onetine |over,
di Rezzi. of this, | amcertain. Not even when Master Mhamad did certain
things to jog her menory, as it were, did she tell me nore of her enpl oyer.
She could only say that a man posing as a chapman cane two or three tinmes each
year, made his presence known to her, net her in sone out-of-the-way place,
and had her inpart to himanything of interest—especially as regarded
singular visitors, mraculous occurrences, or runors of wonders—that had taken
pl ace since last he had visited. She is certain that this stranger also had
some informants in R gh Tamhas's establishment and that he visited other
Irlandese cities as well as this one. but she is just as certain that he was
neither Irish nor even a European.'

Le Chevalier pursed his lips and whistled softly. "How was she paid, did she
say? | n what coin?"

"I'n gold,” answered Tinoteo, "but not in coined gold. The way she descri bed
her earliest paynents, it sounded to ne as if they were just fair-sized
nuggets of alluvial gold; nore recently, she has been receiving little flat
bars, each wei ghing exactly one ounce, but unnmarked in any way, other than the
random bunps and scratches you m ght expect of being carried | oose in a bag
for some tine."

Le Chevalier shook his head. "Wich tells us nothing, then. I know of a few
pl aces, nostly in Ifrigah and points well east, that sonetinmes use flatfish
bars rather than coins, but all of themI|'ve ever seen have been clearly
marked as to weight, purity, and place of origin. Faced with such a blank wall
here, what we now need to do is to try to reason out what principality would
need such information of di Rezzi or anyone else residing in this appalling
littl e backwater pocket kingdom"

"On the other hand, Marc," said Roberto di Bolgia, "di Rezzi is a well-known
supporter of the Italian-Northern European faction in Rome. Could this
stranger, this non-European-seening stranger, not have been an agent for the
Moors or the Spaniards? Both factions have easy access to raw gold, and it
woul d clearly be to their advantage to use unmarked golden flats, rather than
say, onzas or Morish coins. Think you on that, eh?"



"Well, the only way we'll any of us know for certain is to catch this chapnman
or whatever he is," said Tinoteo, adding, "And we just m ght do that.
According to Ingebord, he is about due for a visit, and as he nobst often cane
by ship up the river, this silly siege shouldn't hanper his incomng to

Munst er; merchants of one kind or another land on the river docks every day. |

had a good description of the bugger of Ingebord, so I'll just keep ny eyes
peel ed and my own agents alert for a nan of that description. Once | have the
man, |'ll introduce himto Master Mohamad . . . and then we three will chat
with him"

O ose-range cannon fire quickly sank the crippled Morish galley, but the crew
of the galleass could hardly rest on their hard-won |aurels, for the other two
gal l eys were both bearing down upon them propelled by both the wind and their
banks of flashing oar bl ades. Despite the big, long target thus presented to
the threatening rams. Sir G orgio ordered the gall eass maneuvered about
broadsi de to the eneny ships, that both the prow and stern batteries of |arge
cannon m ght be brought to bear, as well as the smaller swi vels mounted al ong
the waist rails.

Not too many rounds had been fired off after the maneuver was conpl eted when
fickle fortune favored the gunners. The left-hand galley slowed, noved in a
half-circle as only one bank of oars drew, then the crew could be seen
frantically trying to jettison the heavy chaser guns nounted at prow and
stern. Wth this one clearly in trouble, all the guns of the galleass that
woul d bear were ainmed at the one renmaining Morish craft. They did not score a
visible hit, but, apparently no |longer caring for the nowrefigured odds, the
vessel turned tail and withdrew as fast as oars and sails would take her

Sir Gorgio Predone had his own ship, the galleass Spaventoso, rowed over
closer to the obviously sinking galley that he had holed. Wth Sir Ugo

D Orsini and a contingent of the soldiery, he had the Iarger of his towed
barges drawn up al ongsi de, manned, and used to transport themto the dooned
galley. The smaller barge was sent out to rescue any young, hale, unwounded
survivors of this galley or the first that still mght be in the water, for
supplies of men to handle the long, incredibly heavy oars of the galleass were
often hard to cone by.

When finally the galleass sailed on toward the di stant srmudge on the horizon
which was Sicily, she had garnered nearly three dozens of new galley sl aves,
two fine bronze chasers (one of twelve pounds and one of fifteen pounds), sone
seven swi vel guns, an assortnent of arquebuses, nuskets, pistols, and edge or
pol e weapons, a few barrels of gunpowder, plus bits and pi eces of arnor,
cordage, sailcloth, and ship's hardware. Sir Gorgio opined that it was not a
bad profit for a few pounds of powder and shot expended and a little tine

| ost.

After the formal nmeeting with Archbishop di Rezzi, whereat he had informed the
old man that he shortly would be a cardinal and that, consequently, he would
not be returning to Irland. Cardinal D Este net privately with Sir Ugo
DOsini in a solar that il Duce Tinoteo di Bol gia woul d have recalled from
his visit to D Este's Pal ernp pal ace.

| mredi ately the servitor had poured wi ne, set out trays of sweetneats, and
departed on silent felt-soled slippers, D Este said, "Wll, ny boy, how goes
the so-called war in Miunster?"

"You did not receive nmy letters, then, your Em nence?" replied Sir Ugo
worriedly.

"Ch, yes, ny boy, oh. yes, regularly, in fact. But | assumed that you did not



put everything into witten form For instance, how did our condottierc and d
Rezzi get al ong?"

Sir Ugo made a wy face. "Like a cat and a dog, both of themon the verge of
starvation. Your Em nence. For sone obscure reason. His Grace di Rezzi took an
i medi ate dislike to Duke Tinmoteo and even made attenpts, it was |learned, to
underm ne his influence with the king and his council."

D Este smled flittingly. "Not at all surprising, young Ugo. not when we

consi der that which has been teaned since the dem se of old Abdul. No, it
seens that ny good, trustworthy old friend and one-time mentor G osuf di Rezzi
did some years back sell out to Abdul and the Mborish Faction in Rome. He
becamre a willing spy within our canp, as it were, and this is the reason that
Abdul and his people so vigorously resisted his being sent to fill the vacant
archbi shopric of Munster, back then, not—as we all then assuned-si nply because
he was one of us and not a Mbor or a Spaniard."

"Then . . . then Your Em nence brought himback in order to kill himfor his
found-out treachery?" asked Sir Ugo, know ng even as he asked that such a
solution was far too sinple for the intricate ways of Rone.

D Este raised his hands in an expression of what was obviously nock horror
"Sir Ugo, how could you, a Papal knight, think so of Holy Mother the Church or
of humbl e priest and bishop like me? Fie, fie, young sir!"

Then he smiled. "No, son Ugo, we none of us need soil our hands or souls with
di Rizzi blood. Al that we need do is to send himon to Ronme and | doubt not
that the Moors and the Spaniards will do the task efficiently. You see, the
Moors are aware that we uncovered di Rezzi's dirty little secret from anongst
the secret correspondence of Abdul which we ... acquired, just prior to his
demise. If di Rezzi nowreturns to Rome and it is bruited about—as it
certainly will be—that we are supporting himfor one of the nunber of recently
vacat ed appoi ntments of cardinal

then they will have no other thought than that he has again turned his coat.
You see, ny boy, no one ever has conplete faith in a bought spy, regardl ess
the coin in which he is or was paid, regardl ess how | ong and seemni ngly
faithful has been his service to the purchaser. No, when once he arrives in
Rome, di Rezzi is dead."

"And what then of Munster, Your Em nence?" inquired Sir Ugo.

D Este sipped and savored the wine in his goblet before he spoke. "Ah, yes,
Munster. Sir knight, we have great plans for Muinster. It is just possible that
those plans will result in the filling of two now vacant sees—that of Minster
and that of Rone.

"Look you, Ugo, can our faction be clearly responsible for bringing not only
Irland, but England and Wal es as well back under the sway of the Roman Papacy,
why then no one—Mbor or Spaniard or any of the rest of that ilk—aould dare to
stand against us, lest they |ose those northerly islands all over again and
possi bly for good on the second occasion."

"But Your Emi nence, how can ..." began the young kni ght.

The cardi nal waved a hand. "My boy, | amcertain thai you, |ike nost |aynen,
are of the belief that higher ranks of clergy nmust always be naned and
confirmed in their positions by Rone, but this is not a hard and fast
doctrine. In past tines, in times of great crisis, kings and other secul ar

rul ers have been all owed, nay, encouraged, to make appointments to fill vacant



sees. The grandfather of the present Harold, Archbishop of York, was an
exanpl e; King Henry VIl Tudor did nane himduring a terrible outbreak of that
pest that is comonly called priests' plague."

Both nmen hurriedly signed thensel ves at nention of the deadly scourge.

"Well, if you cannot call the murderous insanity now raging in and about Rome
a crisis, then | can hardly think just what could be so called. Wen you
return to Munster, you will be bearing docunents signed and seal ed by the five
nost powerful prelates yet extant. These will take you first to the court of
the H gh King of Irland, Brian VI, then to the Kingdom of England and Wl es,
where you will seek and obtain audience with Harold of York. To him to
Harol d, you will be presenting a proposition, two of them actually, although
if he should accept the first, you will imrediately destroy the second and
utterly forget that ever it existed. | know, | know, you do not understand now
but you will ere you set sail back to Munster, never fear."

CHAPTER
THE SI XTH

The march across the width of England at the head of his squadron of

gal | ogl ai ches coul d have easily been nuch worse, Bass reflected as he stood
with his squires, bannernman, bodyguards, and a few of his gentlenmen observing
the | oading of troop horses onto the barges sent to Liverpool by agents of Sir
Paul Bigod. O course, his brainstormdecision to scatter the worst

troubl emakers around onto the ships of his private fleet, to serve under the
rather strict discipline exacted by his no-nonsense Commander of Marines
Fahrooq, had been of great help in naintaining relative order on the march
After the merciless young Turk had had six or seven of them severely flogged
and two recidivists hanged on the main yardarm of Revenge, the others seened
to have gotten the nessage and behaved t hensel ves for the renmai nder of the
voyage.

In the hurried, harried days just before the squadron set out for the long
march to Liverpool, Walid Pasha and Fahrooq had sought an audi ence w th Bass,
and he had finally been able to make the tinme to see them Wen they appeared,
both nen were once nore dressed in rich Mddl e Eastern garb, and Walid Pasha,
at least, was |less worried-1ooking than Bass ever before had seen him save
during sea battles.

"Sebastian Bey," Fahrooq had said, "I have received correspondence from
certain highly placed parties in Angara. A part of the nessage is to the

ef fect that whenever you have no further need of the ship, it and all of us

wi || be nost handsonely ransomed; however, so long as you do need the ship and
us who handl e her, we are yours by order of Omar IIl. the Omipotent, et
cetera. Wiat he has heard of you has greatly inpressed him and he sends to
you effusive greetings and gifts. Valid?"

Walid Pasha had then stepped forward and proffered a small chest, all carven
and gilded. Upon opening it, Bass found a splendid, deeply cursive dagger of

hi ghl y polished damascene steel, the hilt, guard, and case of which weapon
were gilded and virtually encrusted with seed pearls and small precious
stones, the ponmel being an inch-thick sphere of rosy-hued quartz. Also within
the dagger's fitted chest was a snmall silver-stitched silken bag, and within
the bag was a heavy red-gold ring conposed of several thick wires of gold
tortured into an intricate design.

Walid had visibly started when he saw the ring and then had exchanged a
meani ngf ul gl ance with Fahrooqg.



St eppi ng forward, Fahrooq diffidently had asked, "Your G ace, we had been
ordered not to breach the casket, so we knew not exactly what it contai ned.
Pl ease, may | examine that ring for one nmoment?"

Wrdl essly, Bass had handed t he bauble over to the young Turkish officer

After a brief exam nation. Fahrooq had handed it back and said, "Your G ace
den Norfol k, your grace nmust be made aware of the great, the rarely extended
honor of the gift of the ring. No matter where your grace may find hinself,
all that he need do is to seek out the resident anbassador of the Christian

Ki ngdom and Sultanate of Osnanli Turks, display the ring, and he and his wll

i mediately fall under the full protection of the mght of Qrar I11. Walid
Pasha bears such a ring, as too do I, but only a bare handful of non-Turks
ever have been so honored. The gift of the ring apparently is intended to bear
earnest to the third portion of the nmessage to your grace.

"Shoul d ever your grace decide to quit England, for whatever reasons, he will
find a nmost cordial welcone and well-paid enploynment in Angara. Al that he
need do is to contact any anmbassador of QOmar |1l and a ship will be dispatched
to bring himin speed and confort."

Later, Sir Ali had slowy drawn and carefully exani ned the bl ade of the showy
dagger, used its edge to slice a hair-thin shred off one of his fingernails,
then said, "Your Grace, it is true, first-water damascus, though the style
marks it as having nost |ikely been forged in Isfahan. It is a sash-dagger
meant to be thrust beneath a belt and sash—that is why the tip of the case
hooks as it does, that case and all w Il not be dislodged when the bl ade nust
be drawn. The small grooves near to the point are there to hold resinous
venom if such is desired."

"It is indeed a lovely item a princely gift to a man never before net or even
seen," agreed Bardn Mel choro, adding sadly, "It is too bad that Your G ace
cannot keep it."

"Now, dammit, Melchoro, it was given freely to ne, no strings attached, so why
can't | keep it?" Bass had demanded testily, then imrediately regretted the
chi | di sh-soundi ng outburst, reflecting that this Portuguese nobl eman had been
of inestimable help to himin teaching himjust how a man of his new rank
shoul d behave and bear hinmself in various situations.

But the baron answered readily, sounding neither intimdated nor peeved. "Your
Grace, ny friend Bass, you rendered an oath of fealty to Arthur 11l Tudor, you
hol d your various English lands in feoff fromhim Therefore, any foreign
ruler who gifts you a valuable gift is actually gifting your ruler, your
overlord, you see? If this came to you through the Turkish anbassador, you may
be certain that others now know of it, so to not at |east offer it to Arthur

m ght well cause himto believe you either nmiserly to a fault or not fully
loyal to him and. knowi ng you as well as |I do, | know that you want neither

t hought of you by anyone, especially your own, dear liege lord, the King."

Al'l of which had neant that Bass had had to send his herald. Sir Ali, with a
suitably strong and inpressive party to bear the gilded casket and its
contents fromthe anchorage of his fleet off Great Yarmouth down to
Thanmesnout h and thence up the river to London, the newWy rewon capital city.

Very, very near to the eve of departure for the west and Ireland, Sir Ai and
his party returned, but by land, riding in conpany with Rei chsherzog Wl gang
and all of the Kalnyk troopers still remaining of his Schwadron Tot enkopf

after so many years and canpai gns, sonme six or so score of them A few of them
still rode their scrubby, weedy, big-headed little steepe horses, but nore of



t hem now best rode noor poni es.

Al one with Bass, the Reichsherzog had said sinply, "No fighting in Engl andt
iss, not anynore. The witch-bitch Angel a escaped nme und Arthur, did, but the
great pleasure we had of watching portions of the week-long tortures of the
actual nurderers of ny niece und her little children, before Arthur had the
Schwei nen burnt on slow fires mt gunpowder ramed into their bodies. That
done, ny oaths carried out, |I soon must return to ny own |andts. But before
do. another canmpaign |I vould see.™

"But Wlfie," said Bass famliarly to this old, dear friend and his overlord
for his Carpathian |ands at Vel egrad, "I thought that the electors and Enperor
Egon had forbi dden you to take any personal part in the fighting here
anynore."

"Chust so." The bul ky, powerful German nobl eman, grinned. "Chust so, but
forbidden war | to fight in Englandt or Wil es, only, noddi ngs about Irel and!
was witten. | grow fat und | azy, und ny Jungen , too."

"The King has agreed to this, Wl fie?" asked Bass dubiously.

The German's grinned broadened. "OF course, nein alte Kamerad. else to be here
| vould not." He then drew out a letter on a sheet of vellum all properly

si gned, seal ed, and beri bboned. "Und Arthur ordered already has nore barges
for the transporting of the Pferden of me and nein Jungen . If to read the
letter you vill, you vill findt vords of Arthur that say ve are free to go to
serve Brian VIII1, but only if to approof of our inclusion first you do. Do you
not want me und ny Kal myks on your canpaign?' "Wlfie," said Bass truthfully,
"your Kal nyks fight |like denons out of the Pit, and any field commander woul d
feel himself fortunate to have them under his banner. You are personally a
very brave and ferocious fighting man. but nore inportant to me is your broad
and deep knowl edge and experience at warfare. In fact, you should really be in
charge of this operation, if you are set on conming along. |I'd be nore than
happy to serve under you, commandi ng only ny squadron of gall oglai ches, ny
guards and mnmy gentlenmen. . . .?"

"Ch, no, Bass." the Reichsherzog decl ared vehenently, "the Haupt mann grosser

you are, the Leutnant | vill be. If to help gif or advices to offer to nein
Haupt mann. | vill und nost gladly, but to command, you nust."
"But . . . but, why WIfie? Admt it, you are far nore qualified than am| for

t he conmmand, " Bass renonstrated. "For vun thing," the massive German ticked
off on thick fingers, "such Cousin Arthur's vish iss. For the second, to
observe you in a field command, your decisions und the reasons behind them |
vould to see for mein own self. Third, for nein own pleasure, partly, a point
I am herein stretching und to flagrantly di sobey the express orders of my own
liege lord, | dare not, a very bad exanmple that vould set for my peers in the
Empire. N cht wahr?"

On the march, Wl fgang had quickly proved hinself to be a true boon; having
conmanded | arger and even nore heterogeneous forces on nmarches through
friendly territory so many times in the past, he frequently could act to head
of f potentially troubl esome situations before they even began

As for the Kal nyks. Bass was quick and surprised to note that usually fearless
gal | ogl ai ches essayed to start no trouble with them indeed seened rather
| eery of them which fact went far to relieve his mnd on the nmarch

As he sat his horse there upon the Liverpool docks and watched the |oadi ng of
the troop horses, he thought.



"There's little sense in warfare to begin with, but this particul ar exercise,
at its very inception here, is conpletely nonsensical. Here aml, a
twentieth-century American, in seventeeth-century—well, after a

fashi on—Engl and. Weird? You' re dammed tootin' it's weird! Not only that, but
I"'mgetting ready to enbark on a Turkish ship to | ead a squadron of Western
Isles Scots and Russi an Steppes Kal nyks, officered by Irish nobl enen, English
and Wl sh gentl emen, a Portuguese baron, an Arabian knight, a Spanish knight,
and the uncle of the Holy Ronman Enperor to the aid of the H gh King of Ireland
at the behest of King Arthur 11l of England and Wales. Back in ny own world
and time, if | or anyone else had witten so farfetched a story, it
woul d' ve—+f any editor |ooked at it at all—-been classed as purest fantasy or
science fiction

"And when you throw into the plot a two-hundred-year-old man originally from
the twenty-first century ..."

But Walid Pasha had sailed the private fleet of the Duke of Norfolk in with an
even stranger, weirder story, plus two extra small ships. The Revenge had
sailed into the crowded harbor with a | ow, sleek, fast-Iooking |ugger under
tow. As his tale of her taking went, she had cone out of a fog bank al nost
under the bows of Revenge, her crew as surprised as were Walid and his by the
occurrence. But the lugger's sailing master had recovered quickly enough
crammed on nore canvas, expertly trimred what was al ready on, and sped away at
a good clip, knowing better than to try to outfight a full-armed ship of the
battle line. O course, when the lugger fled, Walid opened fire upon her, but
she was very close to nmaki ng good her escape when a chance | ucky shot of the
Fairl ey-nmade breechloading rifled chaser at extrene range took off her rudder
and severely danmaged her stern. Walid Pasha had devel oped a fondness for the
fast, handy little |lugger and suggested to Bass that she be repaired, there in
Li verpool, to beconme a dispatch vessel for the fleet, and Bass acqui esced.

The nystery cane with the other prize, a catte, out of Bordeaux, |anden wth
French w nes, cognac, brandies, |iqueurs, and other assorted European goods of
varied qualities and quantities. There al so had been, upon the surrender of

t he vessel, a passenger, a passenger who had named hinself a roving chapman of
Provence, bound—as had been the little nmerchant ship—for the capital of the

Ki ngdom of Munster, in Ireland.

"Wth the catte turned over to a prize crew. Your Gace," Walid Pasha had
said, "the French crew and the passenger were all |ocked up in the hold, for
all were good strong nmen and just the kind that slave dealers prefer.The prize
had been keeping up well with the fleet when the crewnren bel ow seened to go
mad, shrieking and screani ng denentedly and essaying to force open the hatches
wi th bare hands.

"The prize master signal ed Revenge and Fahrooq was rowed over with a

wel | -armed detachment. Wien the hatches finally were sprung and the crew
energed to find thensel ves surrounded by arnored nmen with ready pistols and
long arms, the prize naster observed that one man of the nunber originally
batt ened bel ow and not conme up

"Your Grace, the little ship was thoroughly searched, fromstemto stem and
t he Provencal chapman was not to be found, only his pack and sone of his
clothing. Yet there was no way that he could have gotten out of that hold."

"What did the Frenchman say, Walid?" asked Bass.

The captain of Revenge shook his turbaned head slowy. "To believe the tale
they all tell—-and they have been questioned seperately, all of themwaould nmean



that a man nust tenporarily suspend his rationality conpletely. They aver that
they had been immured in that pitch-black hold, listening as the ship was
wor ked above them for some hour, perhaps. Then, from nowhere and suddenly, a
softly gl owi ng casket, wought of a netal the color of dulled pewer, was
there, suspended in enpty air beside the chaprman. It was rectangul ar—about six
or seven feet long, two or three feet wide, and sone cubit or so deep, with a
strange design upon its lid and no hinges that anyone could recall seeing

"But when the chapman fingered that design in a certain way, the lid arose and
gaped wi de, whereupon the chapman clinbed into it, not taking his pack, the
lid snapped shut . . . and all at once, the casket was no |onger there, it,
its strange glow of light, and the Provencal chaprman all gone together to who
knows where."
"This casket," asked Bass, "it was in the hold all along, not found by those
who inventoried the prize's cargo?"

Walid Pasha shook his head. "No, Your G ace, the hold was searched thoroughly
prior to putting the crewin it. There was no such casket anywhere in it. Nor
had any nenber of the French crew ever before seen it, they say; it was not

| oaded aboard with the cargo in the Port of Bordeaux, they all swear. And

al t hough they carried this same chapnman as passenger to Miunster once before,
they did not see anything |ike that casket that time, either

"Your Grace, it all seens as if sone djinn of the tales used to frighten
unruly children had borne off the chapman. Nonet hel ess, gone he assuredly is.

And all of those Frenchnmen so terrified that they have since willingly served
as seanen aboard others of the fleet rather than so nuch as set foot back upon
the deck of that catte. For that reason, if for no other, | nust believe that

they assuredly saw sonething very |like what they all say they saw, rational or
not . "

For all that both Walid and Fahrooq had funbled through its contents, Bass
i nsisted that the chapman's abandoned pack be brought to Sir Ali, Baron

Mel choro. Don Diego, and Nugai enptied it and exam ned each and every item
within it, then dismantled the pack itself in search of anything that m ght
have been hi dden

They found nostly small | uxury goods—eedl es and pins of brass, buttons

wr ought of nmany and di verse substances from anber to rare woods,

per fune- gl oves of doeskin, small scissors and smaller tweezers of both brass
and steel, laces, points for fastening clothing, gaudy itens of gilt-brass
jewelry set with paste stones, small cases of flint, steel, and tinder wi sps,
f ol di ng- bl ade penkni ves, a quantity of silken thread in vivid colors, two
smal |, narrow bolts of a very high-quality samite (one a rich blue, the other
an equally rich saffron), a double handful of buckles of various sizes and
materials, a bagful of dried hare's feet with the claws renoved, containers of
a bl ack substance that Sir Ali identified as fair-quality kohl, a cosnetic for
dar keni ng the eyes, about two dozen bone conbs and a hal f-dozen of | ow grade
ivory, plus ones and twos or threes of a vast quantity of small fripperies,
nostly fem nine-1ooking.

However, sewn cunningly into the thickly |ayered bottom of the pack they found
two pounds of flat rectangles of solid gold, each about of an ounce in weight.

"Now who ever heard of a hunbl e chapman owni ng so nuch find gol d?" renarked
Baron Mel choro. "And is it not a bit odd that he'd be taking such a fortune
along on a trip to a backwater place like the so-called Ki ngdom of Minster?"

But there was no answer to be given him not then. The gold went, of course,



to Bass, as it had been his ship that prized it. The others took any of the
remaining itens that tickled their fancies, and the rest was dunped,
willy-nilly, into a sack and delivered back to Walid Pasha to be di sposed of
as he w shed.

The exam nation of the papers of the other prize, the fast |ugger, disclosed
that she was the property of a group Sicilian nerchants. Her |last port of cal
had been Dublin, but she had borne no cargo of any description upon her
capture, had rather been in ballast. The sailing master and his mates had been
quite silent upon this highly suspect |lack of a return cargo for the nerchant
owners. But when well filled with sone of the brandy fromthe hold of the
other prize ship, certain hunbler nenbers of the Sicilian |lugger's crew had
waxed nore vol uble, averring that the ship had i ndeed borne no cargo in the
last three trips, either, only passengers, noble passengers, nostly.

Despite the Sicilian ownership, they said, they usually sailed under either
Granadan, Catal oni an, or Portuguese ensigns, and their hone port of |ate had
been Las Pal mas, on the island of Mjorca. The voyage preceding this ill-fated
one had been concerned with sailing from Mjorca to Minster, taking aboard an
archbi shop, his secretary, guards, and servants, and a Papal knight and his
squires, then turning right about and sailing back to Majorca, where their
passengers had been put aboard a Genoan warship. On this fatal trip, they had,
in Majorca, taken back aboard that self-sane Papal knight and his squires
(save that he had had one nore than when | ast he had been aboard the | ugger)
and sailed out to land himon the Liffey River docks in Dublin.

They had been beating back southward for the Pillars of Hercul es when the fog
bank and the shrewdly ai ned can-nonball had undone them Yes, they would al

be very happy to serve as seanen aboard the ships of Hs Grace of Norfolk, for
anyt hing was preferable to being sold as slaves in a foreign land, with no
hope of ever again seeing their hones and kin; this way they m ght be able to
save their shares of prizes taken, eventually ransomthensel ves of H s G ace,
and work their passages back to the Mediterranean

Upon landing. Sir Ugo D Orsini discovered that the Ard-R gh was not to be
found in either Dublin or the environs of Tara, but rather was just then
dwelling with his court in a fortified palace at Lagore, to the south. d ad
then that H s Em nence D Este had been nbst generous, he purchased decent
riding horses and pack beasts for himand for his three squires and two
servants, hiring on a couple nore Irish servants who seermed to know the |ay of
the land and one of whom al so owned a decent conmand of the archie Norman
French that seenmed to be the second | anguage of parts oflrland. Alloyed with
generous anmounts of Church and Common Latin, as it was. Sir Ugo and all the
other Italians in Munster had found the ancient dialect far easier to

under stand and speak than nodem French, far and away nore so than the guttura
Gaelic or Irish

Arrived at Lagore, Sir Ugo and his party were received with the ancient and
customary wel cone of foreign travelers by the Irish H gh Kings, given stabling
for their beasts, and afforded | odgi ng comensurate with their birth and rank
The kni ght was deeply shocked at the ease with which a private audi ence was
arranged with High King Brian, his bit of golden pal mgrease, even, being
courteously refused. The Roman di d not consider such a way of running a royal
court nornal.

The Ard-Righ had, of course, been described to himby Tinoteo di Bolgia in
some detail, but Sir Ugo's personal inpressions were even nore inpressive.

Brian VIIl was well called the Burly, for he was a great bear of a nan, for
all that he noved with the grace of a panther. H's beard was of the chin only,



being cut in the nodi sh Spanish style with one |onger point flanked by two
shorter ones. The soft-Ilooking mass of wavy hair that fell to just past the
antique golden torque that encircled his neck and throat was clearly all his
own, and the eyes set back under the bushy brows shone with intelligence.

Where not darkened and dried out by the sun and weat her of campaigni ng and
hunti ng and hawki ng, his exceptionally hairy body and |inbs were of a rosy
mlk color, with widely scattered freckles. There were wi deni ng streaks of
grey in his hair, although his beard was still of a rich, dark auburn hue. H's
thick, corded neck fitted onto thicker shoulders, and his overall appearance
was of one mass of nuscle, sinew, and big bones. Sir Ugo thought that w th but
very few alterations, the body of the Ard-Ri gh could have passed for that of
Tinmoteo di Bol gia, save that the hips of the nonarch were nearly as w de as
were his shoul ders. The thighs were the flat thighs of a man who had spent
overmuch time in a saddle, and the Roman thought that he personally would
think several times before he decided to ride against this man with | ance or
any ot her weapon, and he silently wondered just how many nmen this rul er had
killed with his own hands and weapons in conbat.

"W wel cone you to the court. Sir Knight." said Brian in a deep, powerful, yet
ear - pl easi ng voice. The massive man sat in a canopied chair which nust have
been fashi oned for himexpressly, for it gave not a creak or a groan as he
shifted his not inconsiderable weight.

Conpared to the garish, ill-mtched attire usually worn by Tamhas FitzCerald,
that of Brian was nost conservative, alnost sonber. Over a sleeved shirt and
tight trousers of a dark umber, the nonarch wore a jerkin and calf-hei ght
boots of saffron-dyed doeskin. About his thick waist, a narrow belt of tooled
| eather, with a buckle of plain red-gold, gave support to a small purse that
mat ched the belt, a triple scabbard of antler-hilted eating utensils, and a
reasonably ornate dress dagger

"You are. or at least were, one of the Dux di Bolgia's |lieutenants, are you
not. Sir Ugo?" said the nonarch, in bland tones. At Ugo's affirmative answer,
he asked, "Then howis it that you sail into Dublin-port on a lugger from
Maj orca? That lugger is said to have the cut of a snuggler or pirate and to
own a whol e chestful of assorted ensigns and nerchant-house flags, far nore

t han any honest mariner woul d have need to carry along."

"Your Majesty," replied Sir Ugo cautiously, "my travel arrangenents were made
by ... others, not by me or mne. Yes, | noted that the ensigns were different
at different tines. Majesty, but | attributed this to the nost unsettled tines
just now. Indeed, on ny voyage to Sicily, the Genoan gall eass on which

Archbi shop di Rezzi and | were traveling was attacked by three Moorish
feluccas and was conpelled by their ferocity to sink two of them"

Brian | eaned forward, clearly interested. "You took part in this engagenent,
then. Sir Ugo? No, don't bother to answer; of course you did—you clearly are a
man of nmettle, an ol d-fashi oned gentl enman.

"Tell me, are you by chance a relation of the great and renowned phil osopher
Pl acido Pietro D Orsini?"

Ugo nodded his head once. "Yes, your Mijesty, Placido Pietro D Orsini was ny
great-great-uncle. You have perhaps read of his works. Mjesty?"

"My library holds all four of them Sir Ugo; two were left to me as the behest
of an old and nost dear friend, one whose admi ration of your emnent relative
was unendi ng, and the other two | acquired over the years. Their costs were
st aggering, but such works still are cheap at any price. Fra Placido Pietro



was a brilliant man and woul d have nade for us all far better a Pope than sone
recent ones of whom| can think."

"I sincerely thank Your Majesty," said Ugo, with obvious feeling. "W of the
fam |y had al ways believed just so, but it is indeed good to hear such
sentiments fromso renowned a nonarch as Your Majesty. Nor can | but agree
wi th Your Majesty that the last two or three Popes have been disasters in al
i magi nabl e ways."

Asnile flitted across Brian's face, not just the lips, but the eyes as well.
"You deliver your flattery as snoothly as any courtier. Sir Ugo; ny
congratul ati ons on your expertise. But | still know that this particular
renowned nonarch is nost |ikely regarded by the few Italians who have even
ever heard of himas either a furs-clad, near-pagan barbarian or as an overly
pretentious country bunmpkin of a ruler of a pocket-sized ki ngdom of ot her
country bunpkins. And, you know, quite possibly they are of nore of a right
ness than they think

"But for all our wars and clan or personal feuds, here in ny Eireann still are
our people better off than those of you poor souls who |ive and di e under the
iMmoral misrule of this [ast batch of Popes and their crimnal cronies. Wthin
the last thirty-odd years. Rome—both ecclesiastic and civil—+s becone a true
kakocracy, ruled interm nably by those | east worthy and | east capabl e of
ruling.

"But enough of idle discussion, for now You spoke to nmy chanberlain of a
seal ed docunent you were bearing to ne from soneone of exalted rank in Sicily.
Where is this docunent. Sir Ugo?"

Bri an exam ned the outer seals meticulously, at one point using a magnifying
lens fromout his belt-purse. Satisfied at last that they not only were

aut hentic but had not been tampered with, he broke themw th his thunbnails
rather than the nore usual letter knife, unfolded the sheets of fine vellum
and read. Twice during that reading he started as if pricked by a point; once
he grunted nonconmitally; on another occasion he exclaimed, "Hah! Is it then
so?"

Fi ni shed, the Ard-Righ gave a short jerk to the bell pull of braided velvet at
his side and, to the brace of guardsmen who popped through the doors, said,
"Have a table brought, and an arnthair for our guest. Tell the steward I'lIl be
having a ewer of that pale French wine and two goblets. The bouchal here and
Brian have things to talk on, and talking is dry work."

When once nore they were alone in the room the doors shut, the gilded goblets
filled with the straw colored French wine. Brian tapped a fingernail on the
refolded letter before him

"Have you read this. Sir Ugo? No, never mnd, those seals were original and
entire, by ny axe, I'd swear it. And you are a nman of honor, | believe. But
this Cardinal D Este, did he not perhaps discuss these matters with you?"

Again, Sir Ugo nodded once. "Yes, Your Majesty, Hi s Eminence did discuss with
me certain aspects of the letter he then intended to wite for me to deliver."

"Hi s Eminence really nmeans this, then?" demanded Brian. "He is willing to help
me to unite all of Ireland under nmy rule? But Sir Ugo, this is not |ike Rone,
or Constantinople either, for that matter. Rone's traditional way has been to
prevent or at least try to prevent the formation or expansion of any |arge,
power ful ki ngdons, preferring that all kingdons remain small, weak, always in
or on the verge of a state of war wi th nei ghbors and thus always in need of



priest's powder, thus further enriching the Church. And also, it has conme into
my mind on nore than one occasion, small, weak states are always far nore

vul nerabl e to pressures exerted by Rome than are or would be | arger and nore
powerful states. So why this abrupt and radical change?"

Ugo spoke nore slowy than was his usual wont, choosing his words and phrases
carefully, w shing that he and the high king m ght converse in his native and
nore preci se and descriptive tongue, rather than in a four-century-old dial ect
of French.

"Mpj esty, prior to the dem se of Hi s Holiness Pope Abdul, Rone and her
environs were becone a patchwork of armed canps. Wth hi mnow deceased, the
city is becone a very battlefield, while warbands and hired condottas march
over and fight each other on her rich fiefs, when not stornming or |aying siege
to the walled towns or castles of the lay nobility.

"It is nostly a matter of the Moorish and Spani sh factions agai nst the two
factions that represent the hopes and aspirati ons of Western and Northern

Eur ope, al though, of course, a nunber of private scores are being settled as
well. Early on in this bl oodbath, the Mbors conducted thenselves |ike an

i nvadi ng army, so now they have no friends or allies in all of Italy and have
i nstead brought in condottas fromlIfriqgah, Spain, and even from Macedoni a and
Croatia, barbarians no whit |ess savage than any horde of Kal myks or Tatars.
Such warfare as now rages the length and the breadth of Italy has not been
seen since the end of the Ronan Enpire, twelve centuries ago.

"But still is there hope. Mjesty. The Kingdom of Napoli, the Republic of
Venezia, the city-states of Genoa, Ravenna, Lucca, and sone others, these al
have fought the Mors and Spaniards and their foreign hirelings to a

standstill, hurt the invaders so badly that they and their allies or client
states are being strictly avoided. By nutual agreement by all factions, actua
battl e has moved out of the city of Rome, although assassinations still are

rife there. Wiy, the holy G osue" di Rezzi, formerly Archbi shop of Minster
was so slain by the Moors just before he was about to be elevated to the
Col | ege of Cardinals.

"But as | say. Majesty, there still is hope. Can a conprom se of sonme nature
be reached, or can the foreigners be driven out of Italy or extirpated, then
will enmerge, God willing, a new and far better Rone, |ike a phoenix arising

fromout its ashes. Having seen, nay, rather experienced, just what atrocious
enormties these Mbors and their Spanish abettors be capable of, there can be
little doubt but that the other European factions and the subfactions wll
decide that only in unity is there either strength or safety and join with the
Italian Faction to pull the teeth of both the Mbors and the Spani sh.

"I'n the event of a conpromise, the nost likely replacenment for Abdul will be
Cardinal Siqgil, a Sicilian Mor, but for all of that, a man who shares nany of
the beliefs of the Italian Faction and deeply distrusts all Spaniards and not
a few of the Ifrigans. In the event, however, of a clear mlitary victory or
an alliance of Europeans, the three nost likely candidates will be Cardinals
Sicola and D Este, both of the Italian Faction, or Cardinal Ernmannus,

Archbi shop of Bavaria. As for this last. Cardinal D Este has corresponded wth
himat some length and states that Hi s Emi nence of Bavaria holds beliefs that
very closely parallel those of the Italian Faction

"Maj esty, no matter which of those four attain to the mantle of St. Peter,
then will all of the world see a great and clean and cl eansi ng wi nd sweep
t hrough Rome, sweeping away the greed and malice, the pride and the sloth,
t hat have characterized the | eaders of our faith for far too |ong.



"Hi s Eminence D Este says that the natural growh of states has been
unnaturally stifled for far too long a time, that the tine is upon Rone to
renove the sacking covering the beds, lest civilization and faith both be
snot hered and die."

For a very long nonent after he had fallen silent. King Brian just sat and
regarded the young Ronman kni ght. Then he nodded and said, "This D Este sounds
to be what Rome, what the Church, and what the faithful have needed for many
and many's the long year. He al so has denonstrated a rare ability to choose
men. Sir Ugo D Orsini, you will go very far, | trow, very far indeed. You are
bot h el oquent and wi nni ng, even when speaki ng a | anguage not your own."

For a nonent, Ugo did not realize that the Ard-R gh was speaking to himin an
al nost pure, al nbst unaccented Roman Italian

The Hi gh King went on, saying, "I will dictate a letter to H s Em nence

D Este. It will indicate my willingness to indeed choose and see installed a
good, holy, capable churchman to replace the nost unfortunate Archbi shop di
Rezzi. | also will note that | nost eagerly accept his offer of the | oan of
your services in this matter, but | then will add that immediately this other
m ssion for himhe cites be completed, | will be wanting back you and your
services for as long as you care to remain in Eireann. Your breed are
exceeding rare. Sir Ugo, and it's a fool I'd be to pass up a chance to add one
to ny household and court. And never you fear about rewards and stipends, | am
known far and wi de for being generous near to a fault with those who serve ne
and Mde well and faithfully.

"It's dowmn to Munster |I'Il be sending you soon, to arrange a very private
meeting with di Bolgia for nme. But before you go, I'lIl be wanting you to neet
the great captain that Cousin Arthur is sending over to aid ne. himand his
condot t a.

"Between your abilities and his, it's I'mhoping that this tinme next year wll
see a single great Kingdom of Eireann. and what a |ovely, heavenly sight that
will be."

CHAPTER
THE SEVENTH

Bass Foster sat across a table fromthe High King, Brian VIII. On the tabl etop
was spread a large, very colorful map of Ireland, meticul ously rendered on

thi ch parchnent by skilled hands. Using a slim highly polished dagger as a
pointer, the nonarch was filling in his |atest great captain on recent

devel opnents anong the ever warring clans and ki ngdons of the island.

"Two years ago. Sir Bass, there were el even kingdons in Eireann; now there are
eight, as in the ancient beginning. O these eight, three are definitely
conmitted to me and have delivered up their Jewels, the synbols of their
sovereignty, to me." He grinned and added, "One of the three is me, of course,
in my persona of Righ of Mde and Ri of the southern branch of the U Neills.
The other two are Airgialla and Laigin. which neans that the only eastern

ki ngdom still uncooperative is Uaid." H s dagger point noved up to tap the
nort heastern corner of the island.

Bass thought to hinself, "Damn, even this altered world has trouble wth
U ster. | guess sone things never change."

"The present King of Uaid is a usurper, a bastard and outlaw in the I and of
his birth, who took U aid by force of arns and is holding it in that same way.



He is a ruthless man, and both his arnmy and his fleet are strong and alert."
King Brian went on, "I have tried to avoid a session at arnms with him since
he is after all an U Neill after an illegitinmate fashion, but now that | am
allied with Airgi all a—agai nst which he has nounted raid after provocative

rai d+ may be conpelled to march against him send vessels to bonbard and burn
his ports and ships, and suchlike. Perhaps you and your condotta and fleet are
capabl e of doing the job alone, or along with some of ny seige train and sone
bonaghts, since your condotta includes no foot."

The dagger tip nmoved due west. "Now, this recently reunited kingdomis the
original horeland of all the U Neills, or so the old songs say, though it
could be the exact opposite, the other way about, and who today woul d know?
These di stant cousins of nine have been as yet loath to part with their Jewel,
but I amcertain that a display of force, a strong warband crossing their
border, will quickly change their mnds without any need for bl oodshed."

The dagger point drifted to the south of the map, stopping a bit north of the
border of M de, just southwest of a couple of largish extenuated | akes in
which the artist had | ong-necked creatures that resenbl ed pl esiosaurs
frolicking and chasing after silvery-scaled fishes.

"This, Sir Bass, is the Kingdomof Breifne, presently ruled by one Fergal. For
all that he should have been an abbot or a bishop instead of a king, he wll
fight rather than surrender his Jewel to ne, even on |oan. You see. Sir Bass,
he knows just what | am about in this quest for the Jewels, and he woul d | ove
to see all Eireann taken over and ruled by and from Rone, deluding hinmself to
believe that his lifelong piety—piety to a degree that borders upon

| unacy! —aoul d guarantee himthe mantle of Ard-Ri gh. Although his is the very
smal | est and | east popul ous of all the present eight kingdons, his people al
are firmy behind him and that is why |I'msaving Breifne for the | ast
conquest; perhaps after they have seen the folly of resistance to ne and al so
seen how generous | can be to those who offer ne and my armes little or no
resistance, they will think differently.

"I'nredi ately you and your troops feel ready to undertake it, 1'll be expecting
you to march on U aid, to beard King Ruarc in his lair. Understand, 1'll not
be telling you how to canpaign, just offering advice to one who doesn't know

t he various peoples of Eireann so well as do I. If you would rather sail your
ships of the battle Iine up there and soften themup before you invade, fee
free to do so, but in any case you can expect little or no help fromny
armes, not this year, for they are all busy in the south and the west

t hough the southern ones nay soon be free, but then they'll be marching into
Connachta to join the others.”

"Then, Your Mjesty," inquired Bass, "where would the bona ... the foot you
of fered me to supplenment ny horsemen come fronP"

Bri an showed his strong, yellow sh teeth. "Wiy, fromthe King of Airgialla, of
course. Sir Bass. After all, he is nowan ally, and it is his borders you'l
be protecting now. "

"Your Majesty," Bass asked, "please correct ne if | have m sunderstood, but I

get the inpression that Your Majesty w shes to achieve certain ends and cares

not precisely how those ends are achieved just so long as they are achi eved
and the sooner, the better."

The Hi gh King nodded forcefully. "Your understanding is perfect. Sir Bass.
want the remaining Jewels. How |l get themis not in the |least inportant, but
get them | nust . . . and | wll. Wiy do you ask?"



Brian's neeting place with Tinmoteo di Bolgia was in one of the two forts
guardi ng the entrance to the fine anchorage at the nouth of the River Sl aney,
in southeast Laigin. Both had sailed to the rendezvous. H gh King Brian aboard
a speedy little lugger but recently arrived fromLiverpool to join the fleet
of the Duke of Norfolk as a dispatch vessel +he sonetime Papal |ugger repaired
and now fined out with a dozen swivil guns and three of the smaller rilled
breechl oadi ng tubes of Sir Peter Fairley's manufacture, two of themat stern
and one at the bow on a pedestal nount which allowed for extreme flexibility
of use. The extra wei ght had, of course, sonmewhat reduced the speed of which

the vessel had originally been capable, but still she could sail rings around
any other of the ships of the private fleet. H's Grace had named her Cassi us,
noting that she still could flit like a butterfly, but that now she too could

sting like a bee, fiery and | ong-rangi ng and nost accurate stings out of the
nmout hs of her one ei ght-pounder and two six-pounder rifles with their
expl osi ve shells.

Al one together, the king and the condottiere, both old canpai gners and
accustoned to privation, sat on the rough wooden stools with which the
stonewal | ed chanmber was furnished and sipped at their respective flasks of
restorative.

Brian spoke first. "How nuch has Sir Ugo told you of events in Rone and
el sewhere. Dux di Bol gi a?"

Ti ot eo si ghed and shook his head. "Mre than enough. Your Majesty. Al as, ny
poor native land and her miserable people. | have never really liked Mors,
you know, even the Sicilian or Brindisi Mors. Not that | have anything

agai nst other ifriqgans, you understand—the bl acker ones often make for
top-grade soldiers, like the Ghanian heavy infantry or the Ifrigan cavalry
that came to Munster with me and ny condotta.

"To think of the Mbors despoiling Italy is bad enough, but for the

bl ackhearted swine to bring in such as Macedoni ans and Croatians! Next they'l
likely run in pagan, barbarian hordes fromthe lands of Tartary. God hel p us
all, even up here in Irland, if such as they get their way and retain the
control of the Roman Papacy. | have witten and di spatched to Hi s Em nence
Cardinal D Este a letter asking if nmy condotta and | might not be of nore use
to himand his faction in Italy or Sicily than we are squatting there in
Munster, but of course there has been no tine for it to reach himor for his
reply to reach nme." He sighed and | ooked down at his big, hard hands, the
backs of themso thickly grown with black hair that it was sonetimes difficult
to see the white cicatrices left by old wounds. "I truly synpathize. Dux di
Bol gia," runbled the voice

of the H gh King, "for it is never pleasant to think of one's |lands being laid
wast e by uncaring strangers when one is far away. But you need not be in Italy
to help to forward the ains of the Italian Faction, you know? Hi s Em nence
wites me that can his faction regain Eireann and Engl and for Rome, then there
is little doubt that the man they support will be elected by the College of
Cardinal s, rather than another accursed Mdor or a Spaniard, and | have replied

to himthat if he and his will aid me in firmy uniting all Eireann under its
H gh King, | will not see it taken out from beneath Rone's sway, despite the
love | bear ny cousin Arthur Il Tudor, and nmy own beliefs that a Ronme in

Engl and m ght be preferable to a Rone in faraway Italy."
Ti not eo nodded. "Your Mjesty wants a new King in Miunster. How soon?"
"Very soon," replied Brian. "As soon as is possible after you get back to

Munster, that soon. Take Sir Ugo back with you, and as soon as Tanhas is dead
and this Righ Sean FitzRobert decently coronated, send our young knight up to



me in Lagore with the sad news, the glad news . . . and the Star of Minster
At that point, | will [ift the siege, send all my troops north, into
Connachta. and you and yours will be then free to sail back to Italy, should
you then so desire."

Ti not eo nodded once again. "Sinple enough. Your Majesty. You have no need for
a crack condotta in Irland, then? It is said that you and your house have
certain bitter enemies in the north . . . ?"

It was Brian's turn to nod. "And so | do. Dux di Bolgia, you are very well

i nforned. But now | also have, thanks to ny dear cousin. Arthur of England and
Wal es, one of his great captains on loan with his condotta of gall ogl ai ches
and Kal nyks. The man is Lord Conmander of the Horse in England, has achieved
many a stunning victory for Arthur, and even has his own private fleet of

war shi ps—three ships of the battle line and six snmaller ones, including that
fast lugger noored bel ow. Between this innovative captain, his fierce
condotta, and his strong fleet. | think that soon the Jewels of the north will
be resting in nmy strongroom at Lagore."

Walid Pasha courteously refused the suggestion and hinsel f suggested that H s
Irish H gh Maj esty and Sebastian Bey think up a | ess suicidal plan, for he was
not about to essay to take Revenge and Thunderer into a place |ike Belfast
Lough, for which he had no reliable charts and did not even know the tides,

wi th God al one knowi ng just how the flanking forts m ght be arned or just how
many war shi ps mght be noored within.

Bass could see the naster mariner's point and supposed that he was just going
to have to wite off the use of the fleet against Uaid, for the little

ki ngdom s ot her deep harbor was even nore of a deathtrap for a seaborne
attacker than was the Lough of Belfast.

Al right, what then? Nibble around the coasts, sacking islands and bonbardi ng
coastal villages and sinking fishing boats, such as Brian had first suggested?
O sinmply ride up into Airgialla, collect the supporting infantry and si ege
train, then march across the U aid border and | ay waste the countryside unti
King Ruarc felt stung enough to bring out his arny and fight? Bass was not
afraid of pitting hinself and his condotta against the forces of U aid. Like
most Irish kingly armies, they were no such thing, really, being sinply a

war band of the king's cronies, relatives, and sone of his subjects with a
sprinkling, possibly, of foreign nercenaries.

The Ard-Righ had told himthat U aid possessed no field artillery as such
only a few full cannon on siege carriages drawn by twenty span of oxen, wth
massi ve tubes twenty to twenty-four feet long. So they would not be expected
to appear in any battles, for they would be of little good in a fast-noving
engagerent and not even King Ruarc could be expected to be so reckless as to
risk the loss of such hellishly expensive pieces.

"You see, Sir Bass," High King Brian had said, "to a |large extent, the

ki ngdoms of this Eireann still remain very conservative and of the old
fashion. To every ruler here except ne, war is the sole pursuit of

gentl emen—that's why we have so many wars, and for any reason or none at all.
Before | becane Ard-Ri gh, wars were unheard-of except in the tinme between

pl anting and harvest; | it was who began to really nodernize ny arny on the
Eur opean nmodel, put it in the field in April and keep it there for six nonths,
if the early snows weren't too deep. O course, there were screeching how s
when | did this, sone fromny own people, but nostly fromny enemes, for this
meant that they, too, were obliged to change their hoary ways, maintain their
fighters for nore nmonths in the field, else they would stand to | ose any gains
to me and mi ne.



"I did this for a purpose. Sir Bass, for even then, in ny youth, in the
earliest years of ny reign as Ard-Righ, | recognized that Eireann woul d never
realize her potential, never become and remain a power of any sort in this
worl d of ours, were her kingdons not stablized in some way, not ever
perennially at war one with the other or racked by rebellions and cl an
fightings. | realized that one of the ways to change the war-mad m nds of the
chiefs and the kings and the gentry was to show themthat real war was not in
any way or manner a game to be played for two or three nonths each year for so
paltry rewards as a few acres of bumed-out croplands, a few head of scrawny
cattle and a new scar or three of which to boast around the fires of autumn,
wi nter, and early-spring nights

"Such peculiar mnd-sets as ny brother chiefs and ki ngs own have ever been the
weakness of the entire race of the Gael, lulius Kaesar and his few Romans
coul d never have conquered the land of Gallia had it not been torn by Gaels
just like these of Eireann, whose hates and feuds for and with one another ran
far deeper than fear and hatred of foreign i nvaders. Because of these deep
rifts, divisions of the Gaels, all Gallia dropped like a ripe pluminto the
Roman hand.

"Eireann, ununited, is a plumno less ripe, only awaiting the proper hand to

claimher, entire. | mean to succeed in uniting these Gael s of Eireann, where
the great Werk-ingetorix failed in uniting his against the then-puny power of
Rome. But Gael s have al ways been a superstitious lot; Christianity still in

t hese enlightened days is but a thin patina over a weighty mass of strong,
deeply rooted nores and beliefs, some of themas old as the hills and the
waters. And so, although | could fight and wi n suzerainty over these ot her

ki ngdonms, the great masses of the comon peopl e never woul d consider ne other
than a mere foreign conquerer unless | held the sacred Jewel of their |and and

folk. And if | took the other kingdons by conquest. | might not get with the
| ands and the peopl es whose Jewel s, which would then nean that there would be
rebellion after rebellion for me to fight year after year so long as | lived

or essayed to hold the other kingdons as m ne.

"Such things have happened before, you see, in the bl ood-splattered history of
t he ki ngdonms of Eireann. The Jewel held by Ruarc is not the original, ages-old
Jewel of U aid. That one was cast into the depths of Lough Neagh by a defeated
king just before he was caught and slain by an invader. The invader's divers
could never find the original, so he replaced it with a great gemlifted from
Mercia during a raid, but still are there clans of Uaid who will not
recogni ze it or those who hold it as the lawful Jewel or ruler of U aid.

"The | egend sung by the filid has it that that last, really legitinmte King of
Uaid will be returned in the body of a foreign warrior and that when this
chosen one arrives at Lough Neagh, the ancient Jewel wll [eap out from where
it has so long rested in those deep, dark waters and cl eave to him show ng
all who see that he is the warrior-king that Uaid has for so | ong awaited.
Just one of our folk tales.” He smled.

Then he went on with his explanations. "Your ancient Gael warrior uses no
m ssil e weapons of any sort, only axe, spear, knife, and sword, sonetinmes with

alight target of w ckerwork, and no arnor at all, quite often too with no
clothes at all. The descendants of those nmen do use arnor today, even bows and
crossbows and hackbuts or pistols, but still they harbor an antique belief in
t he backs of their mnds that engines that hurl inpersonal missiles really

| ong di stances are a bit cowardly, and though they' Il all mount them on

fortifications and ships quickly enough, they deliberately avoid obtaining
artillery small and |light enough to be handy on a battlefield. This does not
apply to ny armny, of course, as you' ve seen, and King Flaithri of Connachta



has begun to so armhis field forces as well, though he presently has no
nunbers of themand is clearly not conpletely sure how he shoul d best enpl oy
t hem

"What he has done is what | had wanted, in a way, in the beginning, but | nuch

fear now that because of his steps to nodernize the Connachta army, | may have
to thoroughly conquer himand them and his ki ngdom O course, when he reaches
the point of believing his cause lost, he'll sinply enship to Magna Ei reann

with his Jewel and | eave Connachta to ne to hold as best | can |acking the
Jewel. There are only two options, neither of which | would care to essay."

Thr oughout nost of the voyage back to Munster from Sl aneynouth, il Duce sat
huddl ed in the bow, wapped in a boat cloak and clearly deep in thought. Wen
at last he roused hinself, they were only sone half hour fromthe city. Taking
Sir Ugo aside, he said, "Hi s grace di Norfolk, this noble English condottiere,
puts a different angle to ny gun tube, Ugo, as too does the carnage ongoing in
Italy. You know, for | often have spoken privately of it in tines past, that

it had been ny intent to serve out my contract to Hi s Emi nence, and to then
seek enpl oynment for ny condotta with the Ard-Righ, this Brian.

"But now the order is changed, changed utterly. Ties of blood that | never
before knew | had in ny fabric call me to Italy, to do all of which ny nmen and
| are capable to drive these foul Mors and Spani ards and their barbarian
cohorts fromltalian soil. Too, it now would seemthat the Ard-Ri gh presently
owns no need for ne and mi ne.

"Brian told ne, back there, that he is ready for us to nake use of FitzRobert,
that inmrediately the new order is jelled here, you are to journey back to him
at Lagore with word and the Jewel .

"But | want you to do nore than that, Ugo. | will send you back to Lagore
ri ght enough, bearing with you all that Brian requires; however, | wll be
sendi ng Roberto with you. I want the two of you to wangle a way to acconpany

this condottiere inglese on the northern canpai gn and thoroughly observe,
whi ch shoul d present you no difficulty, for the Ard-Ri gh seens quite inpressed
by you and nost friendly toward you personally.

"My owmn affairs aside, for the nonce, you' re a younger son, aren't you, Ugo?"

Sir Ugo nodded, with a wy half-smle. "Yes, Your G ace, one of several —nAy
famly is quite a large one—and with little to no chance of inheriting

anyt hing, barring sone calanmity. This is why ny early acceptance by the
Mlitary Order of Rome was considered to be such a stroke of good fortune, and
when | then was chosen, picked out of a nunmber of young knights, to be a
menber of the staff and household of H's Eminence D Este, it was felt that ny
living was assured for life."

D Bol gia nodded his head briskly. "And so it nmight have been, still could be,
for that matter. But Ugo, consider, please, victory or defeat are sides of the
same coin and each has an equal chance of turning up. Should D Este or Sicola
or even Ermannus be el ected, then, yes, your fortune is made, your preferment
guaranteed ... for so long as he lives and his faction remai ns paranmount in
Rorre.

"However, Ugo, having now been openly and thoroughly identified with the
househol d of D Este and, through that association, with the Italian Faction

if he and they lose this unholy war and Moor or a Spaniard is elected, then
your life would not be worth a pinch of chicken shit within Italy, anywhere in
Italy.



"Therefore, | would sincerely advise you to cultivate the Ard-Ri gh. No, wait,
Ugo, don't say anything until |I'mdone. |I'mnot counseling that you turn your
coat on D Este—you wouldn't do such even if | did so counsel you, you're not
that stripe of man, you're loyal and very honorable. No, all that | am saying
is to consider that your true fortune and personal interest just mght not lie
in ltaly, but here, in these nore northerly climes, and since you do not now
and nost likely never will hold Italian |lands, then why should you return if
you find your prospects better el sewhere? Wth but a little effort on your
part. | think that you can feel secure in the support of a nost powerful
patron: this Brian is a driven man, and | think that, ere long, he will be
truly Ard-Righ-—King of all Ireland in all ways.

"Now, back to my own interests, Ugo. Wile Roberto studies the troops and the

mlitary side of the northern canpaign, | want you to learn every bit that you
can about the person and character of this Duce di Norfolk, as well as those
of his principal lieutenants. Wile so doing, bear this thought of mne in

m nd: According to Brian, all of di Norfolk's land force are caval ry—nopstly,
heavy-arned horse, with a few Kal myks as |ight horse. Now, all of my own
condotta are foot; only a troop or so worth of heavy-arned axenmen and of ficers
are usually nounted. | am of the opinion that despite his denials, the
Ard-Righ will see his grand design come nore quickly to fruition does he have
two, rather than just the one, present arny, and | cannot conceive of a better
arnmy for himthan ny condotta conmbined with a really first-rate condotta of

ef fective cavalry.

"I think that this was what H' s Em nence D Este had in mind, but he chose il
inthe mtter of these Ifrigans. They're good enough sol diers, but they just
cannot seemto adjust, adapt to this climate: at any given tine, a quarter to
a full half of the poor buggers are suffering of a bloody flux of the |ungs,

it would seem This is bad enough in a permanent garrison on the nopst
southerly coast, here, but can you inmagine just how few of them would be
effective were they to be marched up into the harsher climes of the north. It
woul d be quite inpossible. So, no, aml to conbine and provide Brian with what
he really needs, it nmust be with horsemen already acclimated to Irland. and so
I need to know all that | can of this di Norfolk as soon as is possible, Ugo."

Hurriedly gl ancing about to be certain that no one was close by. Sir Ugo asked
in a hushed voice, "How does Your G ace plan the ... ahhh . . . dem se?"

D Bol gia shrugged his massively thewed shoul ders. "Probably, just let the

i ndi vi dual die happy, a death in battle, what he would do doubt describe as an
"honor abl e death.' That way, | need do nothing nyself save allowthe reins to
slip abit inny fingers. The troops of himl| spoke with back there will do
the rest.”

"It sounds a reasonable plan. Your Grace, but how are you going to keep
FitzRobert fromriding out with hin? Despite his good points, the man seens to
be overly full of a suicidal degree of clan loyalty."

The answer was another shrug. "Wth cudgel across the pate, if it conmes to the
sticking point, Ugo, or mayhap a bit of poppy paste. |'ve worked too | ong and
too hard to render that shaggy savage into the |ikeness of a civilized

gentl eman to see himjust go down to dust with the rest of the addl e-pated
FitzCeral ds."

"Wth di Rezzi now becone his late grace,"” said Sir Ugo, "there exists little
to prevent quicker and nore expeditious nmethod of ridding Munster of him Your
Grace ... so long as a certain degree of circunspection is exercised, of
course. "



Timoteo grinned. "You truly own hidden depths, Ugo, ny lad. OF what were you

t hi nki ng—poi son, garrote, sharp steel? O mayhap a nmeans | ess easily
detectable, eh? But, no, | think that this plan of mne will be best. Besides,
I've already told the man | spoke with back there in Laigin that that was how
it woul d be done."

But in the first nmeeting of the Royal Council, Tinoteo called on the next day
after his return fromhis surreptitious parley with the Ard-Ri gh, R gh Tamhas
proceeded to drop a bonbshell

Resting one el bow upon the tabletop and pulling at a | ock of his greasy,
matted hair with bejewel ed and grubby fingers, Tamhas FitzGerald said, "No,
|'ve reconsidered, gentlenmen. The righteous wath of a R and Ri gh should not
be, will not be, wasted upon such scumas that dog vomt Ard-Righ Brian chose
to | eave behind to hold his set of ditches. They are all certainly cowards,

el se they woul d have long since called ne and us all to cone out and fight
them breast to breast as nen should, not just squatted out of sight for mnuch
of the time, now and then shooting off a gonne or engi ne—eowards' weapons,
both of them

"Yes, Sir Tinoteo," he said solemmly to the condot-tiere. who on hearing his
words had first paled, then becone alnost livid of face, his big hands
clenched until the craggy knuckles shone white as snow agai nst the weat hered,
hairy skin, "this Ard-Righ's contunely is indeed cause for anger, but it were
better to husband both ire and strength to weak upon himand his better
braver troops whenever they return to Munster. W have spoken.™

That afternoon, the Righ—as he so often did—drank too much with his neal to
all ow of his | egs operating properly. Four of the FitzGerald Guards, none too
steady thensel ves, bore himalnost to the top of the stone stairs before he
and they all tunbled back down them breaking one guard's | eg and another's
neck in the process. Servants, cold-sobered nmen, took over at that point and
bore the still-singing Righ up to his bedchanber, undressed him and put him
to bed, seem ngly none the worse for wear. But when sone of his

gent | eman-cousi ns went in to awaken himthe next norning, it was to find him
stiff and dead, the body unmarked save for a lunp standing up fromhis pate
and a trickle of dried blood that had issued fromthe hairy depths of one ear

"God be praised that that hard-nosed old bastard di Rezzi is gone to God and
not back here in Miunster," Tinoteo said vehenently to the energency neeting of
the Royal Council. "Else he'd be railing at us all and accusing us publicly of
foul est regicide."

Le Chevalier let his gaze wander around the table with its two enpty

chai rs—Sean FitzRobert had not been asked to this particul ar session—then
asked blandly, "And is, or are, one or nore of us guilty of that crime. Your
Grace?" il Duce di Bolgia snorted. "OF course not. Marc! Everyone here, you
and half the residents of nis pal ace conpl ex, saw what happened yesterday. The
royal ass got too tight a skin to wal k and those dammed cousins of his were in
not much better shape, so the pack of themfell the length of a score and a
hal f of steep granite stairs. One nman was killed outright, on the spot, one is
likely crippled for life, and the late royal sot was just hurt worse than he,
in his drunken stupor, thought he was. The royal physician who pawed and
probed the royal corpse states that the royal skull was cracked."

"Even so," Le Chevalier pressed on, "there are nore things than a flight of
stairs are capable of cracking a skull, even a royal one . . . perhaps, in
this case especially, a royal one."

"Now just one dammed minute. Sir Marc." Roberto di Bol gia cane up hal f out of



his chair, his face red and his right hand grasping the wire-wound hilt of a
sheat hed dagger at his belt.

Sir Ugo chose that noment to arise and say in a loud, firmvoice, "Gentlenen,
if you please*. You're behaving less |ike polished and well-bred nobl emen of
France and Italy than you are |ike these savage, dirty, scabby, brawing
FitzGeralds, did you know that ?

"Your Grace, please to resume your seat and your conposure.

"Roberto, sit down. If you try to put that blade into Marc, I'Il be forced to
put one of nmine own into you

"Marc, if you don't or can't believe that Hs Grace and Roberto and | had
nothing to do with R gh Tanhas's death, then take your ship of the Iine and
sail back to France, to Sicily, or to hell, for all | care, but please cease
your sensel ess questionings and baitings. Just what is it you' re after this
nmor ni ng, anyway? WIIl you answer me that?"

Wien all were once nore seated, Le Chevalier |ooked frombeneath his brows at
Sir Ugo, grunbling, "It . . . it's all just happened in too damed conveni ent
a fashion here. | knew that the renpval of Roi Tamhas was necessary, and | was
willing to go along with letting himride out there and get his head bl own
off, for it was truly an honorabl e death by any standards save your decadent
Italian ones. But to coldly murder a king is a sonething I cannot . . . could
not stomach, especially when said king is obstensibly your enployer, trusts
you, depends upon you. |I'msorry, | had until this norning considered nyself
to be a man of the nodern world, but now | know nmy true nature: | amjust an
ol d- f ashi oned, honorabl e Nornman kni ght, who values truth and loyalty to his
Cod- gi ven overl ords above all earthly things.

"Had | that right, I would i ndeed board the Inpressionant and set sail for
France, for Le Havre, and on this very day. But | cannot, in honor, for I
prom sed nmy king that | would stay with his ship; that ship still is pledged

to the service of Rome and His Eminence D Este, so remain here | nust.
However, in light of words spoken this norning here, and in |ight of what

m ght or might not have been done to speed Roi Tamhas to Heaven. | nust
respectfully withdraw fromthe Royal Council of the Kingdom of Minster."
"Now, by Pontius Pilate's putrid pecker." roared Tinoteo, "we've told you we
none of us killed that dimw tted, ever-sodden yokel of a king. Marc! Wat
nore do you require of us? Sol etm oat hs?"

Shrewdl y guessing that that was just what would i npress the Nornan and retain
himon the council. Sir Ugo drew the royal sword of state fromwhere it rested
before the late king's enpty canopied chair.

"Al'l right. Marc, Righ Tamhas al ways attested that the pommel of this brand
contai ned a fingerbone of St. Colunbia." O asping both hands about the

oversi zed ponmmel, he said slowy, "I, Sir Ugo Mario Vittorio D Orsini, do

sol emnly swear upon this holy relic and upon ny hope of salvation that | in no
way brought about or caused others to bring about the demi se of the late
Tamhas Fitz-Gerald. R of that ilk and R gh of Minster."

The FitzCGeralds all were forced to come to the city by way of the river, due
to the blocking of all the | andward approaches by the Ard-Ri gh's siege |ines,
whi ch gave each and everyone one of them a good | ook at the inpressive ships,
all bristling with cannons, noored out in the channel of the river. Wthin the
city itself, they quickly were nade aware that the only troops of any nunber
were those of the Italian and Ifrigan nercenaries and that said mercenaries



woul d favor the el evation of no one of the claimants to the throne save Sir
Sean FitzRobert. Therefore, having care for their heads and wi shing to get out
of the city with themstill in place, as well as adnmitting to each other both
publicly and privately that Sean FitzRobert had about as good a claimto the
throne and the chieftaincy as any of his peers, they announced after only a
week of feasting, drinking, shouting, snarling, insulting, brawling, and

bl oodshed that their choice for R and Ri gh was Sean FitzRobert, who would be
crowned as soon as Tamhas FitzGerald had been buried properly.

Tinmoteo did not wait for the coronation. \Wile al nbst everyone el se was at the
funeral service—sanctified, in the absence of a resident prelate, by a bishop
brought in from Chai sil—-and the burial, he and Roberto and Sir Ugo thoroughly
intimdated, terrified, the royal treasurer and, with that functionary's
trenbling assistance, violated the strongroom renoved the Star of Minster
plus a little coined gold and a ring that took il Duce's fancy, and set Sir
Ugo and Roberto on the way to Lagore before Tamhas's | eaden casket was yet in
its crypt. Le Chevalier had no part of this, indeed had no know edge of its
contenpl ati on; he had been at the funeral nass and the encryptation of the
deceased Righ of Munster, along with R and Ri gh-e\ecl Sean FitzRobert.

O course, there was an al nmighty commotion when the royal treasurer was found
in the strongroomw th his throat cut and the Star of Munster missing fromits
chest, but Tinmoteo testily pointed out to Sean FitzRobert and a nunber of
others that it was not and had never been the responsibilty of himand the
other mercenaries to provide internal security for the palace or even the
town; such duties were and al ways had been the exclusive provinces of the
FitzGerald Guards and the Corcai gh Guards. He added that if the king-to-be and
the other FitzGerald cousins did not like the quality of his work, he would be
just as happy to load all of his troops aboard ship and sail back to Italy and
et themdeal with the besiegers thenselves. At that point, all accusations of
mal f easance, nisfeasance, and nonteasance were stilled.

CHAPTER
THE El GHTH

Her grace Dame Krystal, Duchess of Norfolk, Markgrafin von Vel egrad, Countess
of Rutland, the Baroness of Strathtyne, was sumoned to the presence of H s
Grace Harold, Archbishop of York, then escorted to himby four of his

hal berdi ers. The way was |ong, down the stairs fromher suites in the north
wi ng of the archepi scopal country pal ace, along the corridors to the main

pal ace, then up nore stairs to the archbishop's own suite. And at the guarded
doors to that suite her |adies were courteously denied entrance, so that Her
Grace was already in a fighting mbod when the doors closed firmy behind her.

"What the fuck is this horseshit all about, anyway, Hal ?" she snarled at the
frail man seated across the room near the bright rays of sunshine pouring
t hrough a w ndow.

"W need to talk, Krystal," said the old man.

"Fine!" she snapped. "Let ny ladies in and I'lIl talk your goddamears off."
He shook his head. "No, Krystal, | have not long that | can remain out here, |
must soon return to York. | want to talk to you wi thout the constant

titterings and hushed whi sperings of that gaggl e of nobl e-bom geese you have
col l ected about you

"Krystal, there are those of us who are very worried about you. You have
changed very drastically in a very short time . . . and not for the better,



must say.

"Krystal, before Bass left for the King's business in Ireland, he charged ne
with a certain responsibility, and the time is cone for me to discharge it. On
the basis of the things you have witten in your letters to him as well as on
the basis of things he has heard from others concerning you, he feels that it
woul d be much better for the sake of the boy and for you, too, were little Joe
to begin his fosterage early."

She wrinkl ed her brow "Fosterage? Wiat the hell is that?"

"Al'l gentleborn boys go through sone years of living with another noble fanily
than their own, sonetines a distant relative, other tinmes not. Bass has
secured a fosterage with an old and highly respected noble fanily: they

al ready have three boys in fosterage and—' The archbi shop broke off in shock
at the appearance of the woman. She was becone livid of face, tiny specks of
froth had appeared at the coners of her nouth, and her eyes resenbl ed nore

t hose of some wild beast than anythi ng human.

"In a pig's asshole!" she shrieked, reverting suddenly back to
twentieth-century English. "Not you or that fucking cocksucker I"'mmarried to
or anybody el se is going to take ny Joe away from ne. do you hear ne, you old
not herfucker? | amthe Duchess of Norfol k, and what | say goes, get that

t hrough your thick head! For two fucking cents, 1'd call Sir Conn this mnute
and have hi m show you what "

Whil e the woman raged on. the archbi shop, | ooking as if he bore the ful

wei ght of the world upon his frail shoulders, gave a pull to a bell rope.
Rupen Adem an and three short but husky-1ooki ng wormen clothed in the habits of
nuns entered fromanother room It was a battle-royal, there in the little
private parlor, and the nursing sisters and the furnishings all suffered for
it, and at |ast Rupen put an end to it by col d-cocking the duchess and she was
bound and easily borne away by the three wonen.

At a nod fromthe old man. Rupen opened the doors to the foyer of the suite
and signal ed the halberdiers to adnit the seven agitated | adies of Krystal's
househol d to the thoroughly wecked parl or

Seemingly oblivious of the chaos of splintered furnishings, stained carpet,
and smashed bric-a-brac anongst which he sat, the old archbishop said mldly,
but in a tone that brooked no argunent or questioning, authority inplicit in
his every soft word, "Ladies, even as | speak here, there are those
abovestairs who are packing the clothing and effects of the Duke of Norfolk's
little son, in preparation for his inmmnent departure to a fosterage in
Sussex. Wthout himto care for. Her Gace of Norfolk has entered a cloister
for an indeterm nate period of contenplation and a life of sinplicity and
prayer. All of her possessions are to be packed by you, and then servants will
nmove themto a place of safe storage until she again is ready to enter the
worl d of man. Sir Rupen Ademi an here will be at your call should you need any
assi st ance.

"Wth everything done here, |I will rmake provision to return all of you and the
other ladies to their homes or wherever else they may wi sh so go. Now | eave
me; Sir Rupen will join you presently.”

Rupen still started when soneone called himSir Rupen. Wen old Earl Howell ap
Onai n and his caval cade had ridden up from London to formally kni ght Pete
Fairley, Carey Carr. and Bud Wbster, only a hint of a word fromH s Gace of
York had been necessary in order for the gruff old warrior to give the buffet
to Rupen as well, no questions asked. Rupen's understandabl e objections had



been answered by Hal .

"Shut up and go along with this, nmy friend. I'lIl tell you why after it's over.
It's necessary—teave it at that, for now"

A few days |l ater, he had said, "Look, Rupen, rank and birth are of nuch nore

i mportance to all classes of people in this world than they were in your world
and time. | think that you. the man you are, could be quite useful to nme in a
great many respects and areas. But in order to serve nobst of ny ends, you nust
be either a gentlenman, a churchman, or a noble. Now, no one but the King can
make you a noble, and | doubted that you cared nmuch for holy orders, so the
only thing for it was to make you a gentl eman—a knight, as it turned out.

"That business of the earl was just too good an opportunity to let slip. Yes,
I could ve had some one of the local nobility knight you, but it wouldn't've
had been the sanme as having Earl Howell do it. You see, that old man—eld,
hell, he's not as old as he | ooks, maybe two or three years your senior is
al | -he was King's Chanpion of both Arthur Il and Richard IV Tudor, the present
king's elder brother. He pled age and left court during the early days of the
Regency, unable to stonmach what was going on there, under Angel a.

"Then when Arthur 11l Tudor raised his standard agai nst the regent and Rone,
Earl Howell raised and arnmed and mounted a squadron of heavy horse and |ed
themto the King, putting themand hinself at the lawfully coronated nonarch's
di sposal . Interdiction and excomruni cati on be dammed, he said then, England
and Wales were Arthur's rightful realmand he would be Arthur's man so | ong as
a single drop of blood | odged in his body.

"Since that day, he has taken part in alnost every battle or fight or skirnish
in which Arthur's arnmy has engaged. He it was who nade the plans and commanded
t he fanobus anbuscade which virtually w ped out the regent's fierce and
fearsone nmounted raiders, Mnteleone's Horse. Even better, he and his nmen that
day slew Angel a's lover hinself. Captain Mntel eone, in conbat, then so

t horoughl y abused and mained his still-warm corpse that it had the appearance
of having died under torture. After they had reclothed it, they had it
delivered to the Tower by a party of friars, along with a letter stating that
when questioned, Montel eone had admitted to being the real sire of Angela's
son that she still clainmed was gotten upon her by her royal spouse, Richard
V. "

"I"l1l bet that that created a merry old shitstorm" comented Rupen. "O was
she smart enough to just stonewall it all, Hal?"

"She tried to, of course,” the old man replied, "between crying jags and
screaming fits, but still that little bit of seventeenth-century propaganda
cost her and her son quite a good deal of support, especially anong the conmon
peopl e, the yeomanry, and the | esser gentry. Such folk continued to trickle in
to fill out the army's shattered ranks, even though they all knew that by so
doing they were leaving their lands and fanilies unprotected, that they were
losing all hope of salvation by fighting for an excomuni cant, that the arny
of Arthur had little gunpowder and no way to obtain nore save by capture, and
that a Crusade had been preached agai nst them and hordes of Crusaders were

al ready beginning to gather on the borders and in nearby oversea ports,
awai ti ng but the necessary transport to descend upon the troubled | and |ike
some pitiless swarm of arnored | ocusts.

"Barly in the fifth year of the civil war—for that is what it all anounted to,
wi th noble and common families split, likewi se the small standing armny, the
few ships owned outright by the Crown either buned or scuttled to prevent
their falling into Arthur's hands, some royal garrisons holding out for either



Arthur or Angela and a few of themfence-sitting, refusing to comit

t hensel ves until they were certain just who stood the best chance of w nning
the ruinous conflict—a raid-in-force, |launched to capture a |arge store of
gunpowder, of which King Arthur's force just then had al nost none, devel oped
into a full battle as both sides threwin additional units and ended in a
pyrrhic victory for our arnms in that while Angela's forces then avail able
within the ki ngdomwere routed, with all of their cannon and their entire
baggage train captured, not only were the | osses of men and horses bitterly
heavy in Arthur's force, such gunpowder as was captured only barely repl aced
t hat whi ch had been expended in obtaining it.

"You' ve of course seen the great canmp, or what's now left of it, out there to
t he sout hwest of York? Yes, well, that is where King Arthur and his arny were
encanped, he and his staff-who understood better than the bul k of the arny
just how little chance they and their much-reduced nunbers had of wi nning
agai nst any of the four |oomng hosts of foreign Crusaders with little or no
gunpowder —+n t he depths of despair.

"Then, of a day of blessed nmenmory, a small party of horsenmen cane riding down
the borderlands, led by an elderly but still vital knight of ancient |ineage
and fanmous personal achievenments. Sir Francis Wiyffl er—he now i s Duke of

Nort hunber| and, father-in-law of Enperor Egon and Royal Anbassador to that
monarch's court. In Sir Francis's party were included Bass Foster, WIIliam
Collier, and Bud Webster. They brought a brine-filled pickle cask containing
the head of Sir David Scon, an infanobus border never, in earnest of their tale
of having routed his force of above two thousand Low and Scots, but even nore
i mportant, they brought a pack train | oaded with gunpowder—a comodity j ust
then and there nore precious than gold dust.

"After sonme initial difficulties with some |arcenous nenbers of the royal
staff. Sir Francis was at |ast able to neet with Earl Howell, who, after
hearing his tale and testing the powder, conducted himdirectly to King
Art hur.

"Now, as you no doubt know by now, Rupen, for the last five hundred years, in
this world and tine, the Church has held and savagel y nmai ntai ned a nonopoly on
t he manufacture and sal e of gunpowder, trying to keep the formulas for it
secret and weaking terrible vengeance upon any person or group of persons
rash enough to fornulate it on their own, w thout Church sanction. Wth this
nmonopoly in full force, the Church not only nmade unbelievabl e anounts of

profit fromthe sale of it, but also was able to control and nmani pul ate rulers
and states to a degree that the Medi aeval and Renai ssance Church of our world
never even dreaned of, and they had thus been able to keep nmost of the regions
in their sphere of influence fromeffectively uniting into nations of any rea
size or strength, cynically preaching peace and brotherly | ove while fomenting
an endl ess round of small wars and selling the wherewhital to conduct them

"Those few brave or sinply desperate souls who had in the past nade gunpowder
fromscratch had not, up until then, been able to turn out an 'unhal | owed
powder' as good as that of the Church, sinply because the Church had devel oped
a secret way of refining niter, and use of this in the m xture could,
dependi ng upon the proportions, of course, produce a nore powerful powder than
a nore primtive niter

"Now WIlliam Collier was, before he |lost his reason, a nultital ented and
highly intelligent man, innovative, well read in many fields, and hol ding
uni versity degrees which included a doctorate or two in chem stry, in which
field he al so had done certain anmounts of research for his governnent,

i nvol ving propellants. Additionally, he was an avid amateur student of
mlitary history with an in-depth knowl edge in a good many rel ated subjects,



and hi s sagaci ous counsel helped to revolutionize the then existent arnmny,
making it far nore effective and easily controlled a fighting force, with
units of set sizes and consistent titles of mlitary rank

"Two tandem cargo trucks, with their crews and cargos, had been projected at
the sane tinme as Bass, his house, and the other people. The cargo of one of

t hose trucks consisted of sone eighty tons of a powdered nitrate used in your
world and time for fertilizer, and using this as a base chem cal, WIIliam
Collier and Pete Fairley had manufactured a variety of gunpowder far nore
powerful than the very best of the product of the Church's powder mlls;
experiments showed that |ess than half of this gunpowder was required to give
results at |east equal to a charge of hall owed gunpowder.™

"Col lier?" asked Rupen. "Isn't he the one who deserted Arthur and the arny
over sone slight and went to Scotland, Hal? | seemto recall hearing sonething
spoken of hi mwhen we all—you, nme, Duke Bass, and sone ot hers—waere up at
Wayffler Hall. Didn't he eventually go mad, too, like the Lady Krystal? It's
too bad, for as | nowrecall, the Duke said that his contributions were really
trivial in giving Arthur and the arny victories, that Collier had been the
real hero of it all."

Harol d of York shook his head. "Bass Foster is nodest and self-effacing to a
very fault, Rupen. You see, Collier was not a nan of action, save with regard
to experinental chem stry, but of ideas, theories. Even with regard to the

powder m |l at Whyffler Hall, it was Pete Fairley, Carey Carr, and Dave Atkins
who did the actual work, lived through the always deadly danger of m xing the
powder. As for the reorganization of the army, yes, Collier came up with the

i deas, but it was Bass Foster and Bud Webster put theminto practice, drilling
hundreds of officers so that they m ght go back to their units and pass on the
newf angl ed nethods of drill to their nen.

"Arthur took a quick liking to Collier, and the man was duly given a reward,
bei ng made Earl of Essex by the king. But he began to | ose Arthur's and nany
another's regard and favor when he proved hisnelf to be first a coward, then a
bully. At length, in a pique, he went so far as to actually threaten to | eave
Hs Majesty, to take his | earning and know edge to the Church forces.

"Much to his surprise and shock, | would inagine, Arthur not only gave him

| eave to go, but even provided himwith a neutral escort—eonmanded,
incidentally, by the nman who now is Holy Roman Enperor—to the court of the
Ki ng of Scotland at Edi nburgh. On the journey through the Low ands of
Scot | and, however, the party was attacked by a savage clan of border ruffians.
Most of themwere killed, but sonme were taken for ransom Leutnant Egon
somehow escaped and fought his way out of Scotland, but by the tine the
Scottish Crown heard of it all and was able to force the lawmess clan to

rel ease Collier, the man had | ost his reason through torture and privation.
For 1ong, he was confined to the nobnastery of an order of nursing brothers
somewhat sout heast of Edi nburgh, but | have been in receipt of recent news
that he escaped twi ce | ast year; he was recaptured after slaying severa
peasants, but whilst he was being transported to the parent house of that
order in far-western Scotl and, he slew an abbot and again escaped and naught
has since been seen or heard of him"

Around and about that ancient pile known to men as Whyffler Hall, the trenches
and earthen ranparts of cannon enplacnents that marked the oneti ne Royal
Artillery defenses of the hall and the powder nill that then had been there
established were slowy being filled in or leveled. In the park outside the
bail ey walls, new trees and shrubs had been planted to replace those cut down
by the huge Scottish arnmy that had tw ce surrounded and | aunched futile
attacks at the well-defended hall during the ill-onened invasion of the



Scotti sh crusaders.

Ki ngs, princes, and every descending grade of nobility or gentility had
enjoyed the hospitality of Wiyffler Hall in times past, and a duke and the

wi fe of an enperor had both been born there, but just now the sole gentl enman
resi dent on a permanent basis was Sir Geoffrey Miusgrave, the bailiff of the
hal | and the surroundi ng Barony of Strathtyne, and even he was not always in
resi dence, as the duties of his office often sent himclattering over hill and
dale at the head of his troop of lancers. He and they also regularly patrolled
the fam liar though unmarked border between the barony and the Scottish |ands
beyond; for all that Sir Ceoffrey and Laird Sir Mchael Scott whose |ands |ay
just to the north of the barony were bosom friends and drinki ng conpani ons,
too, on occasion. Sir Mchael still was both a Scot and a Scott—full brother
to the onetinme, now fortunately deceased. Sir David Scott—and therefore Sir
Ceoffrey could not bring hinmself to fully trust his friend and near nei ghbor,
much | ess his provenly deceitful and ever | arcenous cl ansmnen.

So it was no surprise to Sir Geoffrey, as he and his colum rode back to
Whyffler Hall after a swing through portions of the barony, to find Sir

M chael Scott and a contingent of his own horsenmen canped in the outer park
anong the young trees. At sight of him Scott tightened his saddle girths,
nounted, and rode to neet the bailiff at a fast anble.

In nock wath, froma smling face, he procl ai ned, "Dommed puir hospitality
you extend y'r friends, Geoff Misgrave! Yon gunmen woul d nae e'en gape the
gat es enough tae bespeak me, just blew on their slow matches and shouted ne
tae withdraw i ntae the park until y' cone back."

In the same nock-serious tones, Misgrave said, nodding, "A far warmer
reception y'd of got had they not known y'r face and horse, M chael Scott. M
garrison, they all hae their orders and they obey: Nae arnmed Scots are to be
let win the bailey at any tine whilst me and ny | aunces be awa'."

As the two aging knights rode along the road, knee to knee. Scott remarked,
"Mayhap 'tis tine and muir for ne tae speak to the lairds of Elliott and Kerr
and eke Arnstrang. for to march doon and |l evel the unseemy pride of a sartain
carpet-knicht of a bailiff, stormthe ha', and distribute its wealth amangst
the needy poor . . . north o' the border, of course?

Musgrave snorted a | augh. "Then best mark y'r wills ere y' a do so, Sir

M chael, my friend, and recall the end of y'r unlanmented brother, not too |ang
since. Not a' the gonne-works King Arthur had put here has been took doon, nor
a' the great gonnes ta'en awa frae Wayffler Ha'. | keep a very plentitude o
poudre aboot, too, an' muir nor enough bonny | ads tae put paid to a parcel o'
border ruffians o' the likes o' y' and y'rn. An' it still be room enough and
tae spare in that meadow where we buried a' that were left o' the last rievers
as rid doon here ahint Sir David Scott; the grass graes thick on that |lea, and
ever Scot under it by noo owns a cowflop caimtae mark oot his place."

Scott shook his head and chuckled nerrily. "An' y'd do it a', too. Sir Geoff,
y'd blaw awa' y'r own friend's head wi' a caliver ba" an' think nae nuir o'
it. Hs Gace o' Norfolk has a guid nmon iny', ny friend. He, too, be a guid
mon, so | pray a' o' his sairve himsae well. It's right nmony the Scott wha'
wi || hae food and fuel through a' the winter out'n the siller he paid for a'
that clay, and | think me it would be mckle hard tae raise rievers out'n
Scott lands, this year, did they ken that 'twas Wiyffler Ha' or aught el st of
this barony they was nmeant tae prey on.

"Be it a hard winter, it mght be Kerrs or Arnmstrangs oot a-rieving, but y'l
be seeing nae Scotts other than in peace. Nor eke a Elliot riever, either, y'



ken, for Sir Andrew bears great |ove and respect for Hs Grace and the nost o
his gillies gae in stark fear that it mght be some o0 H s Gace's wild
gal | ogl ai ches abi ding at Whyffler Ha' yet."

Musgrave nodded. "What o' the Lindsays an' the Hays, d' y' think, M chael
Scot t ?"

Sir Mchael shrugged. "As to the Hays, | canna say one way or t'other, what

wi' the auld laird dead an' the new still in Edi nburgh, some hot headed

toi seach nmight tek it intae his mind tae ride doon on a rieving, but I'd think
not, not sae harsh as the new king has been on rievers sich as O an Johnston
of late tinmes. An' the Laird o' Lindsay is one o' the chiefest supporters of
King Janmes, so y'Il be seeing nane o' his ilk ride acrost the border save on
the high road tae York or London."

At sight of Sir Geoffrey, the bailey-wall gates were gapped w de and the
bri dge over the ditch cane runbling down, and he. Sir Mchael, and the
Whyffler Hall Lancers clattered across it, followed shortly by Scott's
renounted party of servants and retainers.

As nost of the lancers and Scon troopers peeled off the caval cade to make for
the stables and see to their nmounts, while the gentry, officers, and servants
followed their betters up to the hall itself, one-arned Oly Shaftoe, the
groundskeeper, could be seen to render Sir Geoffrey a mlitary hand sal ute,
where he stood watching the | abors of his nmen. Solemly, Sir CGeoffrey returned
the salute of the former caval ryman, one of the few survivors of the troop
that Sir Francis Wiyffler had taken to the king's service, the sane troop that
had been comranded al so by Bass Foster when he still was only a

gent | eman- capt ai n under command of Sir Francis.

Most of Shaftoe's busy workers paused fromtheir toil |ong enough to raise an
i mpronptu cheer for Sir Geoffrey; only one old man, his thinning white hair
showi ng clearly the jagged scars furrowi ng his scalp, his face all but hidden
in a dense white beard, failed to nake a sound, but he | ooked up and smled to
display a less than full conpl enent of broken, rotting teeth and fingered the
pl ace where once there had been a forelock of hair.

Sir Geoffrey reined up beside the aged worker and spoke down from his saddl e.
"Hoo be y'. WII? Be the work too hard for y'?"

H's only answers were a wider smile to the first question and a shake of the
head to the second.

O ly Shaftoe, when he came striding over, was asked, "QOly, cannae y' find
Auld WIl a pair o' breeks o' sone kind? Auld bones ache nuir nor y'
youngsters' in oor cauld dews o' nornings."

"An" it please y'. Sir Geoffrey, sir," replied Shaftoe, "WI| hae been given
two breeks, but he maun allus wear his kilt, a shairt and sonetines

br ogan- shoon. Caul d does nae seemtae plague him™"

Musgrave nodded. "Weel, let himbide as he will, then. But be y' sartain sure
that he owns an overthick mattress tick and a bl anket o' nichts. An' a pot o
brown ale for himthat nicht. Gly."

A gentle slap of the reins set his horse back in notion, and they proceeded on
up toward the hall.

"Who be that auld Highl ander, CGeoff?" asked Sir M chael. "Cannae he speak?"



Musgrave shook his head. "He conme tae the ha' a-begging, not tae lang after
Hs Gace last left, whilst Hs Gace of York and Master Rupen, his servant,
still abided here. He were naught save skin an' bones, then. An' nae, he
cannae speak eke ane word."
"So, being the non y' be, y'
WIl? Y sel f2?"

took himin." said Scott. "Who give himthe nane

Agai n Musgrave shook his head. "Not so, M chael. He cannae speak, but he can
wite . . . well, his nane, anyhow, 'twould seem Tae do sich, for sartain
sure he once were muir than a nere gillie. But how knew y' he be a Hi ghl ander?
The kilt, ainly? Yet Low anders wear it, too, some o' them"

This time, Scott's head shook. "Not the kilt, Geoff, but the sett. Auld an'
wore doon an' faded oot as be that tartan, | cannae be sartain o' the sen, but
I ken it be either Mac Ghille Eoin or Mac Neacail, both o' themclans o' the
West Hi ghl ands an' the isles. Be WIIl the ainly nanme he wit?"

"Nae, " answered Musgrave, "he wit 'UlleamBheiihir," he did, wi* charcoal on
a flat stane. But | ne'er heared o' sich a fanmly."

"Nor hae |," said Scott, "That word, in Scots, means 'nonster' or 'wld
beast.' Belike the puir auld soul be but a addled mon oot o' King Al exander's
hosts, who either cannae find his way back tae his nane ... or does nae want

tae go back in his shane o' defeat an' degradation an' e'en unable tae say his
nane. God in H's heaven wi' bless y'r charity to the auld wetch, GCeoff
Musgr ave. "

At the front of the hall, groons were waiting to take and | ead away the
horses. Wthin the foyer, other servants hel ped the two knights and the | ancer
officers to renove buffcoats, helmets, bits of arnor, and weapons, offering
soft, confortable felt shoon to replace heavy jackboots, along with nugs of
spiced ale to lay the dust of the ride.

The luck that WIlliam Collier had enjoyed on the night he had strangled the
too gullible Abbot Fergus, slashed the throat of a sleeping gillie and
despoiled himof all his clothing and effects, then nmanaged to saddl e the dead
abbot's big riding mule and creep fromout the sleeping canp of nonks and

H ghl and warriors undetected, had been the |ast he had been destined to know
for sone little tinmne.

On only the second day of his newwon freedom the hard-ridden nule had turned
up lane, so he had had to take to his feet, leading the |inping beast as fast
as it could progress, still fearing that the inevitable pursuit mght result
in his recapture and a return to that foul, stinking bear cage and a
continuation of seemingly endless nmiles of jolting, bone-bruising travel in
that ox wain, this time with no sinple-ninded Scottish abbot to cozen with
tales of spells and curses and witchcraft practiced by kings. And where woul d
the end of that journey find hinf Inprisoned in another tiny, stone-walled
cell on a wind-swept island, to wallowin his own filth and how away the
freezing nights until death finally claimed what would by then be left of him
It might be easier to just let the Mac Ghille Eoin gillies take the bl ood
price fromall the blood he owned—at |east that kind of death would be quick

At length, he had rounded a bend in the road to conme upon a crofter gnawi ng on
bl ack bread and hard cheese under a stunted tree, while an ass laden with

wi cker panniers of root vegetables and a brace of live chickens grazed the
tiny patches of grass sprouting frombetween the tw sted, knobby roots of the
sanme tree



Col lier had bespoken the man, first in English, then, recalling just where he
was and what he was supposed to be, in Scots Gaelic. But the crofter had been
nmost unwilling to make the trade of his ass for the lame mule, and, after
arguing a bit. Collier had been beset with one of his black rages, and when he
once again was in his right mnd, his stolen sword was in his hand and runni ng
fresh bl ood, while the crofter |ay hacked and gory and very, very dead at the
base of the tree.

Once he had dragged the crofter's body well away fromthe road and hidden it
in a mass of prickly bushes, he returned to the site of his npbst recent

mur der, renoved the panniers and chickens fromthe back of the placid, stil
grazing ass, and mounted the beast, taking his seat well back on the crupper
as he had seen nen ride asses. Wthin seconds after he had nounted, he was on
his back on the hard ground, his head spinning fromrather violent contact
with a lunmp of hardwood root. By the time his head had cl eared enough for him
to sit up, groaning, the ass was back to grazing, its long ears tw tching. And
a second attenpt to nount and ride the small beast produced al nost the sane
results, save that that tine. Collier |anded facedown and the ponmel of his
stolen dirk took himso hard in the solar plexus that he had to gasp for air
and thought that he surely would snother before he was again able to breathe
with great and painful effort.

Still keenly aware that he nost |ikely was being pursued by the

vengeance- seeki ng cl ansnmen and probably the nonks as well, he gave up on the
uncooperative little ass. After finishing the bread and cheese of the slain
crofter, he resumed his journey, |leading the Iane nule, though he did sling
the brace of scrawny chi ckens—ene foot of each of them forced between the bone
and tendon of the other leg to nake for easier carrying—to the pommel of the
mul e' s saddl e for his journey provisions.

But he was afraid to light a fire that night, lest pursuers see it and be
guided to himby it. Not knowi ng what chickens eat and sure that the brace he
had woul d need at | east water were they to stay alive until he could kill and
dress and eat them he carefully pulled the whole | egs fromout the mained
ones and turned them |l oose, certain that so injured they could not get very
far. Then he rolled hinself in the scratchy, woolen tartan and slept the sleep
of exhaustion on the cold, hard ground.

When a cold drizzle awakened himthe next norning, neither of the chickens was
to be found, and neither was the | ame nule he had neglected to hobble. After a
brief search. Collier had hurried on along the road to d asgow, now carrying
the mul e saddl e and gear in vain hopes that the beast m ght have strayed in
the sane direction he was traveling, but by nidday he had thrown the heavy,
awkward burden into a roadside ditch in disgust. Each time he heard travelers
coming fromeither direction, he cautiously quitted the road and |ay hidden
feeling like a wild and hunted animal, until they were safely out of sight and
sound.

And soon he found that he had chosen the wwong road, for the trace began to
wi nd down to the southward, becom ng narrower and |less well kept by the |ong

mle until, at length, it petered out altogether at a collection of tunbledown
huts and one-rooned cottages on the banks of a river. Although he entered them
all, there was no recent evidence of hunman habitation, though beasts of

various sizes and descriptions had established residence of a sort.

Sonme digging and slicing off in a a bit of an overgrown kitchen garden gave

t he ravenous man a doubl e handful of turnips and beets, along with their tops,
some herbs, and a couple of small, self-seeded onions, or what |ooked |ike
onions to him He first tried to eat the tubers raw, only to discover that so
damaged and rotted were his teeth becone through years of the abuse and



mal nutrition he had suffered that the hard vegetabl es were now beyond his
abilities to masticate them so he had to content hinself with sucking on sone
of the greens while he laid a fire on the hearth of the best-preserved of the
cottages. layered the tubers in riverside nud, and waited for themto bake to
a sufficient degree of tenderness for his dentition to nanage. For the first
time in along while, WlliamCollier slept out that night with a full belly,
as warmas the fire coals and the woolen tartan could make him. . . and
conpletely free

On the next norning, he began to tranp up, then down, the riverbank searching
for a bridge or shallow ford . . . vainly. Just below the ruined ham et was
what | ooked to be the rotted remains of a pier or dock, and by straining his
eyes, he thought to discern the stunps of pilings in the shallows on the other
side. Then he began to search for a boat of sone description . . . and he
found one, but it was old and battered and waterl ogged, and half its bottom
had |1 ong ago been staved. Nonetheless, with great physical effort, he managed
to drag the riverine disaster fromthe | ong-occupied bed of soft nud, only to
see the wood flake away as it dried out.

He had lived in the deserted hamet for a full week by then, and he knew t hat
he woul d soon have to nove on, ford or bridge or no ford or bridge, for he had
dug up or cut alnost all of the remaining food plants, and the small animals
whi ch had been al nost tane when first he arrived were now becone very skittish
of the hairy, two-legged thing who slew with flung stones.

His swimacross the river had been utter disaster. The small raft of |unber
stripped fromsone of the abandoned buil di ngs and green ani mal skins had cone
apart in mdstream and with it had gone his targe, his sheathed sword and

| eathern baldric, and, worse, his warmtartan cl oak-blanket. Al that he had
been able to snatch back fromthe racing current had been his dirk, his
bonnet, and his hide brogans.

Exceedingly glad that he had elected to essay the swimwearing his shirt,
kilt, and belt with its dependent sporran, he |anded upon the opposite shore
with them the shoes and bonnet and only the dirk for either weapon or tool

This far away fromthe scenes of his crinmes, with the width of the
swift-flowing river between himand them Collier built a fire every night
whet her or not he had found anything to cook; it was either that or freeze to
death with the loss of his tartan. This side of the river seened, for sone
reason, to be deserted too. He had trudged on for days before he found any
recent signs of man . . . and then he w shed he had never found them

CHAPTER
THE NI NTH

Ard-Righ Brian the Burly shook his head as he gazed at the Star of Minster.
cradled in his hand. To Sir Ugo and Sir Roberto di Bol gia, he said, "The Dux
and you gentlemen were too rash, | fear. You siezed this bauble prematurely:
you see, FitzRobert cannot be legitimately coronated without this Jewel ... or
very convincing facsimle of it."

Al at once, he smled. "However, this just mght work out. The traditions
hold that the owner in fact of this Jewel be the only true ruler of Mima or
Munster. no matter who nmay wear the crown and sit upon the throne in Corcaigh.
So what better way to inpress all with the cold, hard fact that the Ki ngdom of
Munster is beconme but another of ny client states, eh?

"Therefore, what I'lIl do is this: A nessage will be sent notifying Sean



FitzRobert that certain of ny Knights of the Silver Mon net a small party of
strangers riding in haste up out of Minster, o' ertook and slewthemin a
fight, then found the Star of Minster on one of the bodies, which Jewel they
at once brought to nme, of course. 1'll assure himthat the Star will be
returned to himimediately he comes to ne at Tara ... as a suppliant,

natural ly."

"Your Majesty will actually return the Star to Sean FitzRobert?" asked Sir

Ugo. Brian's smile broadened and brightened. "OF course. Sir Ugo, I'Il return
a Star to him one cunningly wought with sone speed for me by a certain
master goldsmith at Tara. In return, this FitzRobert will be persuaded to,

bef ore ever he be crowned, give to nme all |ands over which he ever is fated to
rule. Then | will give those sanme | ands back to himas a feoff."

"Brilliant!" breathed Sir Roberto di Bolgia, his admiration of the Ard-Right's
ability to quickly turn unexpected happenings to his tactical advantage patent
in his voice and on his face. "And then, should he soneday becone forsworn or
try to wiggle out of his oaths. Your Majesty still will hold the authentic
Star of Munster. | presunme that the copy will be marked in some cryptic way?"

Brian | aughed al oud. "Sir Roberto, you are a man after nmy own heart. Yes,

there will be a barely noticeable mark hi dden sonmewhere on the reproduction
O course, if he remain a true |liege man, no one ever wll know of the
substitution . . . until it suits my ends to dissenm nate the information."

Then, his smile fading al nost away, he said, seriously, "You have a quick
shrewd, and unscrupul ous nind, di Bolgia. much |like that of your brother, much
too Iike mne own. God be thanked that | need not anticipate you as an

ant agoni st —you just mght outwit ne."

The tine was to come when Ard-Righ Brian, Sir Roberto, and Sir Ugo were all to
recall those words.

In Airgialla's capital. Ard Macha, Bass Foster was received alnost |ike a

ki ng. The young Ri gh, Ronan, was as friendly and anxi ous to pl ease as a puppy.
Bass and his officers were granted audi ence, next paraded through the streets,
then ushered into the main hall of the royal palace and grandly entertained at
a feast that lasted for nmost of the remai nder of that day.

Al'l during the dining and drinking, relays of nusicians strumred and tootl ed
and thunped and droned. Between courses, there were bears westling and

ot herwi se performng, tunblers, jugglers, knifethrowers, dancers of differing
types, a sword-swaliower, a fire-eater, two bards conpeting to cone up with
the funni est or nost shocki ng doggerel verses extenporaneously in Gaelic, a
sl ei ght - of - hand perforner, some dancing dogs, and several pairs of fighting
cocks.

The piece de resistance, whole roasted wild boar, was borne in to the
acconpani nent of two drumrers and a war piper in royal livery. The
full-throated pi pes were deafening in the confines of the stone walls, and the
drones brought the hairs prickling erect on the back of Bass's neck, bringing
back to mind that terrible night of terror and bl ood and death when he and his
squadron of English and Wl sh heavy horse had hel d the waggon square agai nst
the attacks of the wild Highlander irregulars of King Al exander's Scottish
Arnmy at Denham

Bass and Wl fgang, as the highest-ranking nobl eman, flanked the Righ at the
hi gh table. King Ronan and Wl fgang paired for dining, Bass paired with the
i ssone, pal e-blond Bean-Ri gh, Deirdre. The girl appeared to be about fourteen
or fifteen, was very pregnant, and spoke a fair amount of English, having been



reared at the Ard-Righ's court, one of his quasi-legitimate (that is,
illegitimte but recognized) daughters. Conversation with the nerry girl

i nparted to Bass that not only was she a daughter of Brian VIII, but she was a
second cousin of R gh Am adh 1V of Laigin and a great-granddaughter of the
famous Prince Emrett U Mail de Tara, he who first had nmade the prized Tara

St eel

At this, Bass could not help squirmng a little, unconfortably, for he stil
bore that very man's gold-hilted Tara-Steel sword and his dagger and his

mat ched pair of wheellock pistols, all of themgarnered fromthe Prince's
corpse after a battle in England. At the time, he had not known the dead man's
identity or rank; that know edge had come nuch later fromthe mouth of Harold
of York, who had been projected to this world and tine al nost two centuries
ago along with Ermett O Malley, fromthe twenty-first-century world that had
devel oped the projector. The dead man's ring, which Bass had worried from of f
his cold, livid finger-—+that worn-down band that had borne the letters reading
MASSACHUSETTS | NSTI TUTE OF TECHNOLOGY CLASS OF 1998-he had given to the

Ar chbi shop of York, once known, in another world and time, as Dr. Harold
Kennor e

That body had not even been granted the final dignity of a grave, but after
being stripped by others of anything still usable, had been thrown into the
cold sea along with all of the other corpses of the Irish Crusaders found upon
t hat beach, food for nanel es sea-beasts.

The feast itself rem nded Bass to sone extent of those well-renenbered days
and nights of feasting and drinking and good-fellowship with old Sir John
Heron, Sir Francis Wytfler, Buddy Wbster, and the rest at Heron Hall, before
t he invading Scots Crusaders had razed that place of good cheer and butchered
its inhabitants.

The first course, put on the tables all at once, as were all the succeedi ng
courses, consisted of tiny pasties full of codfish liver or beef marrow, a
brewet of sliced pork in a spicy sauce, greasy fritters of nore beef narrow,
eels in a ginger-flavored aspic, breamfillets in a watery green sauce of
herbs, a baron of tough and stringy beef for each pair of diners, boiled
shoul ders of pork and veal, and, to bring the course to an end, a seven-foot
sturgeon, cooked whole and served with the skin replaced, surrounded by bow s
of a sauce that Bass thought woul d have made a Mexican or Korean homesick, so
hot was it.

But the sauces were all that arrived at low table or high table hot. Al of

t he di shes served were cold on arrival, thick and tacky w th gl obul es of
congeal ed fat afloat in the sauces. The wi nes—these only at the high table,
the other tables furnished with ewers of beer and al es—ere no cool er than was
the roomor cellar in which they had been stored: furthernore, as in England,
Bass noted that no one seemed to have heard of serving of a certain color or
sweet ness of wine with a particular kind of nmeat or fish; the ewers were borne
by cupmen who filled and refilled drinking vessels wi th whichever of the

pot abl es each nobl eman or -wonman denanded

Far sooner than he was ready for nore food, Bass saw the boar borne in wth
its acconpani nent of pipe and drums. Behind it, servants brought poached trout
and | oach, a broth of bacon and onions, a tile of chicken and pork in a spicy
sauce and garni shed wi th whol e al nonds and crayfish, pasties filled w th goose
liver or fish roe or the flaked flesh of breamor eels, and at last a
nmonstrous cal dron of bl amanger—shredded chi cken and whol e barl ey grains
simered to a consistency of library paste in alnmond mlk with salt and honey
and ani se and garnished with fried al nonds.



There was anot her hiatus of drinking and entertai nment which included an
appearance by the coun filid, Dungal U Delbna, a rather short, paunchy, jowy
man who, acconpanying hi nself on a knee harp, sang a succession of rhyning
verses in an archaic dialect of Gaelic. The verses went on and on and on
carried musically enough on the filid' s fine tenor voice, but so many of them
were there that Bass was certain the song never was going to end. Wrse, he
could only understand a few of the words, for he had yet to really master the
Gaelic in current use, nuch less a formof the |anguage that nost |ikely had
not been a conmonly spoken tongue for who knew just how nmany generations. From
what little he could understand, he took the verses to be a conpilation of the
deeds and ni sdeeds of the royal house of Airgialla-wars and raidings,
victories and defeats, murders and executions and fampus judgments handed down
by ki ngs and chi efs.

Bass had wi tnessed al nost unbelievabl e prodigies of menory in the England of
this world, but the plunmp Irish filid, who paused at times to generously wet
down his throat with full goblets of wine, assuredly took the cake in the
menory category. Bass could not for the Iife of himinagi ne how anyone coul d
renenber or so snoothly conpose and deliver extenporaneously close to an hour
and a half of verses.

After the filid, the bears were brought back to dance |unberingly to the tune
of the piper and his brace of drumers. Then cane yet another food course.

This time, the opening pasties were filled with pease paste, chicken lights
simered in broth, pork brains, a very salty neat paste with chopped rai sins
and spices, and what at first |looked to Bass |ike worns in slime, but which
his royal dining conpanion identified as whole baby eels in a clear thickened
eel broth.

The cane veni son—both joints and racks, |arded and roasted—with the inevitable
acconpani nent of frunenty, fritters of forceneat with chopped oni ons and
garlic, lanpreys in a sauce that made the previous hot sauces seem exceedi ngly
mld by conparison, roasted whole breams stuffed with breadcrunbs and chopped
nmussel *, whol e capons stewed in broth with | eeks and herbs and wine . . . and
then came the sweets and fruits and nuts and honey- neads.

For all that he had eaten far nore lightly than the Bean-Ri gh or. indeed, any
ot her personage at the high table, Bass felt stuffed-so very unconfortably
stuffed that he fleetingly regretted that the anci ent Romans never had nvaded
Ireland and introduced the practice of the vom torium-and, despite the hideous
quantities of food he had forced hinself to consune, he felt very tiddly and
not a little drowsy. He now could easily understand how the filid and not a
few of the nore mature nmen and wonen of the court of Airgialla had gotten so
fat, and he wondered how | ong the young king and his queen would retain their
yout hf ul sl enderness on such overabundance of food and drink

Al t hough the sun was not yet fully bel ow the horizon for nore than a very few
m nutes, the serious drinking conmenced i medi ately all of the |adies had
departed. Bass drank as little as he could; in courtesy to his royal host, he
had to drink sone. Wien he saw a man of about his own age—he could not recal
the terribly scarred and fattening man's name, but did renenber that he was a
hal f-uncl e of the Ri gh—wave frantically at the waiting line of cupnen and be
qui ckly presented with a container that | ooked a bit |ike an oversized
chanmberpot, into which he noisely regurgitated, Bass saw his sal vation

Once his own straining stomach was enpty of its unaccustomed burden, he felt
so nmuch better that he actually could enjoy the next sips of strong Spanish
wi ne, and an herbal cordial with an undertaste that hinted of spearm nt was
nost refreshing. However, when Wl fgang, R gh Ronan, and certain others of his



conpani ons at the high table began to inbibe of m xtures of various w nes and
brandy, he decided it was high tinme that the Duke of Norfolk retired, and he
made hi s goodni ghts. citing as excuses the long ride up from Lagore and
certain old battle wounds that often plagued hi mof nights.

Escorted by a youngi sh kni ght of about the age of the Righ, in point of fact a
quasi-legitimate half brother of the new crowned nmonarch, who had been awarded
t he singul ar honor because he remnai ned sober enough to wal k and speak
coherently, Bass and his party—four squires, two pages, and his two Kal nyks,
Nugai and Yeuh, these | ast being conbinati on bodyguards and bodyservants and
both nost acconplished at either task-were led up stairs and al ong corridors
to a suite of roons | arge enough to accormmopdate themall. \Wile pal ace
servants who had cone al ong behi nd bearing the baggage set thenselves to
striking fire and lighting | anps and tapers, Nugai and Yuen, |ooking very grim
and busi nessli ke, padded around and about all the roons, especially the

| argest, wherein their lord would abi de the night.

Their jobs done, the servants woul d have departed, had a word from Bass not
sent several racing off to fetch back water, both hot and cold and in such
quantities that they began to silently wonder if the foreigner nobl eman was
not either drunker than he seenmed or a little nmad or both.

In their absence, two of the squires set themselves to unpacking, brushing,
and otherwi se caring for Bass's clothing and effects, while the other two
began to undress him Yueh took the pillowsword fromits sheath, checked the
poi nt and both edges for sharpness, then resheathed it and put it in the sword
rack built into the bedstead, before going about the naking of the bed with
Bass's sheets and bl ankets and pill ows.

By the time the pal ace servants had returned with buckets of cold well water
and | azily steam ng caldrons of hot, two of the squires had brought up their
lord's copper bathtub along with the small chest containing the | engths of
cloth he used for washcloths and towel s and the casket of fine mlled soap
that Sir Peter Fairley had had manufactured for himin York; the stuff did not
| ather very satisfactorily, to Bass's way of thinking, but neither did it take
of f skin and often bumit as did much of the contenporary so-called soap, and
the scent of the fresh crushed [ avender with which it was infused rem nded him
of the aftershave he once had used years ago in another world and time. The
very innovative Sir Pete was now working to formulate a decent shanpoo, but
had not yet gotten it to the production stage, he had averred when | ast he and
Bass had tal ked.

"Bass, it ain't as if | ain't trying, see, but it's just so many hours in a
day, too. And right often, too, | got plans to do suthin' of the next day and
bang. | wakes up with a idea's been slipping away fromme for weeks and i
knows if | don't git on 'er pronto, she'll be gone under again.

"See, fromthe time I's just a kid, 1 read whol e bunches of books and al

"bout ol d guns, muzzl el oaders and cap-and-ball revolvers and cannons and
don't know whatall. Then, after | cone back fromthe Nam and was trucking and
had me sonme noney to spend, | bought sone reproducti ons—both percussion and
flintlock, too, and even a m nychure cannon, a Napol eon twel ve-pounder that
shot a fifty-caliber ball—-and shot 'em al one and at matches with a
nmuzzl el oaders' club. That's why | knows so much about ol d guns and how t hey

was made and all: but Bass, old buddy, knowing it, having it somewheres in
your head, and being able to remenber it when you wants to is two diffrunt
things . . . and it don't all the tinme work out and cone up when | want it and

what | need to renenber when | want it.

"Like themfriction priners for cannons, see, | knows they had the bastards



back around the tine of the Civil War and | knows they was a whole ot sinpler
to make and use than what | done cone up with here, but | can't up to right
now remenber just what the damm fuckers | ooked just like exac'ly or exac'ly
how t hey worked, so | just had to to play around till | cone up with somet hn
that I knowis | too damm conplicated and all, but at least it works nosta the
tine.

"So you and ne and Buddy, we'll just have to wash our hair with the soap unti

| gets the time to work on mixing up the right stuff to make shanpoo. | got ne
a idea, too, on making up a batch of paste to go underneath arnpits, stuff
like they use to nmake before sprays and sticks come along; if | can put
powdered talc in it. it might cut down on sweat-staining shirts and all. Then
too, ol' Carey Carr, he ain't worried 'bout no shampoo, 'cause he's losing his
hair fast, but he does want some kind of shaving soap that'll lather up stiff
and thick, and I'll work on that one, too, whenever J got the time or can nake
tinme."

When he had nmade use of the chanberpot, bathed, and been dried and draped in
his silken nightshirt, Bass sat on the edge of the high bed, sipped at one of
his cordials, and chatted with Yueh. wondering idly just to where the usually
fai thful Nugai had wandered off with the young knight who had gui ded them al
up fromthe feasting hall. At |ength, when he had finished the sweet, spicy
draught, he bade Yueh good night and slipped under the bed coverings, his danp
hair bound up in a guilted silken drawstring cap. He conposed hinself and was
teetering upon the very verge of sleep when he heard a soft noise just outside
the door to this room where Yueh and Nugai woul d sl eep each night that they
remai ned here.

After a few nmonents, Nugai opened the door and padded in, trailed by a
smal l er, slighter figure draped in a vol um nous hooded cl oak. Since first he
had been given to Bass's service by Reichsherzog Wl fgang, years back, Nugai's
Engl i sh had vastly inproved, although his accents of German and his own harsh
guttural |anguage still surfaced on occasion, especially in his construction
of phrases and sentences.

H s yell ow-brown face split in a white-toothed snmle, he said, "Pliss, Your
Grace, customiss here to giff guest bedwarmer. Wen to refuse | tried, the
Irischer knight to misunderstand did and offered his own bed services for His
Grace this night, so better |I thought it to accept young woman. She call ed
Ita. So long in comng we were because to wash | nmade her to do, as Nuga
knows H s Grace wants wonmans to be. Nugai also to exam ne her hair and body
and find no fleas or lice on her, also no sores she hass and teeth not rotten
Cannot send her away. Your Grace, or Righ Ronan offended will be iss said.”

"Ch, all right, Nugai, put her over on the other side of the bed—t's w de
enough to sleep me and four or five wonen in. But sleep | nean to do, and
sleep only and that dammed soon. Get you to sleep, too ... unless you brought
up more of them for you and Yueh," said Bass, a little exasperatedly.

Agai n, he was al nost asleep when he felt hesitant, starting and stopping
nmoverrent on the rope-springed bed. Then a soft, warm body was pressed agai nst
his back and a tiny hand crept over his hip to seek between his legs and find
what it sought there. He willed hinmself not to respond, but his body knewits
needs far better than did his conscious nmind. H's duties in King Arthur's
servi ce had kept himnmuch apart fromKrystal, his wife, and, of recent nonths,
whenever they had been together and had tried sex, she had not seened to take
much if any enjoynent fromit, so it had often been unfulfilling for him as
well. And so, hating hinmself, but uncontrollably driven, he rolled onto his
back and drew her slim |ight body up onto his own.



Taki ng her head between his hands, he kissed her eyelids, then her

sil ken-skinned throat, then at |ast her lips, soft as rose petals, teasing the
sharp tip of her small tongue with his larger one. Leaving her head, his
seeki ng hands found first her breasts, now pressed between them then her
creany-soft buttocks, which he kneaded powerfully, as the kiss |engthened and
deepened and both of her own hands kept up their maddeni ng work between his
trembling | egs.

At last, she tore her lips and mouth away fromhis, then slid down the | ength
of his body, pulled up his nightshirt, and began to apply her tiny tongue and
soft lips and little nibbling teeth to his penis and scrotum all the while
pul ling at his chest and pubic hair, pinching his nipples and rolling them
bet ween her fingers.

Bass's agony was exquisite. He felt as if he had been suspended in boiling
lava, and it took the still functional, still rational part of his mnd | ong
seconds to realize that the man he could hear groaning ... in pain? . . . was
he. And when, after short, endless, eon-long m nutes of suffering unbearable
pl easure wought upon his flesh by this so-welcone torturer, he ejaculated, it
seened that, he feared that, he prayed that, it never would cease, that al

his blood and life and being woul d escape in pain and joy through his spasm ng
ur et hra.

But even after the | ast spasnms had died away, the girl's nmouth continued to
enfold him her tongue and lips now working gently, lingeringly, up and down
and around, while her palms caressed his sweat-soaked, trenbling body in
circular nmotions. And slowy, ever so slowy, his utterly spent body began to
recuperate and he felt a feathery tickle of desire returning to his danp

| oi ns.

The girl becanme aware of these devel opnents, too. and commenced agai n her
earlier activities, but Bass pulled away fromher in a swift, abrupt novenent.
Rear rangi ng her sl ender body and |inbs, he knelt between her splayed |egs,
grasped her buttocks in his two hands, and lifted her up to where his tongue
and |lips could have easy access to the tangle of curly blond hairs and the
red-pink labia that they failed to conceal

olivious to the girl's moans—first soft, then lou and still | ouder—whinpers
and, finally, piercing screai he busied |ips and tongue and now ni bbli ng,
now pi nchi teeth upon her hot, wet flesh. Wen at |ast he | owered body to the
bed again and drew his shoul ders out from beneath her |egs, she just |ay
there, eyes tight shut, gasping and breathing in great, ragged breaths, the
entire length of her jerking with nuscle spasns.

He allowed her the time to recover to a point at which she was once nore
breathing al nost normally ana nad all but ceased to jerk and gasp, then he
once nmore lifted her flat buttocks, but this tine to place a pillow beneath
them Her eyes cane open—pools of tears msting over dark-blue irises—as she
felt his weight upon her, and her mouth opened as if to speak, but by then he
was slowy entering her body, danp and hot as live steamto his swollen flesh.
Not until norning did he recall how she had whi npered and sobbed, gaspingly,
that first time he entered her, tensing her body and sinking her blunt little
nails into his shoul ders.

Bass was awakened at dawn by Nugai, who had borne in a tray which held Bass's
specially made teapot, softly steaming with the famliar herbal tea that the
tal ented Kal nyk brewed so artfully that Bass found it not much dissimlar to
the green teas of his own world and tine and relished it and its sovereign
restorati ve powers.



Ginning so widely that it seemed his broad face must surely split, the short,
powerful man said, "CGood girl, yess? Hs Grace nuch | ess tense seens today."

"M nd your own nisbegotten business, you grinning yell ow ape!" snapped Bass,

then he relaxed, smling himself, and said, "Sorry. Nugai, | didn't nean it,
you know that. Yes, a good girl. You know, since the Lady Krystal and

well, 1'd forgotten until last night just how good and satisfying it all can
be. There is sinply no substitute for good sex shared with a willing and

responsi ve partner."

Nugai nodded, still grinning, though not so widely as earlier. "Nugai wll
wake up girl and take her back el owstairs, yess?"

Bass shook his head. "No, Nugai will go into the other roonms and waken ny
squires and tell themto set up the bathtub in here again, then Nugai or one
of themw Il go slow and get servants up here with enough water for two baths.
For food, his Gace will have bread, cold bacon, cheese, and sone hard-boil ed
eggs, this gray dawn. Enough to feed H's Gace, four squires, tw pages, two
Kalnyks . . . and one small female."

As the door softly closed behind the cat-footed Kal nyk, Bass slipped from
beneat h the coverings and funbl ed for the chanberpot . . . and that was when
he took notice of the profusion of dried bl oodstains adorning the front of his
ni ghtshirt.

"What the hell . . . ?" he thought. "Did the little minx really bite ne? O
didl!l . . . ? Wit a mnute, that first tinme that | ... that we ... and she
CGod in heaven, don't tell ne she was a virgin' ?"

Affairs of his bladder forgotten, he raised his gown and found nore dried

bl ood—his public hair was matted with it—but not one break in the skin
anywhere on himto account for it. That was when he gently peel ed back the
sheet and bl ankets fromoff the still-sleeping Ita. There were streaks and
snears of blood on the backs of her thighs and on her |ower buttocks, all of
the I ower parts of her body he coul d see, since she was sl eeping curled up on
her side. However, the sheet just beyond her and his third pillow | ooked as if
someone had been sl aughtering hogs on them

Weak- kneed, he sank down onto the edge of the bed once nore. "My sweet Jesus,"
he muttered to hinself, "what kind of a ravening beast has living in this
wor |l d made of the Bass Foster that used to be? How old is this poor child,

si xteen? Maybe only fifteen? And last night | ... but wait a mnute, if she
was a sheltered virgin, how the hell did she have her felatio down so pat,
huh? How . . . ?"

Then there came a knock upon the door, and he hurriedly drew the covers back
up over the stirring, naked, bloody girl and over his own bl oodstained |ap as
wel |, before he bade the knocker enter.

Ri gh Ronan seened a little puzzled by Bass's words, and had they two not been
speaki ng English, Bass woul d have thought he had said the wong thing in the
Gael i c and Medi aeval French he was trying hard to I earn quickly. He repeated
hi nmsel f.

And Ronan replied, "Your Gace of Norfolk, |I have no bonaghts, this is the
principal reason why ny borders are ever so vulnerable to the inroads of that
unhung bandit and oat hbreaker who chooses to style hinself King of Uaid these
days. The Airgialla arnmy, such as it is, is all in Connachta, with that of ny
patron, the Ard-Righ. | would have thought you knew, since you serve himtoo."



Wth a sinking feeling, Bass began to wonder just what the overjovial Brian
VIIl was up to with himand his squadron. Did the Ard-Righ really think that
he was dunb enough to try to take on the whole U aid arny—said to nunber a
coupl e of thousand, foot and horse—with only an unsupported squadron of

gal | ogl ai ches, a hundred and twenty Kal nyks, and six light field pieces? It
woul d be suicide, pure and sinple. Before he'd do it, he'd reboard his ships
and head back to England, and if Arthur wouldn't have him for deserting Brian
he'd sail to the Enpire and | ook up Enperor Egon and lay claimto his Mark of
Vel egrad and to bloody hell with Uaid, Brian, Arthur, and their bloodthirsty
ganes of statecraft.

Later, after he had left the Righ, he voiced some of these sane bitter

t houghts to Wl fgang, Sir Ali, and Baron Ml choro, where he had found them al
l ounging in the reception roomof his suite, dipping cups of wine fromout a
keg they had found and appropri ated somewhere in the pal ace or the town bel ow.
"Be not rash, me in gut Freund und Vasall," said Wl fgang, shaking a big
forefinger at Bass. "Brian a nost devi ous man nost assuredly iss, but gut
troops he still values, and to fritter them avay he vould not. No, a gut mnd
he knows you haf, Herzog Bass, and to use it he thinks you vill, faced with
such an inpossibility, mlitarily."

Mel choro put in, "Bass, this U aid cannot be attacked fromthe sea w thout
anticipation of far heavier |osses of ships and nmen than we coul d endure, nor
can we do nore than hit-and-run raiding with our available | and force, al
mounted, as it is. Despite the inpression |left you by Brian's words, Airgialla
has no avail able foot to support us. Therefore, we nust devise sonme ot her
means to achieve the ends desired by our enployer. Yes?"

Bass thought to hinself, "Von Clausewitz of my world and tine called war

di pl omacy by other nmeans ... or was it Bismarck? Anyway, if that's so, then

isn't diplomacy war by other neans? Maybe if we have no way of shooting this
chi cken-raiding fox, we can trap himor go into his den and snoke himout."

To Sir AH, he said, "Go find nmy squires, will you. Send one to fetch those two
Italian knights up here, tell another to seek out Nugai, and yet another to
try to find Sir Conn and Sir Colum As for the fourth . . . Ml choro, do you
know where Don Di ego m ght be just now?"

The colum crossed fromAirgialla into Uaid northeast of Arnagh, near to the
sout hern shore of Lough Neagh, taking the road that skirted the | ough and
following its way through cropl ands and wastes. Although gates of small
castles and hilltop palisades sl amed shut and hastily arnmed nmen appeared on
wal I wal ks, with the snoke spirals of slow matches plain to be seen, no one of
t he mounted nmen made any nove toward these pitiful defenses, for this was not
a raid they rode, but a diplomtic mssion

When the road crossed another which led away to the north, they followed the
new one, still skirting the |ough, which | ooked grey and cold under a soggy,
| owering sky full of rainclouds.

Clad in court attire covered for protection fromthe elements and journey soi
wi th jackboots and a hooded cl oak, Bass forked a dark bay rounsey troop horse.
Not sure just what m ght chance on this risky business he was undertaking, he
had |l eft his invaluable spotted destrier, Bruiser, in Arnagh, in the dedicated
care of two of his squires, his pages, and his servants. A fine high courser
was being | ed behind himby one squire, while the other |ed the packhorse
laden with his arnmor and nost of his weapons. But his Tara-steel sword was at
his side and the | oaded and primed flintlock horse pistols rode in the pomrel
hol sters, ready for whatever m ght chance.



Behi nd him and his gentlenmen and officers trailed a colum of his nore easily
control | ed gall ogl ai ches and Wl fgang' s di sci plined Kal nyks—a | arge enough
force to discourage bandits and to make any prospective attacker think twce,
but not sufficiently large a nunber to give the inpression of an invasion of
Uaid. They all rode warily, erect in the saddl e, swords |oose in the sheaths,
hol st ers unbuckl ed, axes or |ong wheel |l ocks borne across the withers of

st eeds, spears unslung from shoul ders and gripped in hands, ferrules in
sockets. All these riders were veterans; their eyes were never still, darting
gazes here and there, their ears listened intently for untoward sounds or
sudden orders ... in vain.

Bass was surprised. He was come to within actual sight of Rl gh Conan Ruarc Mac
Dal l ain's new capital of Qentreib, at the northeast corner of Lough Neagh
before he saw a party a bit larger than his own riding upon the road down from
the north. He halted the colum then and called for Sir Ali, his herald, and
Sir Colum who spoke both Gaelic and French, as well as English, in case there
m ght be need of a translator between the Arab heral d and whoever was | eadi ng
the Uaid force now bearing down on themat a fast anble. They rode fully
arnmed, that force, their helns in place though not yet closed, their advance
preceded by a mighty clanging and cl anki ng, squeaking and rattling of their
equi prent and horse gear that al most drowned out the clip-clopping of shod
hooves on the road.

Feeling as nuch as hearing the ripple of noverment behind himin his own
colum, Bass raised his enpty hand warningly, for a shot accidentally

di scharged now or the sudden flash of a drawn bl ade m ght well precipitate a
pitched battle, and that could be disastrous this deep into Uaid with a
relatively small force

But he kept his gaze | ocked upon the | eaders of the approachi ng horsenen. One
pi stol shot, or if those spears standing up above the ranks of riders should
be I owered to the horizontal, and he would give the order that would put his
own force into battle formation. They | ooked to be sonewhat outnunbered and
they might all be slain in an engagenent, but knowi ng his troopers and

gentl emen as well as he did, he knew dammed well that they would take a fair
proportion of their attackers with them

The splendid Venetian | ong glass that Walid Pasha had tenporarily | oaned him

i n exchange for his binoculars showed that, although well and fully armed by
nmedi aeval standards, the oncom ng troops were not all bearing firearns of any
description and that many of those who were | ooked to be supplied with antique
mat chl ocks.

"And there is not nmuch nore difficult to use in battle on horseback than a
two-foot | ong matchl ock pistol," he thought to hinself, recalling his early
days with Sir Francis Whyffler's troop when a good nunmber of the troopers were
so armed and thus had been forced to depend upon strong right arns and edge
weapons than upon the tricky, often useless (save as an unw el dy club), always
unrel i abl e handguns.

On the other hand, he and his force all bore either wheell ocks or Pete
Fairley's best flintlocks. The gatlog-Ilaiches carried one brace of pistols in
t he ponmrel hol sters and a second brace in their boot tops, and |ike as not yet
anot her one or two thrust under their belts, or a wheellock |ong gun slung
across their backs. The lighter-arnmed Kal nyk's | ong guns were flintlocks, |ike
their brace of pistols, in addition to which, about a third of themstil
carried their old crossbows, for energencies, they averred when questioned.

So, yes, he and his force could easily enpty a fairish nunmber of the saddles



of the approaching columm long before it came to the point of hack-and-sl ash.

Suddenl y, he noted sonething not before seen at the head of the oncom ng
troops, and he again lifted the long glass to his eye.

CHAPTER
THE TENTH

Har ol d, Archbi shop of York, sank back into his chair and regarded his
still-unenptied plate, saying to his dining conpani on across the small table,
"Rupen, sonething about those lanmb patties tickles in me a far, far distant
menory of how food tasted when | was just a little boy, in twentieth-century
Anerica."”

"I'n what year were you bom Hal?" asked Rupen. "And where, if | may ask?"

The old man nodded. "OF course you may, ny friend. | was bomin 1968, in
Tenpe, Arizona. My nother and ny father both were educators at the university
there. | was the first of their three children."

"Then that answers your menory-tickle, Hal. A whole |ot of fol ks then cooked
out si de, over charcoal grills, and that's just how | did these hanburgers.
rummaged t hrough the pal ace kitchens until | found a grill that would nore or
less fit one of these larger braziers, but that wasn't the real problem No,
getting ground lanb at all was what drove ne into a near-tizzy.

"You see, cooks here and now either have their assistants chop neat up fine
with a knife or render it into a virtual paste with pestles in hunongous
nortars. Nobody here ever heard of a damed meat grinder—ust another

| abor - savi ng devi ce nobody here seens to need or want."

"So then how did you obtain one, Rupen?" inquired Hal. "Make it?"

Rupen grinned. "Not quite. One of Pete Fairley's snmiths made one to ny specs
and drawi ngs. You know, otherwi se printive as the nost of themare over in
the Royal Arnory, a lot of themare damed bright, verging on brilliant, a few
of them men who can't even read or wite."

"Ch, cone now, Rupen." Hal shook a finger chidingly at his host. "O al

peopl e, you rust know that nere education has little to do with the native
intelligence of human beings, that in fact it may stunt natural abilities to
some degree. No, nany people here and now cannot read and wite, have never
had the opportunity to leam but this very fact neans that the menory of your
average man or woman, here and now, is astoundi ng—by the standards of those
wor | ds from which you and | cane. | have net and worked with common nmen owni ng
a prodigious recall. Mreover, | understand that in societies even nore
primtive than is Engl and—the H ghland culture of Scotland or the Irish, for

i nstance—those inheritors of the old, pagan druidic cult, called filid by the
Irish and something akin to fahda by the Scots, are still capable of recalling
and chanting at one sitting literally hundreds of rhyned verses of

geneal ogi cal and historical accounts that go backward in time for a mllennium
or nore."

"Speaking of the Irish, Hal, have you had word fromH s G ace of Norfol k? You
did receive a letter fromlreland, | believe?" said Rupen

A slight smile tugged at the corners of the archbishop's thin lips. "You are



wel | informed, Rupen. But, in answer, yes, | did receive a letter fromlrel and
but no, it was not from Bass Foster, but rather froman old and dear friend,

Gl bert de Courcey. Bishop of Dublin." H's snmle becane a frown, and he added,
"That letter included a few facts that |I find nost disturbing, too, Rupen

"I't would seemthat the High King, Brian VIII, King Arthur's actual cousi n—who
at one tinme was so anxious to see Arthur and Engl and triunmph over the forces
of Rome that he dispatched a full squadron, fully equi pped and with nounts and
baggage, of gallowgl asses to help to fill out the ranks of the royal horse—ray
be havi ng second thoughts on the matter of a New Ronme in England. De Courcey
owns proof that not only is Brian corresponding with a certain Cardinal D Este
and cl andestinely neeting in out-of-the-way places with agents in Papa

enpl oy, but he has adopted two such agents—both Italian knights, nost likely
Papal carpet-knights—nto his royal household and has di spatched them both to
Bass Foster's entourage, npst asssuredly to spy upon himfor their nasters,
both | ay and eccl esi asti cal .

"Perhaps a nore telling point is that Brian has tenporarily cancel ed the

| ong- pl anned visit of Irreh clergy to York to take part in the ongoing
conferences to establish a Northern European Church which would be conpletely
free of Roman domination or influence. He gives GIlbert—who was to have | ed
t hat del egati on—ene excuse after the other, each thinner and | ess believable
than the one preceding it.

"G lbert de Courcey has cone to believe that in order to retain himand all of
Ireland for Rone, this Cardinal D Este—who is a very powerful man in the
Italian Faction of the College of Cardinals, only a little |less so than the
acknow edged | eader of that faction. Cardinal Prospero Sicola—has laid before
the H gh King sonme extrenely tenmpting offers of one kind or another and that
Brian is trying to see just how nuch nore he can squeeze out of D Este before
he makes a decision to go or to stay."

Rupen grimaced. "And | would just bet he hasn't bothered to nmention this
possi bl e change of heart and allegiance to his cousin King Arthur, either
Meanwhi | e, he's using sone of his cousin's best troops to what ends, would you
i mgi ne, Hal ?"

"Why, to do what he has been trying to do as |l ong as he's been H gh King, of
course. Rupen," declared Hal. "He buns to make hinself true H gh King of al

of Ireland, the only real nobnarch on that island, with the sanme kind and
degree of power that Arthur enjoys in England and Wal es, or that James enjoys
in Scotland.

And, actually, what he desires, if ever he brings it to pass, night be the
best thing that ever has chanced in that deeply riven, always unhappy |and of
endl ess wars, cruel warlords and rapacious arnies constantly on the march

"And, as | sit here thinking of it, that just may be the val uabl e somnet hi ng
that Rome, in the persons of Sicola and D Este. have of fered the power-hungry
H gh King of Ireland: in point of fact. Rupen, were | inclined to ganble,
woul d bet every ounce of gold | own that that is precisely what those
conniving Italians have proffered to Brian VIII1: support of the Church
henceforth, in his warring to unify Ireland under his sole dom nion

"You may not know this, Rupen. but the Church of this world has done
everything in her power to retard or actually prevent the small, weak states
of the Christian sphere fromuniting or being united into | arger, nore

power ful ones. True feudalismhas been kept in full flower far |onger here
than in our world and tinme scale. Sinply to retain power and make noney from
t he sal es of gunpowder and niter, the Church has been a truly divisive force



in the affairs of nen, splitting any natural allies, formenting wars, and
bendi ng tenporal rulers to her will with threats of exconmuni cation
interdiction, and the refusal to sell gunpowder to those whose actions or
attitudes were displ easing.

"The principal reason that Ireland is not today united is the action of the
Church. Rupen. Brian or his father and predecessor would | ong since have
conquered or otherw se won over the whole of that island had not Rone
repeatedly hindered their ainms through support of their opponents. And even at
this late date, were Roman support and aid to be withdrawn, a very few years
woul d see Brian precisely where he and his father before himalways aspired to
be. "

"You'll send word of this to the king, of course?" asked Rupen

Harol d of York shook his head. "No, Rupen, nothing of this is as yet hard,
provabl e fact. Why should | unnecessarily perturb His Majesty with nere
happenings in Ireland and some of ny suppositions as to what they m ght
portend? Poor Arthur has nore than enough problens to weigh down his mnd and
occupy his time already. Besides, there would be nothing that he could do
about any of it."

"Well." Rupen Ademi an set his jaw. "He could at |east bring back Hi s G ace of
Norfol k, his nmen and his fleet. Wiy should he let themfight and suffer and
die for his enemies ... or for one who seens about to ally hinmself with

Arthur's enem es?"

"Never you fear," said the Archbishop matter-of-factly. "When or if Arthur 111
Tudor has need of Bass Foster, he will be brought back to England ... and that
qui ckly. But he has no real need of himand his squadron and fleet just now.
in this kingdom They all—+the nmen and the horses—nust be ted, in war or in
peace, so why not |et another real mtake of its substance to feed and provide
for them eh?

"And, Rupen, you have clearly m sunderstood many aspects of this discussion
Brian is in no way Arthur's enemy. Indeed, he and the |ate Enperor of the Holy
Roman Enmpire were the only two then-ruling nonarchs to of fer our excomruni cant
ki ng sanctuary in their realms during the very darkest days, a few years ago.
for all that had they taken himin, they could then have been thensel ves
excommuni cated and the | ands they rul ed been put under interdict. No, Brian is
a good friend both to his cousin Arthur and to England, but he is too a very

anbitious man. living with a fixation that he die as the real H gh King of al
Ireland, and he is willing to do anything that he nmust to win to that lifetine
goal .

"Nor is Rone any |onger an eneny. Rupen. Abdul has been dead for nore than six
nmont hs now, and they are no closser to electing a man to succeed hi mthan they
were on the very day he died. The whole length of Italy is becone a

battl eground between the competing factions of the College of Cardinals and
their lay supporters: the very city of Rone, indeed, was a veritable

sl aught er house before the factions came of one nind and declared that no nore
fighting woul d take place in or close around it. The Moorish Faction and the
Spani sh Faction, which two have for |ong been | oosely allied, have brought
vast nunbers of their nore warlike countrynmen into Italy and have even gone so
far as to use Papal funds to hire mercenaries fromthe Bal kans to further
ravage and intimdate Italy and Italians.

"Thus out nunbered, the Italian Faction and the European Faction, also |ong
| oosely allied, have brought or caused to be brought into Italy troops and
nmer cenaries from Hungary, Burgundy. France, the Enpire. Languedoc, the Low



Countries, and even Scandi navi a. There has not been fighting of this breadth
and scope in nost of Italy for a century and a half, or nore, Rupen

"So, as matters now stand, as of ny nost lately received letters, Rone is
becorme conpl etely incapable of handling her own affairs and busi nesses, nuch

| ess neddling in those of other, secular realns. If the Mbiors or the Spaniards
win, of course, it will assuredly be back to dirty business, as usual: but
should the Italian or the European faction be triunphant or singe the
opposition so sorely that an accomodati on of some nature can be worked out,
then we may find that what | and the others have been here planning may, after
all, be unnecessary and best dismantl ed and abandoned, before it go farther."

Looki ng troubl ed, Rupen said, "Hal, how nuch do you know of Bass Foster's life
before he was projected to this world? It's not just idle curiosity—+ have a
pressing reason for asking you, but 1'd like to know nore about hi m before

say anything nore."

The ol d churchman shrugged his bony shoul ders. "Not too rmuch, |I'm afraid,
Rupen, only what he has volunteered fromtine to tine over the years |'ve
known him He was a man of forty-three years of age when he came to this

wor | d, which would nake himclose to fifty now He had been married back

there, back then, two or three tines.

"His entire house was projected here, you know, with himstill init. as well
as several cats, sonme house mce, and even sone flying squirrels, which | ast
becarme acclimated and are slowly spreading out fromthe environs of Wyffler

Hall. | believe that he was born in Virginia and he was |iving sonmewhere on
t he banks of the Potomac River in either a suburban or a rural setting at the
time of projection. He had at one tine seen nilitary service, | think, as an

of ficer. When | once asked of himwhy he had had in his house the equi pnent
and the supplies for reloading shotgun shells, he nentioned sonethi ng about
shooting skeet . . . whatever kind of bird or beast that nmay be.

"He speaks and behaves and carries hinmself like a cultured, educated man, and
he once nentioned that his famly's roots went far back in Virginia, to or
near to the colonial period. But | doubt that he was really wealthy; his
house, though confortable enough by any standards, was not that of a person of
real neans."”

"What did he do for a living back in that world, Hal. do you know t hat ?"
probed Rupen intently.

"He was a witer, Rupen, a witer of fiction, nostly. H s personal library was
extensive, very varied, sone fiction, but nostly nonfiction reference books.
He gave ne sone of those books when he noticed my interest in theny the rest

' m keeping here in nmy palace for himuntil he deci des upon and establi shes
hinself in a permanent seat. Sonme of the works of fiction in that collection
give himas the author. Now, why do you put to ne these questions, Rupen?"

"Hal , when you have ne oversee the packing of the effects of H's and Her G ace
of Norfol k, out at your country palace, it was a damed good thing you did.
Those so-called ladies were all of themthe nost |ight-fingered and | arcenous
types that | have run into in a lifetine of dealing with real sharpers and
outright crimnals. |I finally was forced to bring in sone of those nuns and
have those hussies-in-waiting strip-searched, and even then, |I'm sure that
some of them got away with some goodies here and there. Had | not been on the
scene, there might well have been damm-all to pack left, by the tinme they had
all taken what they wanted of it.

"One of them | don't know exactly which one, had hung a pouch of gold and



silver coins under her skirts, and the nuns found it and gave it to ne. None
of themare coins of this world, Hal; all are fromny world, though nost are
ol der than ny actual tine, or Foster's either, for that matter. Al of the
silver and many of the gold coins are froml ate-nineteenth- or

early-to-mddl e-twentieth-century America; the rest of the gold coins are what
were then called 'bullion coins'—each of precisely an ounce or a hal f-ounce
wei ght of a certain purity of gold, weight and purity both stated on the

coi ns—and the ones in that bag came fromthe Union of South Africa. Canada,
Mexico, and Switzerland . . . with a single exception.”

He reached into his belt-purse, funbled for a noment, then drew forth a snall
silken drawstring bag. Fromthe bag he extracted a not-quite-round gol den coin
about two centineters in dianeter. He laid it upon the table between them

Natural ly, the Archbi shop picked it up, and after straining to read the worn
lettering on the obverse, he drew a silver-framed |l ens fromout his own

bel t - pouch and adjusted its elevation up and down until he could pick out the
lettering.

"Rupen. this is a Sicilian coin. It was mnted at Palerno. It |ooks quite
old."

"As | recall, it was about two hundred years old when it was bought and
defaced by someone | knew, Hal. Turn it over and tell me what it says."

The Archbi shop found that the reverse of the antique coin had been shaven or
possi bly ground down, and upon the thus-snoothed surface had been engraved
letters and nunmbers in a flowi ng, flowery script.

He read aloud, " "FromC. A to R A, My Prince Charm ng, Honeynoon, June,
Sicily, 1970.' But Rupen, why would anyone so ruin an old thing this way?"

Rupen | ooked as if he wanted to spit. "Because she was a spoiled, selfish
bitch. Hal. | know, please believe me, and that is a gross understatenent of
the wonman's character, too. She 'gave' it to me, but she was the one who had
it pierced and wore it to flaunt about, after we got back froma
thirty-two-day honeynoon that ended up costing ne an average of seven hundred
dollars a day . . . and that was only the bare beginning, too.

"Hal, nmy second w fe, Carolyn, could go through nore noney in a day of
shopping than | coul d' ve i magi ned possible before | married her, and with | ess
of value to show for the noney she'd spent, too. She would be on hand w t hout
fail, charge plates in hand, every time one of the big stores had a junk sale.
W ended up having a cellar and an attic actually crammed w th boxes of

usel ess itenms she'd bought 'because they were reduced' —shrinp devein-ers, egg
slicers, cheese wires, three-m nute hourgl asses of cheap plastic, bales of

pl astic di shes and bow s and tunbl ers and cups and cutlery.

"That she bought clothing and jewelry and shoes and whatnot was far easier to
understand than her endl ess collection of pure junk. And God knows she | oaded
up on clothes and shoes and jewelry, hats, belts, toiletries, a nillion and
one assorted accessories, furs, yon nane it, and always only the best that ny
nmoney woul d buy, too.

"Hal, | was naki ng dammed good noney, but | couldn't seemto make it cone in
as fast as she could shovel it out. Not only was she a big spender, she was a
big giver, as well; she thought nothi ng whatsoever of witing thousand-dollar

checks to one of her 'causes,' a |large nunber of which seened to have to do
with radical or at least left-liberal politics, these being the exact
antithesis of the culture in which she had been reared.



"But she was al ways giving noney to various nenbers of her fanmily, too, and
not only noney, either. | recall comng hone froma busines trip to find the
entire dining-roomset gone—table, chairs, sideboard, matching custom nmade
corner china cabinets, serving cart, the works. Carolyn was not hone, of
course—there was a junk sale on sonewhere downtown that day—but the cook told
me that Carolyn had had sone novers come in, load the furniture on their van,
and deliver it to the hone of one of her brothers.

"Hal , when that happened, we had only been married about eight nonths and
living in that house only about two of them and that set of furniture was
brand, spanking new and had set ne back over five thousand dollars. | phoned
t he conpany and told Bagrat that | was back in town but I wouldn't be at the
office until the next nmorning, then | settled down to wait for Carolyn.

"She didn't show up until well after eleven that night, reeking of whiskey and
| oaded down with shopping bags full of plastic and netal and gl ass junk
plus a bracelet that |I'd never seen before.

"When | demanded to know why she'd given our furniture to her brother, who
happened to be a thirty-odd-year-old doctor working for the Veterans

Admi ni stration and coul d, conceivably, afford to buy his own damed furniture,
she began to screamthat | was a selfish bastard, that since | had not even
been bomin the U S. | had no right to be making the kind of noney that | was
maki ng, but that since | was naking it anyway, she neant to see that it went
to benefit the people who should rightfully have it. She pointed out that as
she was ny legal wife of record and that as the Comonwealth of Virginia had
on its books a community property |aw, she had as nuch right to di spose of any
property bought after marriage as | did. She went on to say that if | didn't
i ke what she did or the way she did it, i could pack my bags and | eave and
she woul d charge ne with desertion and divorce nme, and that she had no doubt
but that in such circunmstances a court of |aw would give her everything she
asked for, which would be everything I owned, plus a hefty anount of nonthly
al i nony.

"She snagged a bottle of Scotch out of the kitchen and kept belting it down
strai ght between scream ng and cursing and threatening ne with financial ruin
and telling ne candidly just why she really had been willing to marry an
unpedi greed mutt like me to begin with. Finally, she threw the enpty bottle at
me. then passed out cold, and | undressed her and put her to bed.

"It was a few minutes later, when | was ranbling through the huge purse she
habitually carried, trying to find the receipt tor the new bracelet so | could
know how rmuch |1'd been soaked for. that | found a gift box, custom w apped.
Feeling a little guilty for the fight we'd had, | opened it. Inside was a gold
cigarette lighter and a case of what was patterned |ike snakeskin with gold
fittings; the lighter had been engraved and the engraving read, 'to S.F. with
all ny love C.'

"Well, Hal, | dunped the purse at that point, found her checkbook, and figured
just about what she'd witten on our joint account since the |ast statenent,
and the next norning, while she was still snoring, sleeping off her drunk,

went out and rented a panel truck and a storage garage, then took everything
that | really treasured out of that house and put it either in that garage or
in a new, |arge safety deposit box. Then | withdrew fromthe joint account al
but a few hundred dollars over the amount of checks she already had witten.
Then | went and found nyself a dammed good divorce attorney and asked a hel

of a lot of questions, and arnmed with his advice, | started laying plans to
get out of |I'gffaire Carolyn as painlessly and inexpensively as was possible,
given the way that the divorce courts of Virginia seenmed to be |oaded in favor



of the woman in al nbst any proceedi ng.

"Still acting on ny new attorney's advice, | continued to live with Carolyn,
for all that it becanme pure hell after she becane aware that | had paid off

all her charge accounts and then closed themand | was no | onger depositing to
the joint checking account, and | threatened to close it too if she overdrew
it again. | gave her a thousand dollars each nonth, paid weekly in conpany
checks, drawn on an Ademi an Enterprises account in a Fredericksburg bank

"I also found and hired on a private detective, none other than my old friend
M. Seraphino M neo, Sara the Snake. Herr Kobra, and God knows how nany ot her
nons de guerre. By then he was operating a security business, though how a nman
with his mob connections had been cleared for a private detective's |license
was and still is a nystery to ne ... maybe the Cl A hel ped himas he'd hel ped
them years before, in Europe.”

In a plain, painfully neat single-roomoffice over a |uggage-repair business
on Main Street in Richmond, Sam Vanga (Rupen had nearly | aughed hinsel f sick
at the in-joke: in Italian, vanga was a word for shovel or spade), referring
to a spiral notebook fromtine to tine, said, "M. Adem an, your wife is flat
no good, but | guess you know that a'ready, or you wouldn't of hired ne, huh?
I"mjust glad | can fin'ly do sonethin' to help you, 'cause you sure as hel
pull ed ny balls out of a deep crack back you renmenber when, and | ain't never
forgot it, neither. But back to your wife. She ain't just got one stud, she's
got at least three, maybe four. One of themis a nigger, too. The main one

t hough, the one she's with the npbst, anyhow, is a witer what lives up in ..
He riffled through the pages of the notebook briefly, then continued, " up
in Fairfax County, Virginia. It's real boondocks where his house is, right on
the river. The road down to it won't take no real car; | had to rent a Land
Rover to get in there. He's got a Jeep pickup and he comes and neets her in
this little hick town called Dranesville

"He ain't a bad-l1ooking feller, forty years old. divorced, lives with two.
three cats in a trilevel house, nostly keeps to hisself, but the folks in
Dranesville | talked to who'd net himsaid he was a reg'lar feller who paid
his bills and didn' seemto be a drunk or doper or nothin' . But he don't

soci alize much and sone the fol ks was wondering if he wasn't queer, till he
started picking up your wife there in town and taking her out to his place for
sometines as much as a week at a time, they say.

"But like |I say, M. Ademian, he's just one of 'em and prob'ly the best of
the bunch at that; nost her taste in studs is a pure taste for shit. Al three
the others lives right here in R chnond." Again, he riffled pages until he
found the one he wanted.

"Arnie Mohr, he's a Jewboy. He ain't a doper, and that's about the only good
thing | can say about the fucker. He's wunna the ringl eaders of a Conmie-front
outfit called Southern Students Strike Against War and Poverty and two, three
other outfits just like it. You want that one hit, just say the word, 1'd
really like doing it to him. . . real slow and hard. He tells ever'body he's
twenty-seven, but | got good, firminfo he's thirty-five and he's been throwed
out of colleges all over the place. Your wife, she ain't his only cooze and
meal ticket, neither, see. he's got a whole string of wonen with nore noney
then sense, plus a little fairy that lives with him too.

"The other white boy she's banging here in town is a feller useta be her

teacher at the city college. He teaches soshol ogy or sonethin' |ike that and
he's married, but his wife's crippled, can't get out of the bed without help,
and he and your wi fe bang right in the roomnext to her, but here again, she
ain't the only broad he's screwing, some of "emare still his students, too.



got some bona fide info on him too. fromsone folks | useta do jobs for
years back." He w nked broadly.

"This fucker's tied up with the Conm es too, useta be one, maybe still is.
He's forty-five, was in the arny in Wrld War Il but didn" never go overseas.
When they tried to call himback in for Korea, he suddenly turned up with a
punctured eardrum He's alia time tryin' to raise nmoney for all Kkinds of

hell -raising groups ... but the word is that don't much of what he cMeets ever
get where he said it was going to.

"Now t he nigger, he's a doper—grass, hash, acid, coke, horse, norph

nmushroons, he does it all and sone | prob'ly ain't never heard of besides,
pl us booze—and when he can get hisself a gig, he plays guitar and sings and
they say he ain't half bad. They say he and your wife useta be a big thing,

but she don't see him much anynore sincet you cut off the bread she was | aying
on himso's he could buy dope and all

"Here're the pictures, M. Adem an, but just of her and the Jewboy and her and
the coll ege teacher; like | say, she ain't seem Eugene Gentry, the nigger
doper, nuch anynore, and that feller out in the boondocks, he keeps his drapes
drawed up tight whenever she's in the sack with him and even when he's al one
there, too. But that's a good way to live, 'cause ain't no good burglar going
to bust into no winder he can't see what's waitin' for himthrough, | can tel
you that for a fact.

"Now, if you want themall hit, M. Ademian, 1'll do it for you. The Jewboy
and the teacher 1'Il do for free, 'cause | don't like fucking Conm es, see,
the dammed Commies hurt a lotta nmy famly when they took over Cuba, see. The
other two, I'Il take out for a rock-bottom price, but only for you, M.

Adem an, |'Il-—=

Rupen had shaken his head. "Thank you sincerely. Sera . . . Sam but | don't
want any of themkilled, | just want out of an unfortunate m stake of a
marriage, as cleanly as possible, cheaply as possible, and quickly as
possi bl e. Your report and testinmony and these pictures will, |I'msure, get ne

that which |I'm seeking fromthe courts: justice."

"This willing nmurderer you hired," said the Archbi shop, "never gave you the
nane of the other nman your wife was committing adultery with, then, Rupen?”

"Yes, |I'mcertain that he did, that it was also in the witten report that I
received fromhimand took to my attorney along with the photographs, but I
simply cannot recall what that nane was. Maybe | need to take some | essons
fromyour Irish or Scotch nmenory experts?" Rupen shook his head ruefully.

"Nonet hel ess, you now think that that namel ess adulterer and hone-w ecker who
so wonged you was Bass Foster." said the old man bluntly.

"Well, Hal." said Rupen, "a lot of the things | do renenber about that man do
seemto dovetail in to things you know about Hi s Grace of Norfolk, you know
Witer, living by a river in northern Virginia—what would you think in ny

pl ace, especially, if you had found this"—he flicked a fingernail against the
edge of the old gold coin—in effects supposedly the possessions of that

per son?"

Harol d of York sighed and shrugged. He really had no answer.
In far-off Italy, the warring raged and the | and bl ed and nmen, wonen, and

children died horribly. After an epic defense, besieged Perugia finally fel
to the Moors and their nercenaries ran wild and uncontrollable through its



streets—ooting, raping, torturing, maining, killing, burning, and otherw se

destroyi ng. When at |ength even the Mors had had enough, they tried to check
the orgy of death and destruction and ended having to wage pitched battles to
do so, losing nore troops thusly than they had |lost in the actual intaking.

Fl orence, besieged for the third tine since Pope Abdul's death, held firm as
she had on both previous occasions, taking severe and steady toll of the
Spani ards and their Macedoni an nercenaries in sally and in defense of their
city walls.

The city of Rone, policed by completely inpartial Pontians hired from Orar of
Turkey, lay relatively peaceful, aside froma recent rash of assassinations
whi ch had taken clerical and lay lives fromall of the four major factions and
not a few of the mnor ones as well. But there was no open fighting of any
sort; the coldly nerciless nmen of Pontos saw to that.

A force of Mors, Spaniards, and G eek nmercenaries |laid siege to Mntevarchi
in Tuscany, only to find their entrenchments shortly surrounded by the
entrenchments of a force of Italians, Hungarians, Goths, and Burgundi ans, who
proceeded to besiege the erstwhil e besiegers.

At sea, the warships of Genoa, Venice, Naples, and the smaller Italian
maritime principalities did their best to keep the shipping |lanes free from
Moori sh and Spani sh privateers and other sea-robbers. These ships suffered
cruelly for their efforts and right often were conpelled to put into the

cl osest wel |l -equi pped port or naval basin for repairs, which neant that
strange sights frequently were seen—a Venetian frigata undergoing the fitting
of a new mast in the yards of her traditional eneny, Genoa, a ship of the
battle line of King John of Naples being repaired in Pal erno.

Such things as this had never before happened in the menories of |iving men.

In his ornate and confortable pal ace, safe fromall mainland strife. Cardina
D Este sat in the warm Sicilian sunlight and read with sadness of the deaths
of old friends and wondered if ever the carnage would end . . . and if it then
woul d end in his favor.

Unknown to himand the rest, he was fated to have his answer and an end to the
Italian chaos far sooner than he could i magi ne. For even as he sat nusing, an
arnmy of above thirty thousand fighting nen was slowly noving through the
passes of the Al ps, headed south, toward Italy. There marched therein grim

kni ghts of the Teutonic and other orders, fur-clad Pol es and Rus- Got hs,
squadrons of sl ant-eyed Kal nyks and Lithuani ans, Prussians, Bohem ans, Saxons.
Bavari ans. Brandenburgers, Tyrolers, Styrians, Carinthians. Savoyards,
Switzers, nen of Franche-Conte. Marburg. Miunster, Cassel. Frankfort. Kol n,
Luxemburg, Stuttgart, Regensburg, Hanmburg, and Brenen.

At the head of this mass of men rode a young man whom Bass Foster woul d have

i medi at el y known—Egon, Enperor of the Holy Roman Enpire, |eading his vassals
and allies and nercenaries down to put an end to the Italian anarchy and to
see a new Pope firmy installed before he led themall back through these sane
passes agai n.

Li ke nost monarchs of Christendom and all other nmen of reason who believed in
order and fairness, he had been sickened and very angered by what had foll owed
the death of old Pope Abdul, not that he, personally, had been any too pl eased
with all that had transpired while still the devil-spawn Morish bastard had
lived and m sruled the Church from Rone but for Ifrigah, the Spanish kingdons,
and his own selfish ends.



Unli ke nost of the aforenentioned nonarchs and ot her nen, however. Enperor
Egon was in a position to do something about the situation roiling through the
Italian peniivsula. He had only waited as |ong as he had because gathering
such a host had taken tinme and effort and he had wanted to be certain that
when he nade his appearance in Italy it would be in such nunbers that no one
woul d even consider offering himbattle, denur, or argunment as he saw matters
set right in Rone.

The el ectors had cone as close as they ever before had cone to refusal and
open rebellion when he had presented themw th his estimte of what this

het er ogeneous arny would cost to raise, marshal, field, and maintain during
the marches down to Italy and back. But he had nanaged not only to cool them
all down but to get everything he had asked of them in the end. He doubted
that he could so easily have done so nmuch with them a year back, but since his
wi fe had recently given birth to a set of male twins, thus granting reasonabl e
assurance to the succession of his house, he now w el ded far nore real power
than in the past.

He neant to settle sone old scores in Rone, set sone flagrant injustices

ri ght -such as those w ought by Morish malice upon his good friend King Arthur
H Tudor and his unhappy, much-persecuted realm and some serious vengeance
nmust al so be wreaked upon sonme of the Moorish bastards for the shameful
treatment and eventual murder of his elder sister, Arthur's queen, by the
Moori sh m nions in London. But he knew that he woul d have | ong enough in Italy
to hunt themall out. try themin order to broadcast their m sdeeds, and then
arrange suitably inpressive ways of publicly executing them for entering
Italy this late in the year, he knew that it would be next spring before the
Al pi ne passes would be sufficiently free of snowto allow for the march back
nort h.

CHAPTER
THE ELEVENTH

H s every nerve drawn tense as wire, Bass sat his nmount, watching Sir Ali ibn
Hussein, clad in his white herald' s tabard, pacing his barb mare at a sl ow
wal k, and trailed by one of his squires, who bore the headl ess | ance shaft
from whi ch depended the plain white square of linen cloth. Fromtinme to tine,
the Duke of Norfolk shifted the long glass to scan the head of the now halted
col um of mounted nmen of Ul aid, over and anbng whom now coil ed serpentine
spirals of gray snoke from countless slow matches. Then, as Sir Ali drew
closer to his objective, Bass concentrated entirely upon the possible foenen,
for if a single shot was tired up the road there, if but one bl ade fl ashed
free, he nust imrediately give his Kalnyks and gallog-laifhfs the order to

| oose a volley fromtheir long guns, then charge cl ose enough to deliver a few
deadl y caracol es or pistol volleys |oosed by one rank at a tinme. And finally,
had the foemen not already either charged or broken and fled, it would be,
nust be, bl adeworKk.

But no one fired on or drew steel against the sacred person of the herald. Sir
Ali sat his barb easily, his enpty right hand gesticul ating as he conversed
with the riders gathered around him Abruptly, the semicircle of nounted nen
opened enough for the Arabian knight to turn his mare about, and, now
acconpani ed by three of the U aidians, he returned toward the spot whereon
Bass sat his own horse, with Wl fgang and Baron Mel choro flanking hima bit to
his rear.

Carefully turning his head to allay any suspicion of sudden novement —for
things still could quickly get very sticky if someone out there should even
suspect possible treachery—Bass summoned Sir Conn to act as translator if such



a need should arise in this com ng parley.

As the party led by Sir Ali got closer, Bass was able to see the faces of the
three who had conme back with himand make sone hurried estimates of them of
with just what sorts of nen he would presently be conversing and deal i ng.

The two who trailed Sir Ali, with that knight's squire behind them wore
fair-quality three-quarter plate, with both halves of the visors open. Their
scarred, weathered faces and that indescribable aura of the veteran narked
them both as either professional soldiers or very close to such. As they drew
still nearer. Bass could see that their plain arnor was nicked and dented,
scarred and showi ng conpetent field repair here and there, but not the
slightest speck of rust. Their rounseys |ooked to be about as well bred as was
Bass' s.

The man who rode a big mule beside Sir Ali was altogether of a different

nmol d—+#1lorid of face, his cluniacal tonsure marking himas some degree of
cleric, but for all, he rode fitted out in an antique byrnie so recently
sanded and oiled that the steel rings |ooked like silver beneath the patina of
road dust; the barrel helmthat hung on its chain at his side was probably of
nore venerabl e age than even the byrnie. but it too had been scoured shiny and
oi | ed.

Al three of the Uaidians carried | ong horse pistols in pomel pipes. The two
old soldiers' baldrics held broadswords with pierced steel baskets, while that
of the florid, nule-nounted man was wei ghted down with a cross-hilted brand

t hat woul d not have | ooked out of place on the First Crusade or at the Battle

of Contarf and thus blended well with his archaic arnor.

Bass squirmed uneasily in his sweat-danp saddle. If these nmen—teaders?
spokesnen?—wer e exanpl es, he m ght not be confronting some kind of army or
guard at all. but rather a rather |arge pack of banditti of the stripe who

of ten haunted roads in out-of-the-way places, trying to coerce or intimdate
"tolls" for uncontested passage out of those too strong to be robbed and
killed outright; such collections of | aw ess scum had pl agued the English and
Wl sh countrysides all during and just after the civil war and foreign

i ncursions until he and the Royal Horse had had the time to hunt themall out
and exterm nate themlike the dangerous verm n they were.

Arrived at last before his lord and |l eader. Sir Alai said, stiffly and
formally, "Your Grace, these be the commanders of yonder force, which is al
the cavalry that their arny owms. It would seemthat the Righ we seek and his
still-loyal forces are at this nmonent besieged in the city up ahead there,
Centreib. These men |l ead the entire besieging force and rode out when they
heard of our com ng because they feared us to be nercenaries sumoned from
afar by the Righ, Conan, to take themfromthe rear and possi bly break the

si ege.

"The man beside me is a priest. Father Mchtae ui Connor of Mg-Bile, who has
rai sed the conmon people of the countryside to fight in support of these two
nmercenary captains and their troops against the Righ and his coterie.

"Captain Sir Lugaid ui Drona and his conpany were sent by this honorless foo
of a Righ on a dismounted raid-in-force into AirgiaJla |ast nonth. They
returned to Centreib to discover that the all save penniless Righ had, in
their absence, sold all their nounts and baggage beasts to a horse deal er out
of the U Neill lands, across the River Ban, in order to raise enough noney to
pay the other two conpanies of nercenaries in his enploy. Quite naturally,
they at once took | eave of Righ Conan and his city, seizing such horses and
mul es as they could along their way and shooting or cutting down any opposi ng



their seizures or progress.

"One of the other two companies, that of the other captain with Your Gace's
herald. Sir Ringean Mac ionhair, joined them no longer willing to serve a
forsworn enpl oyer of the |likes of R gh Conan Mac Dall ai n, by-blow of a
renegade, outlawed U Neill.

"They pray that Your Grace may see fit to join them for they sorely lack for
horsenen of any description and the nost of their trenches and homenade

engi nes are manned by raw. untrained farmers and herdsmen and fishernmen and
suchl i ke. "

Wth Wl fgang. Sir Colum Fahrooq, and a few troopers maki ng fast tracks back
to Ard Macha—Sir Columto bring back the rest of the squadron, the baggage
train, the field guns, and any spare horses avail able, the Reichsherzog to use
hi s unquesti oned powers of persuasion and debate to try to get the young Ri gh
Ronan to recogni ze and exploit this splendid opportunity, to scrape up every
fighting man, horse or mule, transportable cannon or bomnbard, cask of powder,
every ot her weapon or tool that mght be used in warfare and proceed with al
haste into Uaid to aid in the final ruination of his own kingdom s

| ong- st andi ng eneny, Ri gh Conan

Fahrooq, however, was to remain in Ard Macha only | ong enough to change
horses, he and his escort, then to spur hard for Dublin, where lay the fleet
brought by H s Gace of Norfol k. Bass had been repeatedly assured by

know edgeabl e-soundi ng nmen that the R ver Ban, though too shall ow the npbst of
its length for ships of the battle Iine or large nmerchanters. would easily
pass doggers, howkers, bugal ets, bel andres, pinks, luggers, and all manner of
smal l er craft. Indeed, the principal reason that Centreib still stood against
their arms and | andward interdiction was that the city could be and had

regul arly been resupplied by small vessels sailing south on the Ban fromthe
riverine port of Coleraine into Lough Neagh and offl oading at the tiny port
just below Centreib. the roadway to which was protected by two |ines of

eart hwor ks and pal i sades defended by Iight cannon and swi vel guns.

Was t he Ban deep enough for | arge warships as far as Col eraine, then? Yes,
full galleons could easily sail up fromthe sea and unl oad cargoes there. Your
G ace.

Then, if all the countryside, noble and comon, was up in arns agai nst Righ
Conan Mac Dallain. and if he was so inpecuni ous, why did the nerchants of

Col erai ne continue to supply himand Centrei b? They all are rabid supporters
of Righ Conan, Your Gace, nost are not of Uaid at all, but out of U Neil

| ands, across the River Ban, and they would see all of our U aid as naught but
a hunble, exploited client state of the U Neills. Had we had enough nmen and
guns, we woul d have interdicted Coleraine, as well as Centreib.

D snounting sone of his galloglaiches, Bass saw a party of river pilots, who
all swore fam liarity with the Ban. set out at the gallop for the headl ands at
the mouth of the river, but nmade certain that Captain Fahrooq knew t hem before
he sent the other party sout hward.

When the nerchants and residents of Col eraine on Ban rubbed the sleep from
their eyes and rose up fromtheir beds of a norning, tw huge, |ong, high

mul ti decked men-of -war |ay anchored in the channel of the Bann, along with a
nunber of smaller armed ships. Al flew an unfamliar ensign, |ooking Iike the
arnms of sonme nobl e house rather than those of a principality. One of the

| arger ones also flew the war banner of—ef all kingdonms—furkey. Pulling on
hurriedly only enough for decency's sake, nen, wonen, and hordes of children
and sl aves fl ocked down to docksides to view at cl oser range these new,



strange ships on their river.

Snmoke rose thickly fromboth of the warships, rose in too nuch quantity for
nmere cookfires, thought sone of the watchers uneasily. Then signal flags were
run up the halyard, and i medi ately thereafter, gunport covers were raised and
all the larboard guns run out on both of the huge liners. Steam poured out of
nost of the gaping nmuzzles, and the few nen ashore who realized just what a
horror this fact heral ded—the reaction of red-hot solid iron can-nonballs with
wat er - soaked wads that prevented the shot from detonating the propell ant
charge prematurel y—had barely the tine to turn to run or take a breath to
shout war ni ng.

Bel omdecks on the Revenge and the Thunderer, double gun crews went about the
ul t radanger ous busi ness of preparing, transporting, |oading, and firing
red-hot shot into the houses, warehouses, careening basin, docks, and
shipping, letting the smaller deck guns and sw vels do for the screani ng
roiling cromd ashore with | oads of |angrage and grape. But the perilous |abors
of the crews of the main batteries were brief, for within the space of tine
that it took to discharge two or three full broadsides fromeach of the two
ships, the entire port was blazing merrily and the shores were thick with

bl eeding, still or feebly tw tching bodies and pieces of bodies.

Col erai ne on Ban woul d not be sending any nore ships up to of fl oad at
Centreib, not for nmany a nonth to cone.

The roars of the heavy guns, only sone twenty-five crowflight niles away,
were clearly heard that norning by both the besiegers and the besieged; the
latter cheered lustily, knowing full well what the distant sounds portended,
whil e the consensus within the city was that yet another day of rain was in
t he of fing.

Downriver, his first mssion for Sebastian Bey thoroughly done—ene m ght say
done to a crisp—\alid Pasha | ed nmost of the fleet of Hs Grace out of the
river and set sail, first bearing eastward, then southeastward. He and His
Grace both had been very pleased to hear that U aid now no | onger possessed
war shi ps of any consequence nor yet any really large pieces of coasta

ordi nance, all having been sold to the U Neills and various foreign parties
to provide noney for land forces to extend the borders of Uaid at the expense
of Airgialla.

The townsnen of Benchor, on the southern shore of Lough Loig, first ran, hid,
and cowered in an excess of terror at the strange, awesome fleet of warships,
but when U aid pilots had been rowed ashore and had told that these foreign
ships were come to aid in the overthrow of the well and w dely hated Ri gh
Conan. those sane inhabitants all went a little nmad with joy.

The ships were piloted to safe anchorages, and. at his needs being transl ated,
Walid Pasha was shown a narrow strip of beach belowa lowcliff, with a ful
six fathons of water only twenty-five yards out fromthe beach. Wthin a few
hours, dem cannons and cul verins were being rowed to the beach, heaved ashore
i n heavy-duty cargo nets, then winched to the clifftop by sailors who did not
lack for a host of willing, helpful hands and arns and backs fromthe nmen of
Benchor and others cone in fromthe smaller settlenments and hol di ngs round
about Lough Loig. O hers of the inhabitants of the country had been sent far
and wi de to bring back such draught oxen and sturdy wains as could be found,
for roads hereabouts were few and poor and the shipboard gun trucks woul d be
usel ess on them so the guns, the trucks, powder, shot, and all related

equi prent needs mnust be transported by wain or on the backs of asses and nen.
But all here keenly aware that possession and use of such big. powerful,
far-rangi ng cannon nmust speed the fall of QCentreib and so frighten R gh Conan



that the U Neill bastard would remove the ring in which he had had nounted
the sacred U aid Jewel and abdicate the throne he had seized and held for so
many bitter years, with his hired, foreign warriors.

Squire John St akel ey, once a caval ryman, had been di scovered by Walid Pasha to
be a born seaman, with a feel for a ship that cannot ever be taught by even
the npbst acconplished instructors. The vastly experienced captain of the

Tur ki sh warship had kept the man aboard the Revenge until he had taught him

t he nmechani cs of ship handling and the basics of navigation, then had had him
posted as one of the naster's mates aboard Lioness, the ship of Sir John
Hail |l ey; then, when Sir John and both of the other mates had been slain during
the mghty sea battle with the French galleon-1iner now call ed Thunderer

Squi re John had taken command, fought the ship better than well, and brought
it, despite rather drastic damages, back to port.

Bei ng apprised of these sterling qualities and shining deeds by Walid Pasha,
H s Grace of Norfol k had knighted Squire John and had proni sed hima comrand
whenever one shoul d become vacant.

When the prized Papal |ugger had been repaired and refitted to Hs Gace's and
Waiid Pasha's instructions in Liverpool and sailed over to Dublin by seanen

| eft behind for the purpose, Walid—knowi ng how busy was Sebastian Bey with

ot her things—had had Sir John Stakel ey brought to himand had given the
Engl i shman command of the now arned lugger, with its rakish rigging and sl eek
l'i nes.

Even with three Fairl ey-nade breechloading rifled cannon nmounted on heavy
wrought -i ron swi vel bases, and the dozen sw vel guns now nmounted al ong the
rails, the lugger still drew far |ess water depth than was required for any of
the liners and many ot the other |ess sizable warships. That was why she was
the only one of his ships that Walid Pasha would allow to essay the higher
reaches of the River Ban. local pilots or no local pilots, and he had al so
adnoni shed his newest ship captain to take great care, imrediately turning
back should he even feel disconfort with the journey.

Two fishing boats had escaped the carnage and confl agrati on of Col erai ne, and
these Walid Pasha had had | oaded wi th powder, shot, waddi ngs, a few casks of

| angrage, and assorted ot her supplies, plus enough seanen to sail them and
Fahroog with a score and a half of his fighters. These vessels had cl osely
trailed the once-Papal |ugger, now rechristened Cassi us.

Sir John had experienced no trouble at all, all the soundings of his | eadsnan
havi ng shown nore than enough water depth for his little ship all the way
south to where the river began as an outlet for Lough Neagh. The wi nd havi ng
suddenly failed him he set his men to the long sweeps with which the |ugger
was provided and nmoved out onto the waters of the freshwater |ake, its waters
colored brownish with the stain of peat deposits near into the shores, but
being a grayish-blue farther out toward deep water. Trailed by the fishing
vessel s which, with the |ack of a breeze, were being towed by oarsnmen in the
| ongboats. Sir John noved along to the eastward, keeping the passing northern
shore in sight off his |arboard.

Fol | owi ng the advice of his native pilot. Sir John flew no ensign or banner of
any description as he came within sight of the "Port" of Centreib. It would
have been | aughabl e under other circunstances: three rickety listing wharves,
supported if they could be called such by warping piles driven into the peat
at the head of a little bay closest to the walled town. There were no

war ehouses or other port facilities of any description, only a cleared space
at the lough end of a nore or less level dirt road and a coupl e of

watt | e- and- daub huts, out of which came a few nen at sight of the |ugger



bearing in fromthe | ough

The nmen started to conme out on the |ongest, |evelest wharf, then stopped in
the cl eared space when they saw the ship, propelled by the efforts of nen
straining at the sweeps, swi ng broadside to the shore and heard the rattling
as the fore and aft anchors were dropped to the | ough bed not far bel ow.

Possi bly nmore prescient, certainly nore than experienced at saving their hides
in sticky situations, the gaggle of men scattered, running when they saw the
gun crews begin to swi vel about the tubes of the fore chaser rifle and one of
the stern chasers. Their screans and cries of alarm quickly brought the ful
attention of the nmen manning the |light cannon al ong the palisaded enmbanknents
guardi ng the road fromlandward assault, and a few of these nen began to try
to start nmanhandling the guns on their clumsy carriages about so as to bring
themto bear upon the now clearly hostile lugger out in the bay.

But it was too late for them even at the outset. There was a puff of white
snoke fromthe bow chaser and a scream ng shell struck and expl oded,

di smounti ng one of the six-pounders, the flying shards of iron casing killing
or mai mng every nenber of that gun crew and several caliver nen besides.

Anot her shell, hard on the heels of the first, but fromthe stern chaser,

pl oughed into the enmbanknent before expl oding, harm ng no nen. but tunbling
down ten or twelve feet of palisade stakes. As the guns kept firing and the
shel I s kept expl oding, with nen scream ng and bl eedi ng, bei ng bl own apart, and
dying all around them those who had been manning the road and port defenses
apparently deci ded al nost as one that to longer remain at their posts would be
suicidal, at best. In a formess nob, they started up the road to the |ough
gate at a dead run, naking a splendid target for shrapnel-loaded rifles and
swi vel guns | oaded with langrage. A few of the nob actually made it into
Centreib . . . possibly they attributed such good fortune to the vaunted | uck
of the Irish.

But Cassias had not cone through the action entirely unscatched, either. Two
men had been killed and another seriously hurt when one of the rail-nounted
port pieces had backfired, blow ng apart its renovable breech. Sir John

hi nsel f, standing half the I ength of the |ugger away, on the | ow afterdeck
had suffered a deep gash along his jawine froma piece of the gunmnetal
shrapnel. Holding a wad of his |inen neckband pressed against the heavily

bl eedi ng wound, as clean-cut as if made with a sword, he carefully exam ned
the port piece and, finding not the trace of even a hair crack, pronounced it
safe for use, but advised all of the gunners to be exceedingly careful in
checki ng each renovabl e breech in turn and be certain that they were not
doubl e-1 oaded in use. Then he had Captain Fahrooq signaled to send over a boat
to take off the wounded man and bring fromthe supply boats resupplies of shot
and shell, plus three men to replace those he had | ost.

The tall, brown-haired ship captain smled broadly, despite the renewed and
intensified pain that such novenments brought to his gashed jaw. He smiled with
t he deep satisfaction of an assigned task well done. He also smiled with the
pl easure that captaining the ship and conmandi ng this action had brought him
It was all nuch |l ess of a deadly danger than riding a skittish horse into a
battle with the bullets humrming all around you and uncountabl e yards of cold,
sharp steel flashing ahead of you, with your bowels turning to water and your
bl adder nigh to bursting, your nmouth as dry as ashes and your eyes buggi ng out
at the sight of the nan beside you still riding along, still erect in his
saddl e, and still grasping both reins and broadsword but w thout a head, a
great ropy gouts of red bl ood spouting up out of his jagged stunp of a neck
and showering over everything behind him



No, this naval business was much preferable to the service he had seen in King
Arthur's Horse.

Fromatop a small ridge some hundred yards away fromthe nearest of the lines
of palisades, all those who could crowd upon it watched, many of the hunbler
sorts awestruck, as the lugger's well-ainmed and highly destructive cannonfire
wr ecked the guns and defenses that had for so long thwarted their ainms and
anbitions. But when the defenders left their positions and their now usel ess
si x- pounders, dropped their calivers, and fled toward the city, only to be

al rost all cut down by the fire fromthe ship, the hunbl er besi egers—and not a
few not so hunbl e—screanmed, shouted, cheered, and hugged each other in an
excess of unbridled glee.

Bass, on the other hand, felt no joy at the sight, only a soul -deep sickness.
Yes, it had been nostly his plan, but the carrying out of that plan had been a
but chery, not a conbat. None of the defenders had had even the ghost of a
chance to strike back at the attackers. Yes, the butchery had been a necessary
but chery, under the present circunstances, but a disgusting, sickening

but chery nonet hel ess.

The palisades were all set afire after the cannon had been dragged away and
al | usabl e weapons, supplies, and equi pnent had been garnered. \Wen the

hal f - dozen | eaders of the rebel besiegers seened intent upon staging an

i medi ate all-out assault upon the city, Bass denurred, pointing out that the
wal I s of the place stU stood undamaged and still mounted cannon and bonbards
enough to make such an assault by nen unsupported by their own

artillery very, very costly and quite possibly dooned to failure fromits

i nception.

It was not until he told themof the big. hard-hitting, far-rangi ng cannon
that he had ordered be brought in fromthe seacoast that he was able to
convince the leaders to wait. Gunbling fromthe ranks he handl ed by the

si mpl e expedi ent of ordering the entrenchnents | engthened, continued on

t hrough the once-palisaded area to entirely enconpass the city with an endl ess
ring of trenches and enpl acements for the prom sed siege guns.

They all waited for two nore days, and fidgeting and grumnbling was once nore

beginning to fill the ranks in the trenches, but then proceeding fromthe
sout heast cane a | ong colum of wains, each drawn slowy by twelve to thirty
span of |ow ng oxen, the shrill protests of ill-greased axles scream ng out

far ahead of them Walid Pasha had arrived with the big guns, and Bass
breathed a sigh of relief, for he had by that tine about run out of convincing
argunents to use in further forestalling a suicidal assault against Centreib's
wal | s and guns.

Anot her day was required to get the tubes out of the wains, set back on their
trunks, and dragged or westled up to the places prepared for them protected
as well as possible with combinations of packed earthen enbanknents,

pal i sades, |ogs, and thick bundl es of faggots on three sides and doorfranes to
whi ch were hinged thick plank doors to give protection during rel oading
oper at i ons.

A week to the day after the destruction of Centreib's sad excuse for a port
and its indefensible defenses, the first resoundi ng boom of a
thirty-two-pounder demni cannon fromoff His Grace of Norfolk's ship Revenge
sent an expl osive shell over the walls of Centreib into the streets of that
unhappy city.

Wth Walid Pasha's batteries fully engaged and Sir John Stakley's rifles
firing over the heads of the entrenched besi egers agai nst the | ough side of



the city, within three days every gate had been bl own down if not apart, nuch
snoke and occasional flanmes could be seen above walls that were thensel ves
begi nning to show cl ear signs of damage and weakeni ng of fabric with the
repeated pumneling of iron cannon balls and cylindrical explosive shells.
Counterbattery fire fromatop the nedi aeval -style walls had been nostly from
huge but anci ent bombards throw ng stone balls, and those few guns that had
seened to cast too accurately for confort had quickly been sighted and

subj ected to concentrated fire of every besieging gnn that would bear, or
could by rearrangenent be brought to do so, until put out of action. Now,
counterbattery fire fromthe walls had beconme desultory, the dw ndling nunber
of losses fromgun crews nostly being the result of |ong-range sniping with
bi g bore wall -mounted mat chl ock calivers, but there seemed a dearth of notable
marksnen within the city, for hits were rare, though the

i nch-or-nore-in-dianmeter balls were alnost certain to be the death of anyone
so unfortunate as to be caught in the path of one.

On the norning of the fourth day of the bonbardnent, at about the third hour
after dawn, Walid Pasha received a nessage from Sebasti an Bey and ordered a
colored rocket fired up into the sky above the enbattled city, whereupon al

t he guns ringed about the place ceased to fire.

After sone of the debris had been cleared away, a nounted party of nen
debouched from out the damaged arch where once had stood the nmain gates of
Centreib and wal ked their horses slowly to the verge of the first |ine of
entrenchments, the rider follow ng the stout nman at their head bearing a
rectangl e of white cloth bound to a reversed pi ke shaft.

There was no way to get the horses across the broad trench, but boards were
brought up and thrown down over it to make a springy but passable footbridge
so that the party might cross to the spot where the commanders of the

besi egers waited in the space between the first and second |ines of trenches,
one of their nunber also bearing a plain, near-white banner.

Face to face with the Righ. Bass found himto | ook anything but regal, while
hi s manner and bearing seened nore those of a swineherd than a ruler of nen.
Standing a bit behind Bass, Sir Conn translated the di scourse that followed.

"Where in the fuck did you get that shitty ship and those fucki ng guns,
Lugai d?" Ri gh Conan Ruarc Mac Dal | ai n demanded angrily.

He was answered by Father Mychtae. however, who said in a mld tone, "Your

Maj esty m ght say that they were a gift from God, were Your Mjesty not a
heat hen nurdering bastard, unfit to sit on any throne, much |l ess the high and
anci ent and holy throne of Uaid."

Snarling, his face suffused with clear rage, the R gh grasped his swordhilt
and started to step toward the priest, only to be frantically restrained from
doing either by the nen flanking him for to break the truce here in this

pl ace woul d be quick suicide, death for all of them not just the Righ

who nore than one of themwas silently thinking should be dead, and soon, for
t he good of the rest of them

Halted, but not in the |least cool ed down by his |ieutenants, R gh Conan Ruarc
raised his left hand where all might clearly see the huge di anond nounted in a
massy golden ring on the thunmb of his big, hairy bridle hand. In a ringing

voi ce, raised purposely to reach those in the trenches as well as those

| eaders now before him he spoke.

"Hear me, nmen of Ul aid. You back-stabbing, ill-bomrebel sw ne and your
pig-turd great guns may drive me out of QCentreib, but init or out of it, |



still will be your rightful and lawful king so long as | bear or wear this,
the Sacred Jewel of U aid. And because God has recognized me as | awful Righ of
Uaid, this ring will not, cannot |eave ny thunb. You see?"

He lifted up his right hand as well and gave what | ooked to Bass like a rea
effort to pull or twist the ring over the joint of his thunb, but the band
woul d not pass the obstruction.

Behi nd him Bass could hear an increasing spate of whisperings and nunbling
anong the hunbl er men who nmade up the nost of the rebel force. A few yards
down, he saw sone of them beginning to clanber up fromout of the trenches,
droppi ng their nakeshift weapons and nilling about ainessly. A few nore

m nutes of this bastard's oratory and showranship to the superstitious common
men whose di spositions and mind-sets he seened to understand so well and this
al nost-victorious rebellion just mght fall apart at the seans.

"I wonder," he nused, "I wonder if he really tried to get that ring off?"
Wthout really conscious planning, Bass peeled down the cuff of his left
gauntl et and drew out the small heat-stunner. After setting the stud for heat,
he tried to point it fromthe hip, so as not to be noticed, then depressed the
stud as Hal had shown himto do.

For what seemed |like at |east a quarter hour to Bass, nothing at all untoward
happened: the Right continued to orate and nore nen came up out of the
trenches to swell the throng al ready out and enpty-handed and nurnuring
anongst thensel ves. Frantically, he tried varying the direction of the device
by fractions of nmillineters—dp, down, left, right.

Al at once. Righ Conan Ruarc Mac Dallain. in the very mdst of yet another
appeal to the God who had supposedly coronated himto rule Uaid for the rest
of his life or until He signified H's Holy di spl easure by causing the ring
containing the Sacred Jewel of Uaid to conme fromoff his thunb—why. had they
not seen, time and tine again on feast-day gatherings in Centreib and ot her

pl aces, how neither he nor other men and wonen, noble and hunbl e and even
priestly, had been able to renove fromhis thunb the nng that God Al nmi ghty had
ordained to there remai n?—a | ook of agony and terror cane over his florid
face. He npaned softly, then groaned loudly, then half screaned. H s features
becarme twi sted and the nuscles cording his thick neck could be seen all hard
and tensed to the fullest, veins stood out and throbbed strongly at his
forehead, his jaw joints bul ged and worked as he cl enched and ground his
teet h.

Then, with a hoarse, bellow ng scream he jerked down his left hand and did
some unseen sonething with the fingers of his right hand. Wen the baubl e
dropped fromoff his thunb, Bass and a few others could see that where it had
for so | ong been enpl aced, there now was what |ooked |ike a severe and
terrible burn circling the thunb, which thumb he then instinctively began to
suck at and Ilick.

Conan Ruarc Mac Dallain. clearly no longer King of Uaid. did not suffer but
bare m nutes. Soneone of the nen clustered around hi mAone of Bass's party
could see anong the press clearly enough to ever say just who—drew and
rapidly, cleanly thrust a dagger into the unar-nored back of the former Righ
H s eyes opened wide, his bumclear forgotten; he fell facedown upon the
ground, and the hilt of the weapon could be seen standing up out of his back
just below the | eft shoul derbl ade.

Looki ng down at the death-gurgling body of Conan Ruarc Mac Dall ai n. Bass
wonder ed al oud, "But now who is there to rule in U aid?"



When once he had conpleted his rather rushed holy rites. Father Mychtae | ooked
up and said. "Oh, ye of little faith. Never you fear. Your G ace, God wll
provide us a new and a better Righ for Uaid."

Not anticipating taking the hideously heavy and unw el dy guns and trucks back
the way they had been brought with any real relish. Walid Pasha put nen to
maki ng of suitable tinbers and boards that had been used in the defenses and
entrenchments rafts to be towed and gui ded by pol enen down the Ban as far as
the ruins of Col eraine, where they could then be gotten back aboard Revenge
with far less trouble and strain.

When the rafts were ready, they were dragged out to water deep enough to fl oat
t hem and | aunched, then pulled close up to the side of the strongest-I| ooking
pier and there tied in place securely while the seanen speedily erected a
strong beam and support and stapled and | ashed to the beam a huge iron pulley.

Four of the long, wide rafts had been fully |l aden and were being poled out to
Cassius. that the towines mght be rove, when Sirs Ali, Ugo. and Roberto d
Bol gi a rode up. disnobunted, and wandered to the |and end of the dock to
observe the process being done by a m xed work gang of seanen, ship's
officers, marine fighters, and U aidians. Wen tired, sweaty hands seened to
be slipping on a guiding line in the |owering of the bronze tube of a massive
thirty-two-pounder demni cannon. Sir Roberto hurriedly kicked off his jackboots
and ran out onto the wet, nud-sliny, uneven boards to add his strength to the
task. Halfway to the work crew, his feet slipped in a rmuddy puddl e and, al
the while snarling foul Italian curses and bl asphem es, the big, hefty nman

pl unged feet-forenost into the peat-nmurky water that |apped agai nst the uneven
line of pilings.

As he splashed into the water of Lough Neagh's north-emshallows. Sirs Ai and
Ugo, Walid Pasha, and the entire work crew paused in place to have a hearty

[ augh. But Sirs Ali and Ugo, who had come out onto the ill-built pier at a

sl ower and nore cautious pace, ceased to | augh and make broad jests at and to
their unfortunate conpani on when he snarl ed and spoke.

"Dam your wormny |ights, you sons of sows, help me out of here. Sonething' s
stabbed me in the sole of nmy foot, down in that muck. | can't reach the
fornicating thing!"

Hearing the words, Walid Pasha brought a rope, and once Sir Roberto had got a
good hold on it. they three and a couple of U aidians easily drew himup and
out and onto the pier, dripping thick mud and water.

Squatting beside the soaked knight. Sir Ali grasped one of his nuddy ankles
and. after a nmonent, drew the long pin of a brooch from Sir Roberto's sole
just under the arch of the left foot.

Whi stling softly, he held the brooch on the pal mof his hand, saying, "A lucky
fisher you are, ny fine Italian friend. If | amnot blind, this thing that
cane out stuck to your foot is pure gold, heavy stuff, too, and set with what

| ook nmuch like small rubies, six of them Now, what's gotten into these nen,
Valid?"

The two Ul ai di ans, upon seeing the brooch, even before Sir Ali had pulled it
free, had dropped to their knees and were shouting a spate of Gaelic words to
their fellows still working. The only words any of the non-Ilrish could
understand were "Righ" and "Uaid."

CHAPTER



THE TWELFTH

In a wi ndow ess, doorless, stone-walled, -floored, and -ceilinged room well

hi dden within the recesses of the Ard-Righ's royal palace at Lagore, Brian the
Burly sat once again in his backless armstool at the table on which rested a
vel vet-lined tray taken fromthe only unl ocked and opened chest of all the
many lining the walls of the strongroom

Where once, not too long ago, only two of the oddly shaped depressions sunk
into the tray had been filled, now five were occupied, with but three stil
gapi ng enpty, and so one woul d have expected Brian VIII, Ard-Ri gh of Eireann
to be pleased with hinself and with recent events, but such was not the case,
far fromit, in fact.

Poki ng roughly at a dianond set in a ring of heavy gold that filled one of the
depressions, Brian snarled |like sone wild beast, talking to the otherw se
enpty chanmber as if to another person

"I had thought—-and that not too | ong since, either—that never would you grace
this tray with your presence, you Sassenach pretender, yet here you are, for
all the good your ownership does nme or can do me or will do ne. But who woul d
ever, could ever have inmagined that a Jewel —the | ong-centuries-lost origina
Jewel of Uaid. having lain hidden in the mre and peat of Lough Neagh for
near a full mllenni un~woul d' ve suddenly appeared, reappeared in this world of
men, sunk into the foot of a damed Italian knight-for-hire, fulfilling to the
very letter a prophecy nmade who knows how many hundreds of years ago? Hell, it
makes one al nost believe in the old religion that gave genesis to such arrant
nonsense.

"Sir Roberto di Bolgia, Righ of Uaid—+the very words are enough and nore to
make a shit-eating dog puke. | hope the Italian swi ne gets the damed

bl ack-rot fromthe wound that that blasted Jewel put in his foot! Damm hi m and
hi s dammed i mpudence to the deepest, hottest, foulest pits of hell, anyway!
The sly. backbiting by-bl ow bastard of a Satan-spawn Italian proceeds to send
this now val uel ess—el |, for mny purposes, val uel ess—piece of shit to nme by way
of Sir Ugo D Osmi, along with a letter witten as if to an equal in rank
saying that in a short while, when he has settled affairs in his kingdom he
wi || consider whether or not to continue the practice of exchangi ng hostages
with me and the other kings and advise nme in due tine of his decision on the
matter.

"The sout hern-bred pig! Wy, not |ong since he was squatting in Corcaigh with
the rest of the honorless nmercenaries sent to Minster by the Jew shrewd
Cardinal D Este to foil my then plans. Now, thanks entirely to a stroke of
luck so incredible that a superstitious man mght think he'd signed a pact
wi t h Satan—and maybe he did, |'ve |long thought that Satan was certain to be an
Italian, if not a Mbor, pest take themall!—this foreign trespasser on the
sacred soil of Holy Eireann is being hailed by every caste of the people of
Uaid as the authentic. God-sent king that will restore their lands to the
power and the glory they think their distant ancestors enjoyed. Pah, the fools
are all self-deluded; U aid was never one of the original Fifths, only a part
of one."

Knotting up his right hand into a fist, he slanmed its scarred knuckles into
his hard thigh once, twice, thrice, each tinme harder than that preceding, the
pain and action helping himto drain away his righteous indignation and rage.

Then, alnmost wistfully, he said, "This new, alien R gh mght at the very | east
have sent ne the real, the ancient Jewel of Uaid, for surely his brother. Dux



Tinmoteo di Bolgia, has told himof ny needs, ny high aspirations of conpletely
uniting all of Eireann, of making ny kingdoma force as strong in the world as
the Enpire or as Rone herself. It would' ve been returned to him.

eventual ly. Well, at |east he would ve received back a facsimle so perfectly
wrought by ny goldsnmiths that no one not know ng exactly what to | ook for and
exactly where to look could ve told the difference between the old and the
new. And | woul d never have told a living soul of the substitution

unless the tine cane that | thought it best for Uaid and Eireann that he be
deposed and repl aced."

H s finger, that sane finger that had stabbed so cruelly hard at the nearby

di anmond thunb ring, now noved to gently, lovingly caress a | arge gol den brooch
of ancient workmanship. It centered a |lustrous sapphire, and four isosceles
triangles, forned by lines of nuch smaller sapphires, lay at each point—orth,
south, east, and west—ef the larger, roundish central stone.

"That's what | did for you, ny sweet, ny lovely," he crooned to the baubl e of
stones and cold nmetal. "That's why you still are here, safe with ne, you know.
Your replacenent took a bit longer than |I'd thought it would, when first |
envisioned it; the goldwork was not difficult, it had | ong been roughed out
and waiting only the finishing and careful conparison with yours, but the
stones | had gathered were nostly of the wong shade and | had the devil's own
time speedily finding enough others of the proper shade, but it's all done
now, and you're safe, you'll stay here, with ne, in your velvet bed, unless
there be nore trouble with Munster, of course, and | need to prove the new
king, this Righ Sean FitzRobert, was never truly coronated by the ancient
rites and therefore cannot, has not ever truly been, R gh of Munster and R of
FitzGerald. So, sleep you well, mnmy pet."

Turning away from his pleasure, he frowned sourly at the three still-enpty
depressions in the rich, well-padded cloth. "Hmph'. 1'll have to get ny hands
on a pattern of that rediscovered Jewel of Uaid, then get a new tray made for
the Seven Jewel s and One. As for the old Sassenach dianond, it can just go
into the chest of precious stones yonder—t's a fine enough specinmen, but no

| onger a Sacred Jewel of Eireann, of course.

"As for the other three, well ... ny war in Connachta just seenms to drag on
and on and on. Christ damm that Righ Flaithri, anyway! The old fart has his
bol t hol e, and he knows it and he knows | know it, worse luck, and I'm
beginning to think that the only way to run himfinally to earth, corner him
and get what | want of him is to sonehow, soneway close that bolthole in his
ugly face. But how, pray tell?

"Maybe send the elder di Bolgia and his condotta. and that Ifriqan and his to
Magna Eireann. perhaps? Wthout that place to flee to, I'mcertain Flaithri'd
cone to quick terms with me. But no, not di Bolgia, not as yet. FitzRobert is
too short a tine Righ, and at any tinme, any day, one of those drooling,
idiotic FitzGeralds could decide he or one of his nearer kin has better claim
to Munster and either slay FitzRobert or raise a warband or both, and in such
case | might be faced with just the same troubles | had with R gh Tanhas the
Unl amented, all over again, without a strong force on hand to quell any such
Fi t zGer al d- spawned f ool i shness at the onset.

"His Grace of Norfolk? Hm now there's a distinct possibility. He's even got
his own ships, good ones, too, two of them better than anything I own, and
were that French liner down in Corcaigh added to the private fleet, | dare to
say that the resultant flotilla would be unbeatable by any fleet west of
France or north of the Mountain of Jibal Tarig.

"OfF course. H's Grace's land force is unbal anced—enly horsemen and a few,



light cannon. | wonder . . . ? Righ Roberto . . . fagh! That good Gaelic title
coupled with that foreign nane sounds |like an obscenity and | eaves a taste of
ordure on the tongue. Anyway, though, that man is certain sure to be in dire
need of hard noney after so many years of Conan Ruarc's misrule. Sir Ugo tells
me that he has in Uaid no |l ess than three condottas, all now foot, since the
late Righ sold all the horses of the cavalry in their absence. He seenms on
friendly enough terns with H's Grace, so maybe H s G ace, backed by ny npney,
of course, could arrange to hire away from hi m enough foot to give sone

bal ance to that aggl oneration of Scots gall ogl ai ches, Kal nyks, Turks, Irish,
Germans. English and Wel sh, Pro-veni,-als. and God al one knows just how many
ot her breeds of nan

"But. thinking harder on the matter, | think I'd best wait and see what sort
of a job His Gace does for ne with ny northern cousins. | don't know-he
seened a very catalyst of sorts in Uaid. Yes, he got me what | had sent him
north to get. but he got it in a way that has begat yet another problem for
me—a newfangl ed problemthat just may end in costing ne nore noney, nore

bl ood, and, worse, nore tine than the original did and m ght've cost. Another
such '"victory' for me by this great captain of Cousin Arthur's may well serve
to ruin nmy plans for Eireann altogether, nmay nean that 1'll not live |ong
enough to collect all the Jewels, leave nmy tray of pretties pan-enpty forever.

"No, I'll just wait and see how H s G ace of Norfol k goes about getting nme the
Striped Bull of U Neill, before | do aught else than get himsome foot out of
U aid, perhaps. Hmm vyes, I'll do that ... or at least try to, for that wll
not only help himand therefore nme and ny ainms, but it will also weaken the
avail abl e force of this new Righ of Uaid, a |laudable end, in itself.

On the return march to Airgialla and R gh Ronan's capital of Ard Macha. Bass
had been expecting to nmeet the vanguard of the young Righ's scratch-force arny
just beyond every bend of the road, but he Ied his squadron back into the
Airgialla capital wthout so doing.

Even before he di smounted, Bass was informed by Righ Ronan's chief councillor
that there was to be a great feast to celebrate his victory in Uaid on the
norrow, but Bass

was just then in no nood for feasts or celebrations of any description
Signing his officers to cone with himand his gentlenen, he stalked into the
pal ace and through its corridors, salons, halls, and chanbers, he and his
armed gentlenen intimdating guards and terrifying courtiers at every turn
with their grim businesslike, no-nonsense manner.

They at length found R gh Ronan and Bean-Righ Deir-dre lying side by side on a
wi de couch set in the garden behind the pal ace, sipping wine froma |oving-cup
of gilded silver and listening to the girl Ita sing a sad-sounding song in
Gaelic while her so-slender fingers struck notes froma |lap harp. Neither of

t he royal personages altered position or even bothered to | ook around when the
sweaty, dusty nen in their heavy jackboots tranped up behind themto a jingle
and cl ank of weapons and equi prent, so Bass deliberately paced around the

couch to take his stand between themand the still-singing girl, whose small,
heart-shaped face had brightened at the sight of him despite the sad words
she still sang and the dol eful notes her hands extracted fromthe small harp

Qoviously nore than a little tiddly, the youthful Righ smled up at Bass and
said languidly, "Ah, our good friend and nost doughty chanpion H s G ace of
Norfol k has at last returned. Do you know that | have ordered a full feast,
with suitable entertainments, for the day after whatever day you returned to
Ard Macht a?"

"Your Majesty." said Bass, bluntly and wi thout bothering to try to mask the



exasperated anger in his voice, "when first | came upon a very proni sing
situation in Uaid. | sent Sir Ugo D Osini to you with word of it and a
request that you inmmediately bring all available force to Uaid. along with
such spare horses, guns, and supplies as you could quickly anass, the better
to take advantage of that situation to your benefit and that of Airgialla.
Your Majesty told Sir Ugo that you intended to do just that and in sone haste.
But Your Majesty clearly did not do that or anything else of note that | can
di scern. Wy not ?"

The Ri gh shrugged. "Ch. Your Grace of Norfolk, |ook at me; you do not see here
in me sone sweaty and mnuscl e- brai ned and bl oodt hirsty savage of an Irish
warrior-righ, nor yet a captain-general such as dear Cousin Brian, the

Ard-Righ. | did not cone because | could see no point in aping the warrior and
possi bly getting all of ny fine guardsmen—the only nen of arnms left in
Airgialla, since | loaned the arny out to Cousin Brian—di sfigured or mai med or

even kil l ed.

"You see, ny dear Sir Bass, | had great and abiding faith in you, in your
abilities to bring to a halt all inroads upon ny borders by that rude, crude
ruf fian Conan Ruarc Mac Dallain ui Neill. | knew that you would be triunphant.
You have been, and now that you are returned, we will have a grand feast."

"Yes, | won ... in a way." agreed Bass, then adding, no less coldly and
forcefully, "but |I mght just as well have |ost. Because you did not cone,
chose to not cone for poor reasons, | was forced to cart in shipboard guns to
use for siege pieces against the walls of Centreib, not even to nention
bonbardi ng and burning to the ground the Ri ver Ban Port of Col eraine, killing
God al one knows how nmany nen, women, and children. Even if you were loath to
send your pal ace guards to fight, you mght at |east have taken a hal f-dozen
of the fortress-size guns fromyour walls and laid themin wains and sent them
and gunpowder and shot up to ne. Your Majesty is, after all, supposed to be
the Ard-Righ's swomally, and | amone of his captains.”

"Take guns fromoff the walls. Your G ace?" The Ri gh | ooked and sounded
slightly shocked at such a suggestion. "Ch, heavens no. Wy, those things are
frightfully heavy and terribly clumsy; they weigh, each of them thousands and
t housands of pounds. My guards and ny servants together would not be able to
acconplish such a thing. | would be obliged to bring in hordes, just hordes,

of dirty, snmelly, sweaty common worknen fromthe outer city, bring theminto
nmy very palace. Wy, such a thing is unthinkable!"

Bass shook his head. He was getting nowhere fast with this so-called R gh of
Airgialla. He wondered how such a ball-1less wonder had ever gotten chosen to
be a Righ to begin with. Were every other Irishman he had nmet in this world
was seem ngly hung up on wars and fighting, this one could think of little
save planning feasts and entertai nments. He was dammed | ucky that he had an
old warhorse like the Ard-Righ for patron; otherw se he would not have | asted
any longer as a Righ than a wet snowball in hell.

He nodded once. "All right, Your Mjesty, forget your fucking feast. Me and
mne will only be here | ong enough to collect our baggage still in Ard Macha
and march on south, toward Tar a.

"Your Ul aid border now is safe; R gh Roberto seens to have no desi gns upon any
portions of Airgialla. Ard-Righ Brian's orders to you—yes, | unseal ed and read
that letter, then resealed it, call ne and ny action what you wi sh—were to
supply all the needs of nme and ny troops, make good any | osses of horses, and
pay us. upon conpletion of our service to you, at the rate of one ounce of
gol d per trooper, five ounces per officer, and ten ounces per belted knight,
plus twenty ounces for ne, their captain. I'll expect paynment in full of your



treasurer, this day. Your Mjesty.

"Don't even consider trying to stiff me in sone way. Your Mjesty. As
ill-defended as this place is, | own sufficient force to raze both your pal ace
and your capital to the ground . . . and | amjust sufficiently angry and

di sgusted with you to do just that given even the slightest of incentive or
notive.

"Anot her thing. As nmuch as | worried and sweated in your absence, | think I
deserve a bonus atop the twenty ounces of gold. No, |I don't want nore of your
bullion, I'Il be taking the girl, Ita. with me." He pointed a thunb over his

shoul der at the seated girl

"But ... but ..." stuttered Righ Ronan. "But she is a nost val uabl e sl ave.
She's thirteen, alnost fourteen years old. a well-trained concubine for either
men or woren and, before you took her flower, a virgin. | had intended to soon
send her for sale in Spain or in Egypt; so fair a girl will bring a very high
price in such markets, even nore if | have her first revirginized."

Bass fought to control a rage that mght well end in himstriking the Righ's
too-pretty face with the knife-sharp edge of his Tara-Steel sword a few tines,
and the fat would really be in the fire should he do that: he mght well then
just have to sack and burn this place after all, in order to get himand his
squadron out alive.

H's jaws clenched so tightly together that he half feared his teeth m ght
crack under the pressure, he grated. "You sad excuse for a man, you! You sent
a helpless slave girl, a thirteen-year-old child, to bed with a barely known
foreign mercenary al nost four times her age, not even caring for her terror or
for what he nmight do to her? My Turkish seamen have told ne of one of Sultan
Omar's favored neans of execution, and | had never before this noment inagined
any crine deserving of so horribly protracted a death ... but. now, you Righ
of pinmps and slavers, | think | have; if any living man or woman fully
deserves inpal enent upon a dulled oaken stake, it is assuredly youl

"Nugai!" The tone of his voice brought the half-arnored Kalnyk to his side in
an eyeblink of tinme. "Nugai, take Ita out of this palace i mediately. You and
Yueh take her into the town and see that she has all that she needs for a
journey down to Tara with us. Should anyone ask to be paid for the goods, tel
themthat Ri gh Ronan will pay. The sanme applies to a horse and a horse car of
sufficient size to carry her, a driver, and her effects. Have Sir Conn there
explain to her that she no longer is the property of this thing who calls

hi nsel f a man or anyone el se, that she may stay with ne as | ong as she w shes
to do so and that | will provide her needs, but that | do not own her. Now,
take her and get out of this den of slavers!”

They nmoved out of Ard Macha just after the noon hour, all waggons groaning

wi th heavy | oads of supplies, several new waggons |oaded with nunitions from
the royal arnory, twenty-three head of spare troop horses, eight head of
decently bred coursers, one of Bass's warchests now heavier by nearly a
hundred pounds of gold. Scream ng, gesticulating, cursing nerchants of many
sorts and standi ngs, sone of themin tears at the thought of |ost profits and
of having to try to collect fromRi gh Ronan, flanked and trailed the colum as
it wound through the narrow, crooked streets. But none of them got or stayed
too close, for—sensing the current mood of their captain—the grim

gal | ogl ai ches and bl ack-faced Kal ynks had al ready and publicly done pai nful

vi ol ence upon nore than one merchant who had committed the cardinal error of
protesting too nmuch the otherw se-bl oodl ess near-sacking of Ard Macha.

They camped that night only ten mles fromArd Macha and. not sure just what



Ri gh Ronan m ght essay, maintained tight security. But they were already again
on the march the next norning before a guardsman on a well-bred bl ack courser
gel ding overtook them A curt order to halt and the sight of sone drawn
pistols allowed Bass to relieve the same young kni ght who had of fered, through
Nugai, to bed with himof a fol ded, waxed, and seal ed—and heavily

per f uned—i ssive addressed to Ard-Righ Brian VIII1. It was witten in French
and so Baron Melchoro translated it.

"Bass, ny friend, that puling wetch back there has herein laid at your door
the blame for every crinme save only regicide, incest, and public sodomny ..

but then, seeing him this nessenger girl of his, and sone others | well

recall of his court, | would inmagine that sodomny, either public or private, is
no crime at all within his domains.

"He seens unusually anxious to get back that slave girl of his; indeed, he
nmentions her thrice and the gold only twce."

"Well." Bass smiled as he shredded the vellumwith his dagger. "I think we
need not see the Ard-Righ waste his valuable tinme reading such fantasies."

"What of hinP?" growled Sir Conn, hooking a thumb at the w de-eyed, sputtering
Airgialla knight. "May | kill him Your G ace?"

"No," said Bass, "fromwhat little | know of himand his habits, you'd
di shonor your steel with his blood. Tell your galloglaiches to take his horse
and anything el se of his they fancy and to chase himwel|l away fromthe road."

A second gal | oper, bearing an even nore sl anderous nessage, overtook them
during the next day's march and was afforded equal treatment. That gave Bass
two nore decent coursers to add to his renuda and sone of his galloglaiches a
few bits of unexpected | oot.

Bass was not exactly sure just what he could or would do with Ita. Since

| earning her true, very tender age, his guilt at having used her to his
gratification and pl easure that night had so affected himthat sex was now the
farthest thing fromhis mnd when he | ooked at or conversed with her through a
translator. But one thing that he did know was that there was no way in hel

or creation that he would see her ever taken back to her shaneful enslavenent
in Airgialla, not if he had to kill half the adult male popul ation of Ireland
to keep her free.

"But how to be certain that she does stay free, that is the nost pressing
guestion,” he thought to hinself as his courser maintained the slow, unhurried
pace of the southbound columm. "Brian is tricky, sneaky, sly. and set on his

own ends, and anything that will advance those ends. | assunme that he will
next send ne back north to see the U Neills and get their Jewel away from
t hem by hook or by crook or by main force, if need be. |'ve stopped two of

Ronan' s nessengers, but another one is bound to get through to Brian
eventual ly, and then Brian just mght decide, with me in the Held, to ship Ita
back to his bunghol e buddy in Airgialla.

"I could take her down to Dublin and put her aboard Revenge—she'd be safe from
Bri an and Ronan there—but a warship that mght go into action at any mnute is
simply no place for a young girl to live for who knows how | ong.

"No, | think the only thing to do is to send her over to England. That's it,
"Il send her to Hal, along with a letter detailing sone of her story and
asking himto care for her until | get back fromhere. Now, who to send with
her? Hmm . . . Nugai ... but | can't send him al one. An Englishman woul d be
best. | know, that nman | knighted



and gave a ship command recently. Sir John Starkley? No, Stakeley, that's it,

Nugai and Sir John Stakeley. That'll kill two birds with one stone, so to
speak; his dispatch lugger can sail themover to Liverpool, then he and Nuga
can di sembark and take Ita up to York. Ronan will play pure hell laying his

sliny hands on her again in York, under the full protection of Archbishop
Harol d. "

Bass then little knew the surprises in store for him. . . and Ita.

When the Ard-Righ had told himof his plan to hire a condotta of foot from
Ri gh Roberto, he asked Bass, "All right, Your Grace, you ve net all three of
t hose captains, served al ongside two of them against the third. Now which one
of them do you think you best could work with, depend upon, and conmand in
battl e?"

That was why the cavalry canp, in the |ands of the Slaine Can, between Tara
and Lagore, was enlarged just in time to begin to house sone four hundred
gal | ogl ai ches out of the Scottish Western |Isles—an identical breed to Bass's
ori ginal squadron, but these newconers fighting afoot, w th matchl ock
calivers. pikes, axes, and greatswords. That was al so why a day dawned t hat
saw H's Grace of Norfolk in conference in his headquarters with Sir Ringean
Mac | omhair, who once had served and fought in the |lands of the northern U
Neills and thus knew somet hing of themfroma soldier's viewpoint.

Wdely traveled, |ike many another professional nercenary officer, and al so
owning a mddling if informal education, as well as the ear for |anguages and
di al ects which was the natural endownrent of not a few Celts, Sir Ringean spoke
a reasonabl e English, plus all of the Scots dialects, Irish Gaelic, Norse,

Dani sh, French, Flenish, Wlsh, some German, and stray words, phrases, and
obscenities in a nunber of other tongues, so Bass had no trouble at all in
conversing with this newest of his captains.

VWhile awaiting the arrival of Sir Fingean and his condotta, Bass had ridden
down to Dublin and personally seen Ita and Nugai aboard Sir John Stakeley's
sturdy, swi ft-w nged

little lugger, Cassius. He had given the |oyal Kalnyk a generous purse of gold
and specific oral instructions to him Sir John, and the bilingual Irish
serving woman he had hired in Slaine to attend the girl. He al so had gi ven
Nugai a handful of letters—+two for the Archbi shop, one of which the churchman
was to send on to King Arthur, one for Sir Peter Fairley, one each for the
bailiffs of all three of his English holdings, one for the Lord Adm ral of
Arthur's navy. Sir Paul Bigod. one for the nobl eman who was fostering his son
Joe Foster, and one for his wife, Krystal

However, when he made to depart the deck of the lugger, Ita clung frantically
to him both her slender arms about his neck, showering himw th a flood of
teary kisses and Gaelic words.

Uasal , the m ddl e-aged serving worman, translated: "lta says that she should
not be so sent away to an alien land, to dwell anobng strangers, but should
rightly remain here to serve Your Grace in all ways so long as he lives. She
says that H s G ace was the very first freeman who ever was kind to her, since
the slavers took her as a very little child fromthe honel and she cannot
renenber. She fears that she never again will be able to see and serve and
confort H's Grace. She says that this should not be, for she is his now nore
fully than she has ever been any other master's, bound to himnot just of the
body but of her soul. She avows her love for Hs Grace with all of her heart,
swears by the Sacred Heart of Qur Lord that this be truth, and she once again



beseeches himto not send her away."

Di sentangling hinself fromthe girl's arns, Bass took her small head between
his two pal ms and ki ssed her softly upon her forehead and her two danp
eyelids, then said, "Uasal, please tell Ita that | amnot sending her to ny
friend i n Engl and because | dislike her or the sight of her, but because there
is no other way that | can keep her free, protect her fromreseizure by the
folk to whom she was for so long in bondage in Airgialla. In England, under
the shield of the powerful man to whom | am sending her, she will remain safe
and confortable and well cared for until my work here is done and | can nysel f
return to Engl and. "

But even after the tiring-woman had finished her translations of his words,
still did Ita furiously fling herself upon him holding to himso very
stubbornly that it required the efforts of both Uasal and Nugai to pry her
| oose and allow Bass to quit the ship.

For several days after, he wondered if he had done the right thing for the
little sometine slave girl, then he was sunmoned by the Ard-Righ to his

of ficial residence conplex near the Hill of Tara. Brian received himquite
formally in a small but plain audi ence chanber | acking any furnishings save
carpets, a single cathedra chair, and a silver wine table beside it to hold
the nmonarch's potables. Brian hinmself held a bared cerenmpnial sword and | ooked
grimas Bass was ushered in by well-armed foot guards, who had di sarned him
bef or ehand.

W thout any greeting or preanble, the Ard-Righ said, "Your Gace of Norfolk, I
nave received word from Ri gh Ronan of Airgialla, nmy client and ally. He wites
that, among ot her heinous acts, you saw fit while there to insult him

hum liate him and even offer violence to his sacred royal person. He goes on
to wite that you intimdated himw th your raw force of arms and thereby
extorted over a hundred pounds of gold fromhim then proceeded to | oose your
troops upon Ard Macha to | oot alnmost that much again in goods, horses, and
rolling stock with which to bear all your booty away. He continues, witing
that at very sword points you took fromhis palace a very valuable female

sl ave, whose services and person he had | oaned you out of the goodness of his
heart while you had been his honored guest in his palace. He further wites
that you intercepted two nobl e nessengers he di spatched to nme, opened, read,
and then destroyed the letters they bore, robbed themof all they owned down
to their naked skins, had themwell striped, then chivvied out into the
countrysi de and woodl ands by your troopers. He does not ask for your head,

t hough he does, it would seem have sufficient grounds; rather, he prays that
| forthwith force you to relinquish and return to himhis slave, his gold, the
lifted horses, and such goods as remain avail able and unspoiled. | stand
inclined to honor his requests at this mnute, but | first would hear your
side of the matter. Your Grace. Just what is your answer to this plethora of
serious charges?"

"Your Majesty," said Bass, being every bit as cool and as formal as the

Ard-Ri gh, "you gave me a copy of the letter which | bore to R gh Ronan when
first I was sent to Airgialla, and init it was stated that you expected him
to render me all needed assistance of a supply or a military nature whilst |
was up in U aid, yet when | asked foot troops of himbefore | marched, he
swore that all he had were with your arny in Connachta, and when | asked for
aid and supplies and guns to be brought up to the siege of Centreib, none of
the three ever cane; R gh Ronan never so nuch as left his palace and his feast
hal I .

"As regard the gold, well. Your Majesty's letter spelled out the anount of
speci e Righ Ronan was to pay nme for the services of ne and ny condotta, and



that is the exact amount | took fromhis treasury, no nore than that.

"I nsofar as robbing Ard Macha is concerned, | had ny nmen take fromthe
nmerchants there the supplies owed themand me fromthe canmpaign in Uaid, sone
few renpunts, and a coupl e of waggons, |eaving behind some unsound but curable
horses and sone damaged but repairabl e waggons in exchange.

"As for the nessengers. Your Majesty, | by then considered Ri gh Ronan to be ny
bitter eneny and | dealt with his guardsnen gallopers as such. However, if it
is Your Majesty's wish, I will collect the horses, weapons, gear, and cl othing
of those two carpet-knights and send them back to Ard Macha."

In a mrginally friendlier tone, Brian demanded. "And this so val uabl e sl ave
girl, Your Grace, what of her? Wiy did you steal her away w thout paying Ri gh
Ronan, her |egal owner, at |east a part of her worth? Slave stealing is a
capital offense, you know. Turn the chit over to ne. Your G ace—+'Il send her
back to Ard Macha and then smooth things over, you'll see. If you want a sl ave
girl, take your pick of mne, nore than one, if you wish."

Bass told Brian exactly why he had taken Ita from Ronan and Ard Macha, | eaving
out nothing. Then he said, "I thank Your Majesty for his kind, well-nmeant

of fer, but | cannot deliver the girl, Ita, up to him for she by nowis in
Engl and, in the care of H s Gace Harold, Archbishop of York."

The Ard-Ri gh sighed and | eaned back in his cathedra, letting the burni shed

bej ewel ed sword clatter down at his feet. "Yet an other quick-wtted,

prescient man of intelligence you are. Your Grace. It's no wonder that ny
cousin Arthur so treasures you. Al right, 1'Il send sweet Ronan the horses
and what not you took fromhis two pegboys, along with a purse of twelve ounces
of gol d—o slave girl, no matter how well trained, is worth nore than that, |
trow 1'lIl also send along a letter earnestly advising himto let the entire
matter drop at this point and charge it all off to securing his U aid border

"Inredi ately after the new condotta has arrived in Mde and is well
amal gamated with your horse, 1'll be expecting you to nmove north and into the
| ands of my northern cousins.

"Draw what ever you need frommy quarternasters, they're expecting you, but be
not overburdened, for you'll be living off the country. | don't think you'l
ever have to go into real battle up there, but I want themto think that you
mean to rob, rape, pillage, and burn until they have been stung enough to face
you . . . and me, off. Al us U Neills used to be fierce, proud, doughty
warriors, and we of the southern branch still are, but my northern cousins,

al as, are nostly beconme near as decadent as ny client and ally Ri gh Ronan

"But Your Grace, the present Righ, in Dun Gven, will be easy enough to dea
with, | neither want nor need another in his stead, so please try not to
repl ace him eh? Above all, please try not to yourself beconme a Righ.

shudder at the mere thought of having the old Northern Fifth of Eireann, the
entire Fifth, controlled by Your G ace and one of the di Bolgia ilk; in such
case, Eireann would very shortly be united, | venture to guess, but not under
me as Ard-Righ."

Brian stood up. "And now | nust ask you to leave. Sir Ugo has ridden in a half
hour agone with an urgent nessage from Corcaigh. He refuses to give it to any
save nme, personally and privately."

Bri an was deeply shocked when he laid eyes to Sir Ugo and quickly arose to
press the tottering Italian knight into his own chair, while loudly roaring
for another, a table, and brandy to be brought imediately.



Sir Ugo's face was pale and drawn with pain and strain. Hs bridl e armwas
roughly, hastily bandaged with torn strips of linen in tw pl aces—between
shoul der and el bow and between el bow and wi st—and both the wrappi ngs were
showi ng ol d and nore recent bl oodstains. H s forehead | ooked buned and
blistered, and the hair above it had been singed off, in sone way, alnost back
to the crowm of his head. A cut and a wi de patch of bruised flesh were over
his | eft cheekbone, and there was blood crust in his black nustache, which

al so showed traces of singeing.

The battered knight's |lips were cracked and the | ower one | ooked to have been
bitten clear through . . . and nore than just once, too. He collapsed into the
cathedra and gratefully gulped the entire pint of ale proffered by the
Ard- R gh. though the nmonarch had to help to hold the tankard steady.

"You bear a letter for ne. Sir Ugo?" Brian inquired softly.

The kni ght shook his head, wi ncing and gasping despite hinself at the
nmoverent, which brought tears into his bloodshot eyes and a fresh trickle of

red blood fromboth his nostrils. "No. Your Ma . . . jesty, nessage. Ri gh Sean
dead, nmurdered. The Ifrigan condotta . . . broke oaths, killed their
captain . . . officers . . . joined FitzGeralds, who slew FitzRobert just as

he was about to be made Ri of FitzGCerald.

"Wth Righ Sean's head on ... spear . . . attacked palace, all of them il
Duce, |. guards, servants, fought.

held . . . until condotta could be sunmoned, armget to palace. | ... had to
hack way out of city. Al ny nen, squires . . . killed there or in fights on

road to border.

"il Duce. condotta. pal ace guards, Venetian gunners hold pal ace, fortress,
inner city, port. Fleet safe but unable to do much except fire shells into
concentration they see to form il Duce begs aid. relief."

Then, even as the additional furnishings and the brandy ordered were being
borne through the doorway. Sir Ugo slipped fromthe chair, unconscious.

"Take himto my suite," ordered the Ard-Ri gh. "Let ny personal physicians be
sumoned to see to his wounds. Tell the physicians that this knight nust
recover, for | feel -have long felt—that he bears destiny upon his shoul ders.

"You. there, have Hi's Grace of Norfolk sent to ne at once. And you. Sir
Baetan. collect ny squires and arm ng nen. They are to nmeet me in the pal ace
arnory. Then present ny conplinments to Sir Artgal and tell himl order himto
mount my guard, ready for an i medi ate departure for Minster. | nean to | eave
before nightfall."

EPI LOGUE
Manus Mac Dhomhnuil |, Bishop of the Isles, was younger brother of Sir Aonghas
Dubh Mac Dhomhnuill. Regulus of the Isles, Earl of Ross, and a man with whom

to reckon, only King James having nore power in Scotland, and there were those
who said that Janes had | ess than the fierce, dour Mac Dhomhnuill of Mac
Dhomhnui | |

Despite his savage antecedents and il k, Harold of York had found the man of

| ate-m ddl e years to be courteous, cultured, well educated, and wi dely
travel ed, an excellent conversationalist with a near-brilliant, surprisingly
open mnd. They first had net and conferred during the time that Harold had



been arranging the treaty of alliance with nobles and high clergy representing
Ki ng Janmes, at Wiyffler Hall. They had since net twi ce nore, at York, and
Harol d had been nost pleased when he heard that the influential bishop was
once nore bound for England and York.

After day-1ong conferences, Harold took great pleasure in sitting before a
warmfire on the hearth of his smallest parlor and chatting on a wide variety
of subjects with so witty and well read a conpanion. Oten, on this visit, he
had brought in Rupen Adenian as well, that he might overhear and thus |earn
nore about his strange new world fromthe |lips of a man who had seen nuch of
it, far nore than had the Archbi shop, bound down as he had been for so many
years with not only churchly duties but affairs of the ki ngdom

On an evening. Bishop Manus drained off the remainder of his jack of ale and
said. "Wiile ale be a true sovereign for thirst, your grace, would you not
pefer a bit of nmulled wine on so danp a night as this?"

Harol d sm | ed and nodded. "An excellent suggestion, friend Manus. Rupen
pl ease go out and tell Alfred to fetch up the necessaries . . .oh, and see if
little Ita be not yet abed. She owns a true talent for mulling wine just so."

VWhile the girl knelt before the hearth, watching the mulling irons heat and

m xing spices with rare, dear white sugar in a brazen nortar, the Bi shop of
the Isles grinned slyly and wi nked at Harold, remarking, "Your 'ward' indeed,
old friend. She's a bit young and skinny for mne own tastes, but | doubt not
that she can warm a bed nicely, for all. Are we two not becone cl ose enough to
speak truth one to the other, Harold?"

"I have spoken nothing but truth, Manus," said the Archbi shop gravely. "This
poor child here was delivered out of nbst odi ous bondage to a wicked king in
Ireland by Hs Grace Sir Bass Foster, Duke of Norfol k. Fearful that she m ght
be retaken and returned to hi mwho had held and abused her. H's Gace sent her
to ne here, bidding nme keep her until he return fromKing's business oversea.
She seens a sweet girl, though she speaks no English or French, so | cannot
talk with her and | earn nore of her history."

"Irish, is she, then?" asked the bishop. "Then let nme try. eh?"

To the kneeling girl, he held out his right hand, saying in the Gaelic of the
Western Isles, which was not too dissimlar fromsome of the nmore northerly
Irish variants of that w despred tongue, "Child, cone here."

Hesitantly, the slimgirl arose frombefore the hearth and took the few steps
necessary to stand before the Scot, ceasing to trenble when she saw the
gent | eness of his dark-blue eyes. Dropping her gaze by chance, for a nonent,
she saw t he odd-shaped purplish mark on the pal mof his hand, bearing a vague
simlarity to the head of a bull with one cursive horn

Suddenly sniling, she said in Gaelic. "Master . . . master. Ita has a mark
like that, too. See?" she held up her own opened right hand.

Harol d and Rupen, conprehendi ng none of the guttural |anguage, both sprang up
in alarm certain that the Scot was suffering sone sort of seizure, for he had
stared, bug-eyed, at Ita's tiny hand, first paling to ashness. then going red
as fire.

Grasping both her wists in a crushing grip, Manus demanded of the once nore
terrified girl, "W are you, child ?" Wo was your sire? Your nother? Dam
you, tell me\" Furiously, he shook her. Trenbling and gasping |ike a spent
horse, she spoke no nore words, but rather began to cry.



"Manus . . . ?" said Harold of York softly, then, when he did not thus get the
Scot's attention, his voice took on the tinbre and snap of the mlitary | eader
he had perforce been in years past.

"Bi shop Manus Mac Dhomhnuill, you will at once release the child and cease to
abuse her and shout at her! What has she done to of fend you, anyway?"

After Rupen and Harold had dried Ita's tears, conforted and cal med her to the
poi nt of only an occasional burping sob, and she sat at Harold's side upon the
carpet, her head against his knee, the Bishop of the Isles began to speak

"Harol d, you must know t hat between the vicissitudes that befall folk of al
ranks and stations on the Isles, very few of us nake ol d bones, |east of al
the men and wonen and even bai ns of nmine own house and clan. My poor brother
the regulus, sired no daughters, only sons, eleven of them O those sons,
three died at birth or near to it, two nore were taken to God while stil
children, one was lost with the most of his ship's conpany in a great tenpest
at sea. two fell in battle here in England during the late ill-starred
Crusade, and yet another was so badly mained on the retreat back to Scotl and
that he died shortly after he had been brought back to his home. Another fell,
foully

nmurdered by a coward out of the Stillbhard ilk. in the very mdst of a sacred
truce. The last, ny poor brother's |ong-chosen heir, though the youngest of

all eleven, died with all his retainers when pirates—presuned to be Irish

sl avers—attacked his island home, took away all the common folk, and laid
siege to his tower. Unable to take it against such fierce resistance, they
finally fired the roof, and ny nephew then sallied out with his gillies and so
wr ought upon the attackers that they neither stripped nor nmutilated his
corpse, leaving it even his sword and arnor, lest his indomtable spirit,
living on in his arnms and blade, do themall to death, in tine.

"Those who were next to land on that island say that they believe that that

brave young man's wife took her owmn life |est she be enslaved and di shonored.

Her ten-year-old son |ay beside her, they said, having fought so hard and

wel |, despite his tender years, that at last they had slain him too. But no

one ever found the body of their daughter, then a child of about four years .
until now, here, in this roomand on this blessed night."

He hal f-rose and drew his chair closer to Harold's. Winpering, Ita shrank
fromhim cringing closer to the Archbi shop, who softly patted her head with a
bl ue- vei ned, bony hand.

Bi shop Manus held out his own right hand, pal mupward and held in such a way
that both firelight and candlelight illumnated it and its vivid red-purple
bi rt hmar k.

"You see this mark, Harold. Sir Rupen? It is known as the Bull fromthe Sea.
and so far as is known, it never has appeared on any bai m save one sired by a

Mac Dhomhnuill . . . and not all of them My brother has the Bull, | do, and
that valiant prince who died defending his own, lain Mac Dhonmhnuill, bore it
as well. His brave little son did not. but ... but his tiny daughter did'.

"Now, Harold, take that girl's right hand and | ook well at what is upon the
flesh of her palm"

Rupen stood up to see the better as Harold held the fipened hands of Ita and
Manus cl ose together in the bright firelight, scrutinizing themfromsevera
di stances and an-



gl es. Then he shook his white-haired head in amazenent, saying, "Save only for
the disparity of sizes, they are alnost identical, in shape and in col oring,
as well."

Bi shop Manus nodded. "Just so, Harold. Now you know why | becane so agitated.
This Ita can be of no il k save that of Mac Dhonhnuill. And she | ooks of just
about the right age to be the little grandniece for the repose of whose

i nnocent soul | have for so long prayed. Nor can any of you imagi ne how ny
poor bereft brother will rejoice at this bl essed occurrence. His Gace of
Norfolk will know well the gratitude of dan Mac Dhomhnuill, ere lIong, and
you, too, ny dear friends."

And so, a nonth later, down the road fromthe north cane such a caval cade t hat
the citizens and garrison of that city once called Jorvik brought in their

ki ne and barred their gates, thinking that the thrice-dammed Scots once nore
were sending an invading arny into England. Beneath a crested banner of finest
silk, it bearing a nmotto in Latin—Per Mare per Terras—and borne high al oft on
a gil ded ashwood | ance shaft, rode a richly dressed man. Al though his face
bore the marks of age and war and sorrow, his body | ooked nuscular and firm
and he easily handled the reins of a tall, prancing stallion.

Behind him his banner, and a score of bodyguards rode above two hundred

kni ghts and nobl erren, their squires, sergeants, and attendants. Two hundred
nmount ed axemen preceded and flanked a long and rich train of waggons, a herd
of spare horses, and a larger herd of skinny cattle of the |ong-horned and
-haired breed of western and northern Scotl and.

To the inestimable and very evident relief of the folk of York, this host of
Scots canped on the site of the old Royal Arny canp, well outside the walls.
Only the old man and sone of his guards, nobles, and knights actually entered
the city, riding straight to Yorkm nster and the archepi scopal pal ace.

Thanks to the efforts of Harold, Rupen, and Jenny Bostw ck, the girl who was
brought into the room wherein were assenbl ed Aonghas Dubh and his principa
vassal s.

al ong with Bi shop Manus and a sel ection of the Scottish clergy just then in
Yor k, Archbi shop Harold, and Sir Rupen, |ooked far less the part of a recently
freed sl ave concubine and far nore |like a young mai den of good breeding.

Rumbling in a basso voice that sounded not in the | east aged, the fearsone
Lord of the Isles said in his native |anguage, with tones that none of his
many eneni es ever had heard or would, "Conme you to ne." Stripping off his
doeski n-and-gol d-thread riding gl ove, he held out to her a scarred and si newy
hand t he pal m of which bore the sane red-purple nmark as did her own and that
of the bishop

Now, at Bishop Manus's firminsistence, Ita had been kept conpletely ignorant
of the fact that this great |lord was com ng, and this day had been held

secl uded and alone in a distant part of the palace, so that she might have no
inkling of the identity of the man she was being taken to neet. Therefore, the
near-mracle that foll owed cane as a shocking surprise to all who saw and
heard it, those who could understand Gaelic, that is.

H s hand still extended, Aonghas runbled yet again, "I say, cone you to ne,
little fair one.”

Then, it happened. Ita's forehead winkled briefly, while her |ips shaped
soundl ess syl lables, and then she said, questioningly, "Seanair? Seanair



tar bhT

Bi shop Manus, anong others of the Scots, paled and gasped, then he grasped his
pectoral cross while his |lips nmoved. But his brother roared out a wordless cry
and in two long strides was upon Ita, his powerful arns crushing her frai
formto him while unashaned tears of joy cascaded down his lined, scarred old
face and his thick, massive body shook to the intensity of his sobs, as he
gasped out her true nanme over and over again, "Eibhlin, ~ny little Eibhlin,
joy of ny heart, Eibhlin, yes, you are back where you belong, Ei bhlin, with
your Grandfather Bull. Eibhlin, and no foul Irish pigs will ever take ny
little Eibhlin fromme again, Ei bhlin."

Ful | y spanning her waist with both his hands, he rasied her above his head and
turned about so that both of them faced his amazed vassals. "Look upon her
fairness, clansmen,” he said in a voice that rattled the | eaded panes in the
wi ndows, "for she is of our ilk. Look upon ny dear little granddaughter,

Ei bhlin Mac Dhomhnuill, restored to us by God and a Sassenach Duke, assuredly
our Lord's inplement. Look upon her! Now, down on your knees, all of you, and
af ford her her due homage, for she is Princess of the Isles and from out her
loins will cone your next chief and regulus!"

Sitting at meat later that day, the two brothers flanking the Archbi shop and
Ita-Ei bhlin beside her grandfather, the old regul us explained, "Seanair tarbh
Your Grace of York, means Grandfather Bull. Before she was stolen fromus, it
was her chief pet name for ne, as it had been her poor young nurdered

brother's before her. It was only some eight or nine years ago she was taken

and we of the Mac Dhomhnuill ilk are noted for our menories. | wore today
those clothes | wore when | ast she sawne ... or as close to themas | could
find, hoping that her Mac Dhomhnuill memory night cause her to recall them and

recogni ze ne. And, as you all saw and heard this day, she did. She can be
naught save what | procl ai ned here before ny clansnen, Eibhlin Mc
Dhomhnui I | . Princess of the Isles, her husband to be the sire of the next
chief and regulus."

Livid with rage, Kogh Adem an. president and chairman of the board of the
Adeni an Enterprises congl omerate—the ultrasensitive nature of the defense
equi prent manuf actured by sone of the companies within that congl onerate
giving hima great deal of power with certain governnental agencies and
persons—glared at the three men standing before his nonstrous desk and
snarled, "And |I say, bullshit, damm you! It ain't no way on God's green earth
t hat none you fuckin' college boys can get me to believe that ny ol dest son
my own fuckin' older brother, two of ny nephews, and nine other people can
just flat, poof, disappear off a fuckin' lawn of a fuckin' lit-up river place
with a half a hundred fuckin' Ay-rabs watchin' them It's just fuckin'

i npossible, and if you three fuckers can't see that, then you all of you is
got shit for brains. Hear ne?"

State Police Lieutenant Marty CGear, who had conme along to see the big-shot
Armeni an at the request of the two federal agents who had come up just as dry
as had he and his investigative staff in the search for even a trace of the

m ssi ng nusi ci ans and dancers, had not |iked the |loud, arrogant, and abusive
swell fromfirst neeting, and he |liked himeven | ess now He had never taken
kindly to being cussed at and called dirty nanes by anybody—an or wonan or
punk kid, black or white or whatnot, rich or poor, American or foreigner. \Wen
the two federals said not a word, | ooking down at their Corfam shoes and
nmovi ng not a nuscle. Gear decided it was up to him

Clearing his throat, he asked, "M . Adem an, has it been any letters or calls
you' ve got from anybody as night've snatched your kinfolks and the rest?"



"Well, thank God for good ol d-fashi oned honest-to-pete cops." snorted Kogh
Adeni an. "Lootenant, that's the | east dunb-ass thing |'ve heard since you
three stooges conme in here. Naw, it ain't been a fuckin' word fromno fucknY
body. | done put feelers out all over the whole fuckin' world, checkin' up on
anybody we can think of might of had a reason or thought they had a reason for
to try and hold nmy fuckin' feet to the fire for somethin' —t+he goddam Russki es,
of course, them and the Chinks and that fucker Castro. Then too, we got
feelers out at all the damm fuckin' nitwit groups—+the PLO the IRA all them
fuckin' Comm e nigger groups in Africa, the SDS and SNCC and CORE and RAM

t hem bomb- happy Basques with the ETA, the TPLA, and | don't know whatall.

even got a fucker checkin' out the fuckin' Cosa Nostra. fer God's sake! |'ve
done ever' last thing | can. Now what're you three fuckers doin', huh?"

Li eutenant Gear held his piece this tine, figuring that it was now the turn of
the feds in the barrel. But neither of them spoke for |ong nonments.

"Goddam you, you dunmb cocksuckers, | asked you a fuckin' question!" Adem an
urgently pronpted. "lIs one of you gonna answer ne or have | gotta start makin'
fuckin' phone calls to sone fuckers who will make you answer ne?"

The senior of the two agents took the ball and tried to run with it. "M.
Adeni an, sir, every square centineter of that estate on the Potomac has been
gone over extensively and repeatedly by different teans, each one starting out
from scratch, and nothing of any value or significance has been turned up. Al
the servants, the caterer and all his people, every nman, worman, and child who
was a guest at that party has been questioned exhaustively, npbst of them nore
than once, and exactly the same story has been gotten fromall of them"™

"Exhaustivel y?" grow ed Kogh Adem an. "Until who was exhausted, you or them
Ay-rab fuckers? And what the fuckin' shit you bastards expect themto say?
That they had ny boy and ny brother and ny nephews and all themtook off by
somebody?

"Shit, you candy-ass not herfuckers sound dunber and dunmber ever' tinme you open
your friggin' nouths! Them Ay-rabs ain't gonna tell you what really went down
out there long as you all is nice and polite to them Ay-rabs and Turks, they
got no respect for folks what's polite. What you gotta do is take them fuckers
down in a basenment someplace and beat the holy livin' shit out of themtil
they comes to tell you the fuckin' truth. You ain't got the guts to do it, |
got some men that will! Just give ne the word."

"M. Adem an," said the senior agent in evident alarm "what you, ahhh .
suggest is conpletely illegal by federal statutes and by those of every state.
W cannot and woul d not ever perpetrate such horrible interrogative practices.
As for you and your men, you were well advised to |eave well enough al one.
Sone of those people have diplomatic i munity, you know, and | think—=

"You think'." snapped Kogh scornfully. "M. shithead, you don't know how to
think nothin's not in a fuckin' |awbook somewheres. So, okay, | won't take ny
men Ay-rab huntin' ... for a while, yet. But you take diplomatic i munity and
shove it straight up your fuckin' asshole, mster. You get the truth out them
fuckin' Ay-rabs fuckin'-A quick, or you all gonna be out panhandlin' down
around the bus depot in D.C. after your fuckin' unenployment has run out. And
m ster, you ask anybody knows Kogh Ademi an and they'll tell you I don't
threaten nuthin' | ain't prepared to fuckin' do!

"You find out what happened to ny boy, Arsen, and ny brother, Rupen, and al
and you find out goddamfast or I'lIl nail your fuckin' hides to the fuckin'
wal I . Now, get the fuck out of my office and get to work!"
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