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CHAPTER 1

The moon rose high over the low hill a the edge of the plain, and over the cluster of rocks at itsfoot.
Within that rough ring half adozen men in white robes stood chanting, hoods covering their heads, gilded
scklesat their belts, chanting a petition to aforgotten god.

"Why have you turned away from us, O Toutatis?' the leader called, and the others answered, "Because
our fathers fathersturned away from you."

"Remember us, Toutatid" the leader cried, and the others chanted, " Toutatis, remember.”

"Our ancestors built great stone ringsin which to worship you, Touttis, but we must hidein these circles
you have given us by the mountains.”

"We mug hidein the mountains," the watchers chorused.

"For we who remember you are few, and weak thereby, Toutatis!"

"We arefew and wesk," the watchers agreed.

"We pray you, give us strength, Toutatis, that we may increase!”

"That we may increasel”

"That we may regain our dominion, and worship you openly in the great Sonerings!” the leader cried.
"In the great stonerings,” the watchers echoed.

"We shall serveyou aswell aswe may, Toutatis!"

"Aswedl aswe may," the followers echoed.

"Weshdl giveyou our richest gift, Toutatid"

"Our richest gift" Eyes glistened; one or two of the men moistened their lips and swallowed thickly.
"A virgin!" theleaeder cried. "A finegirl, not yet eighteen, preserved from man'stouch for you!"
"And because her father's an ogre," one of the men muttered.

"Betill!" hisneighbor hissed.

"Do you supposethisisredly how theold druids did it?'

"Of courseit is! Niobhyte hasread al the old books of runesthey left! Now be silent, before he hears
you!"

"Bring forth the virginl" Niobhyte the leader commanded.
"Thevirgin comes," cried avoice from beyond the rocks.
"Thevirgin comes," the other men chorused. All eyesturned toward the source of the voice.

A high-pitched drum began to best, and three figures came into the rock circle, dl in white cowled robes,



but the onein the center wore amuch finer cloth. The man to the left kept afirm hold on the arm of the
central figure; the man to the right beat dowly on asmadll, flat drum. The centrd figure seemed to be
wading through an invisible stream, stumbling now and again, but steadied by the hand on the arm. Asthe
drum tapped out a solemn measure, the three came to the low, flat rock in front of Niobhyte and stopped
alittleto one sde, facing both him and the smal congregation.

"Unvell the sacrificel” Niobhyte commanded.

The guard stepped behind the central figure and drew the hood back, revealing a heart-shaped face with
huge eyes, retrousse nose, and full lips. A wedlth of blond hair tumbled out.

The watchers caught their breath at her beauty. They had al seen her before, of course, seen and
yearned, but by moonlight she seemed even more lovey than ever, with an dmost supernatura quality.
Now, though, her eyes were dim, unfocused, and she wore abemused, faintly puzzled expression.

" See how Toutatis enhances the beauty of shewho goesto him!" Niobhyteintoned. "Unveil her, unvell
her!”

Sowly, the guard drew the robe down to reveal smooth shoulders, so palein the moonlight, then further
to expose awedth of swelling curves and expanses of pale skin, on down to smal, bare, dainty feet.

The men caught their breeth; the youngest groaned. His mates silenced him with furious hisses. He
wondered how Niobhyte had seduced her into dipping out of her father's house—with promises of a
handsome prince awaiting her, or of wealth and power? No matter—once out, he had given her drugged
wine, and his henchmen had borne her away to thisring.

"Lay her down on her nuptia bed,” Niobhyte intoned.

Thegirl sumbled asthey turned her about, then blinked, confused, asthey laid her down. Severd of the
men moaned, looking at the moon-glowing body stretched out on the stone table. The girl looked about
her, puzzled; then the drug-haze cleared for a second and darm filled her face, but Niobhyte stepped
forward to touch her forehead with aforefinger, venting a phrase none of the men could understand, and
her eyes dulled again, her body relaxed.

"Toutatis, we send you this gift!" Niobhyte swung the knife high.

The youngest watcher cried out and |legped to protect the woman. His companions, ready for it, caught
and held him.

But they couldn't catch the peasants who legped down from the tops of the rocks, howling in anger.
More of them came pelting between boulders and into the circle, and a huge, brawny, grizzle-haired man
caught Niobhyteswrist and twisted. The knifefell and Niobhyte cried out in pain— but the cry changed
to astaccato chant as hisleft hand came up, and light exploded from his pam.

The peasants shouted in pain, covering their eyes. The older man threw himsdf across his daughter,
blinded and in panic. He heard the leader shout acommand, but didn't dareriseto try to catch the
scoundrel, blind ashewas.

Then the green afterimage circle that filled his vision faded, and he could see the rock circle again—with
peasants |ooking about in astonishment. Some began to mutter in fear.

But the father'sfear was dl for his daughter. Looking down, he saw with relief that she was dive and
untouched, though still dull-eyed. He caught up the white robe to cover her and lifted her in hisarms.
"Sheissaved! | thank you al, neighbors, for helping me, for my daughter isunharmed, and only



frightened!"
"By what magic did they al disappear?' one of the neighbors quavered.

"Y ou know that mushroom that flares so brightly when you dry it and throw it into thefire? That's dl he
needed, in the dark like this, and he and his men ran away while we were blinded. Come on, let'stake
this poor child home!" The father headed out of the circle, cradling his daughter in hisarms, and the
othersfollowed, but with many fearful glances back over their shoulders. Mushroom or not, they feared
magic, and cong dering what the white-robed murderer had been trying to do, they feared it was magic of
the worst kind.

Inagrove of young firs higher up on the mountain, the youngest acolyte ssumbled in and collgpsed on the
floor, panting. The others scarcely noticed; they were too busy trembling and wiping avay sweet. One
older acolyte did pay attention, though, and helped thelad up. "It'sdl right, now. They won't think to
look for us here, if were quiet”

"Wewill not dways haveto beslent!"

Theworshipersall looked up in surprise. Their chief sat, hood pulled forward over hisface, but astray
moonbeam showed burning eyes and bristling beard.

"Our day will come," hetold them. "Our cries and prayers shall waken the old gods, and they shall come
roaring into the sky againgt this meek milksop who let mere mortas hang him on across”

The acolytes gasped at the blasphemy and huddled in on themsalves. Some of them glanced at the sky as
though expecting lightning to strike them dead even for hearing such words.

"Oh, abrave gaggle of Cdtsareyou!" theleader said, with curled lip. "How staunchly you worship
Toutatis, when you recoil in horror at the dightest word against the Lord of the priests book! Do you not
wish Toutatisto rise again, and dl the old gods of the druids with him? To rise, and raise you to power
and wedlth? The finest garments shal be yours, the squires houses, the most beautiful maidend™

Avarice and lust overcame fear. Severa of the acolyteslicked their lips, trying to pluck up courage, but
two or three took fire, crying, "Aye, wewish it!" with burning eyes.

"Then put aside your fears of these clodhopping peasants” The "druid” overlooked the fact that al of his

followers were plowmen themsdlves. "' Put aside fear, and let your spiritsrisein hope! Our day will come!

The old gods will waken! We will win the protection of aprincel Heis swayed by my promises of power
and glory, dready half won to our cause! He shal cometo the throne, and we shal rise to dominion with

him!"

The men stared; the "druid" had mentioned the princely patron before, but never so clearly. It had to be
the heir to the throne, it had to be Prince Gaherid!

"We shall have the protection of aprince,” the leader promised, his eyes glowing. "We shdl have the
protection of aking! Then shal we worship in the open with king's soldiersto guard us from these
ignorant peasants, then shdl we gather in the old stone rings to enact our sacrifices openly and for al to
see—and without interruption!™

He stood, arms upraised, eyes searching the sky, and hisfollowers rose with him, caught upin his
excitement, in the visons of beautiful naked virginsthat hiswords conjured. They held their ams up, eyes
lifted to the cold, cloud-covered moon, and chanted with their leader, though softly, begging, "Toutatis,
come!"



A month later Queen Alisande sat at table, not in the Great Hall, but in asmaler chamber, richly
furnished, walls hung with bright new tapestries, carpets covering the stone floor, table and chairs of oak
polished to glowing. Her husband and royal wizard, Lord Matthew Mantrell, had recommended such a
chamber as an aid to negotiation at Sate dinners—and aso aplace for the family to gather by
themsalves. She sat with him and his parents—and with some very unwelcome guests from the
neighboring kingdom to the north. Thelatter had virtudly invited themsdves, by the Stratagem of inviting
her when they knew she would be tied up with the bishops council, convened because of the heresy that
had cropped up in the south. Since Alisande was too busy to go to them, she'd had to invite them to
come to her—for they were the King and Queen of Bretanglia, with their poisonous brood of three
wrangling sons, and Rosamund, fiancée to Gaheris, the heir apparent.

Of course, intheir quarrding and backbiting, the boys were only demonstrating that blood runstrue, and
it was shaping up to be one of the most unpleasant state dinners Alisande had ever experienced. Inthis
universe there was no English Channel, but Matt was beginning to wish it existed, and that their

unwel come guests were safely on the other sde of it.

Maybethey did, too. "It was arough ride," Queen Petronilletold Alisande. Shewas atall, satdy
woman, still beautiful in middle age. Her auburn hair showed no trace of gray, though that was probably
due more to dye than to youth. She wore agown of maroon brocade with long, bell-shaped deeves, and
agoldentiaraset with diamonds. "The old imperid highway from Dunlimon was smooth enough, though
here and there a paving-stoneistilted. Still, our armies keep it free of weeds and trees. But from Laisca
southward it is so overgrown as to be scarcely atrackway."

Laiscal wasthefirst magor town on Alisande's sde of the border—but she let the sdlly passwith a
gracious smile. "How trying for you! Perhaps a paanquin would have been more comfortable than

riding."

Petronille eyed her narrowly, trying to decide whether that had been adig at her age. "Perhaps, my
dear—though | have found that the bearers jounce one about in a palanquin even more than doesa
proud alion.”

Typica of the woman, Matt thought—emphasizing that she was so fine arider that she didn't need a
pafrey or even aspirited mare, but could handle astdlion of fettle and mettle. There was dso thelittle
matter of calling areigning monarch "my dear" instead of ™Y our Mgesty"—avery obvious breach of
protocol.

Alisandetook it in stride, though. Smiling swestly, she said, "Still, a saddle makes one ache so, when one
isinit al day. At least, mine does, whenever | must ride on campaign or progress. Do you not find it so,
Y our Grace?"

Matt tried to hide asmile. His gentle wife had administered avery mild rebuke for Petronille's breach of
manners— and had reminded her that she might be aqueen in Bretanglia, but was only Duchess of Pykta
herein Merovence, and Alisande's vassd to boot. Further, Alisande, riding on military campaigns
whenever her country was threatened, was a sovereign, not merely the consort of one. Of course, she
had aso reminded Petronille of her own abilitiesasarider.

Petronille only smiled swestly. "Of course, my dear. How very boring for you." Then, unable to counter
her role asaking's consort, she turned to score on Alisande's consort Do you not find it tediousto
accompany your wife on such processions, Lord Wizard?'

"Why, no," Matt said, smiling. "l enjoy travel. Of course, | do wish more of it could be peaceful, but I'll
takewhat | canfind."



"Asdid your royd wife, no doubt,” Petronille said, with a poisonous smile. She turned to Mart's parents.
"Y ou were not born of the nohbility, were you, lord and lady?"

"Not in Merovence, no," Pgpa said, which was gtrictly true, but Ieft the impression that he had been a
nobleman in hishome and.

Before Petronille could pin him down, Mamasaid " Of course, one must abdicate dl aristocratic titles
when one decides to devote onesdlf to scholarship, Y our Mgjesty™

Papa nodded, picking up on her lead. "When one commits one's life to being a professor, 'Doctor' should
betitle enough.”

Matt smiled, once again eated to see how well they worked together.

"Indeed,” Petronille said archly. "And what title would you have claimed in your homeland, if you had not
chosen to leave the wider world for the cloisters of the university?

Mama shrugged, careful of her phrasing. "l would not have chosen to be a countess, Mg esty, but with
that | should have been content.”

Again, grictly true, but creating one hell of afaseimpresson. Mait caught his bresth in admiration of his
mother's skill with words. No wonder she had turned out to be a top-ranked wizard once she arrived in
auniversein which magic worked by poetry.

"Ahyes, you are of Ibile, are you not?" Petronille wouldn't give up. "What province would you have held
there?'

Papasmiled. "My father was of 1bile, yes, and his city was Castile—but | grew up in my mother'sland,
far tothewest."

King Drustan frowned. Hewastall, well into middle age, but still broad-shouldered, and the bulk that
had come on him in hisfiftieswas only dightly flab. His hair was chestnut stresked with gray, and he
woreit to his shoulders. His beard was grizzled, full and square-cut, hisnoselong and straight, hislipsfull
and sensuous, hisgray eyes bright and aert for any opening. "I have heard the rumors. Can theretruly be
agreat land so far over the sea?’

"Thereis" Papatold him, "and my wifeand | are both its natives."

"And what would have been your province, my lady, if you had not wed the doctor?" Petronille asked
Mamaswestly.

Giveit arest, Matt thought, exasperated.

But Petronille wasn't about to change topics until sheldd pinned Mamaand Papa down to admitting they
werent of the nobility.

"Havang, if Cagtro had not stolen it from us," Mamasaid, alowing the old bitterness to show.

"A robber baron, then?' Petronille gave her asmile that oozed sympathy. "How fortunate for you that
you met the good doctor!"

"Then you have come to Merovence to seek asylum?' Drustan asked.

Matt bit back the urge to say that an asylum was where Drustan and Petronille belonged.



"Why, no," Papasaid. "We are here because of our son.”

"Indeed!" Drustan said, with genuine surprise. "I had heard that you were of great assstancein purging
Ibile of the Moors, but | thought you had returned to your homeland for that purpose.”

"No, my lord, we did not know that the Moors were invading Ibile until after we had arrived,” Pgpa said
truthfully. "Even then, | only went dong on campaign to bewith my son.”

" am amazed to hear of a parent so dedicated,” Gaheris said, with an acid glare a Drustan. Hewaslean
and weasd-faced, with hisfather'slong nose but areceding chin, and scarcely any lipsat dl. Hiseyes
were smd| and congtantly shifting.

The king glared back. "1, too, am amazed, for it isusudly | who must insst that my sons accompany me
when we march to war!"

Petronille rounded on him. "Y ou should not force them, Drustan. Brion, yes, he has afondnessfor battle,
but Gaheris and John find it repugnant.”

"Not John!" Drustan beamed at hisyoungest, sitting at Mart's right hand at the foot of thetable. "He
rgoicesin the weight of hisarmor and the lance in hishand, do you not, boy?

If Gaherislooked like aweasdl, John looked like apig. He wasnt terribly fat, only alittle plump, but his
nose was short and tilted sharply up, his eyeswere smal and close s, hisforehead low under black hair
worn, like hisfather's, a shoulder length. His only attractive feature was his beard, glossy black and slky,
which had the double advantage of hiding his cheeks and chin. His doublet was aready stained, though
they were only on the second course.

Heforced asmilein responseto hisfather's question. ™Y ou have taught me well, Father."
Resentment flared in Gaheris and Brion's eyes.

Before they could speak, the nobleman beside Gaheris exclaimed, "Ah, would | could have taken part in
those battles!"

Matt looked up at him in surprise; he spoke with the accent of southern Merovence. He was lean but
muscular, perhapsin histhirties, and handsome in an angular way, with dark hair cut short.

"Y ou would, Orizhan," Gaheris said sourly. "Y ou're dmost as bad as Brion in that."

"Yes, Sr Orizhanisatrue knight," Brion snapped. Like Orizhan, he wore his brown hair short, but was
even more muscular—in fact, built like acarniva strong man. Hewore adark brown doublet with green
facings, and hisface was both handsome and regd, his nose as sraight as hisfather's but not aslong, his
hazel eyeslarge and long lashed, hisface clean shaven, showing high cheekbones and astrong, cleft
chin.

Gaheris and John bristled at the implication that neither of them was truly worthy of knighthood.

Alisande stepped in to defuse the Situation. "But one would expect Sir Orizhan to yearn for battle, when
hishomeand is so closeto peril "

"Indeed, Mgesty!" Sir Orizhan said fervently. "That our province of Toulenge was spared the Moors
rule, | thank God!"

"Then go to achurch,” Gaheris snapped, "and spare us your piety!"



Agan Alisande stepped in. "I hope time does not hang too heavily on your hands, Sir Orizhan, for your
ward must be quite safein Their Mgesties keeping.”

"I keep Rosamund closeindeed,” said Petronille, with aglare at her husband, a glare which he returned.

Rosamund kept her gaze fixed on her trencher. She seemed cowed and apprehensive, amousy little thing
whose blond hair had logt its luster and whose eyes had dulled, but Maitt; thought she might have proved
quite abeauty if shed had some spirit. She said not aword, and considering the company, Maitt could
sympathize. He just had to endure them for the evening, though—she had to live with them every day!

Sir Orizhan pulled attention away from her before she could be forced to talk. "King Drustan has been
kind enough to find employment for me, Y our Mgesty, so that the time does not hang too heavily on my
hands."

"Y ou'd be better employed minding your own business" Gaheris snarled.
"Instead, he minds yours," Brion shot back.

King Drustan gave ashout of laughter. "Aye, Sr Orizhan mindsal your businesses, my young bawcocks,
and | daresay you embroil yoursavesin far lesstrouble because of it."

"It isn't dways pleasant to have an old man dogging our footsteps, Papa,” John said, pouting.
Matt stared at Orizhan again. The man couldn't have been over thirty-five.
"Unpleasant and pointless,” Gaheris snapped "Nothing can prevent Brion from picking afight.”

"Nothing except the code of chivary!" Brion returned. "A true knight never strikes thefirst blow, except
in defense of the wesk or innocent.”

"Theinnocent?' Gaheris gave him anasty smile. "What would you know about innocence?"
"Or weskness?' John asked, till pouting.
"Brion wearsamail shirt throughout the day,” Petronille said quickly, "the more to strengthen hisbody."

"Indeed,” Mamasaid, dl enthusiasm. "I have heard him acclaimed as one of the finest knightsin
Europe—and he so young."

"Yes, itisapleasure to see one's children excel." Petronilletilted her chin alittle higher, preening. Y ou
have only the one, have you not, Lady Mantrel|?"

"God has granted me no more,” Mamasighed, "but | thank Him that the one He did send meis so good
aman."

Drustan frowned. "Oddly phrased, though | am sure the Lord Wizard is goodly. Are you not more
concerned with the strength of hisarm than with his saintliness?

"No, Your Mgesty," Mamasnapped, eyesflashing. She caught hersalf and forced asmile. "Mora
strength isthe greatest, and that of the mind is second.”

"Y ou spesk asapriest would," Gaherissaid in disgust.

"| should hope so, for | am adevout Chrigtian!" Mamaturned on the prince. "Are you not, Y our
Highness?'



"Well, of coarse," Gaherisanswered, nettled. "lsn't everybody?"

"But some more than others." Brion gave him adark look.

"Y es, and some never relent in their holier-than-thou attitudes!” Gaheris snapped.

"Nobody ever asksif | go to church,” John whined.

"With respect, Y our Highness, | don't think they're talking about going to church,” Matt told him.

Alisande tried desperately to move the conversation back toward asafer topic. " Surely the strength of
the body means something, Lady Mantrdl|!"

"There gpeaksthe warrior!" Drustan said heartily, and Petronille gave him aglare.

"Of course astrong body means much, Y our Mgesty,” Mamasaid, amiling, "and Matthew has aways
been healthy— but he has gained so much since he came herel | think your climateis good for him."

Alisande smiled, with atrace of a blush—she understood that Mama spoke of the emotiond climate as
well asthe wesather.

"But you are aknight aso, Lord Wizard," Brion frowned. "Surely you have learned the arts of warfare!”
Rosamund hadn't said aword so far, but now she shot at Brion, "Isthere nothing for you but swords and
maces?'

Brion reddened alittle but said, "Thereis dso the lute.”

"Y es, the most perfect knights are poets as well as swordsmen,” Matt interposed smoothly. "I've learned
the artsof war since | came to Merovence, Y our Highness—but | do agree that chivary means
cultivating the sensibilities aswell asthe body. Still, | count mysdf an indifferent poet. | acknowledge you
my superior inverse."

Brion reddened again, thistime with pleasure. "Surely not, milord! Y ou are so much more experienced
than I

Matt laughed. "Experience counts for nothing without talent, Highness. | know many excellent poems, but
in composing them, | may be clever, but | have no genius."

Brion leaned forward, suddenly intent. "1 must hear these poems that you count greet.”

"Then you must find some time done with the Lord Wizard," Drustan snapped. "There are some of us
who can do with just o much rhyming.”

"There are some of uswho could do with agood deal more!™ Petronille said, with another glare.
"I could do rhymes," John said, pouting, "but nobody ever asks me."

"There are more important thingsin thisworld than verses, madame,”" Drustan said in afrosty tone, "as
you would know, if you ever left off listening to your troubadours™

"| govern the Pyktavery wdll, thank you!™
"No," Drustan said, with acynica smile, "you send Brion to do it for you.”

"I do not order my children to run errands for me,** Petronille snapped. "Brion goes where he will!™



"Asaprince should.” For once, Drustan seemed to agree with her.
"Y es, but Brion does not wed to gain what he lost in battlel™

Drustan reddened. Matt guessed the reference had been to the king's proposing to Petronille, and her
lands, right after he had tried to conquer Erin—the Irdland of his own world— and failed. Theking
snapped, "No prince weds where heis not welcomed! Perhapsthat iswhy Brion travels so widey!"

"He certainly does." Gaheris made it an accusation. "Myself, | would rather see to the management of my
estates than go gadding about to every tournament or battle that crops up.”

"Y es, because you fear the pain of awound!" Brion snapped. "Y ou fear even the sound of battle!™
"And you, brother, should beware the knife between your ribs" Gaheris made it athrest.

"They dwaysgo on likethis" John confided to Matt. "It makes dinnertime so nasty.”

"l can seethat it would,” Matt said politely. For himself, hewastired of it dready.

"The knife between my ribs?' Brion gave hisolder brother awolf's grin. "Who would dare wield it?"

"Anyone," Gaherissaid flatly. "Y ou may have aready carved out a name as the perfect chivarous knight,
brother, and the people may love you because of the songs you give the troubadours to sing about you,
but anyone who knows you in person findslittleto love!”

"When you spesk of yoursdlf, brother, don't attach my nameto it,” Brion countered. "Even your fiancée
can find nothing to lovein you!"

Rosamund looked up in dlarm.

Gaheris gave her ashark's grin and looked her up and down, letting his gaze linger over her contours,
where her |loose gown hinted at them. " She need not love me, brother. | shal do what loving is needed.”

"None shdl be needed!" Drustan barked. "Wait till you are wedded for such talk, boy!"

"Isit not hisright?' Petronille chalenged. "Or are you so prickly about every dightest comment made
about every pretty young thing?'

"Should you not see to the protecting of this child you have reared as your daughter?' Drustan
demanded.

"How can |, with you about?'

Rosamund turned on Brion. " See what you have done now! They're back to their old wrangling because
of you!"

Brion bent his brows as he turned to her. "They will wrangle no matter what | say or do not say. Isit |
who have sent you to be tossed about like some pawn in a chess match?”

Rosamund flinched as though sheld been dapped. "What parent would not wish his child to be aqueen?’
"Y our father might have taken the precaution of meeting the groom firgt."
"Spesk noill of the dead, boy!" Drustan snapped.

"It isnot the dead of whom | speak ill." Brion regarded his elder brother narrowly. "Even at twelve years,



no one could have thought Gaheris atrue knight!"

"Oh, aye, chivary isthe only measure of worth for you, isn't it?' Gaheris sneered. "Never mind the
dedling of judtice, the prosperity of the people, or the good governance of your own province!"

""The people of Y orkshire are quite happy, thank you, and quite prosperous and safel™
"They are, for you have had the luck to find an excellent seneschal!" Gaheris snapped.

"Whereas you have not bothered to choose one at all, Prince of Waes—and the Welsh tail in misery
because of it!"

"Oh, stop it, stop it!" Rosamund clapped her hands over her ears, glaring at Brion. "Can't you give even a
little respect to your future sovereign? Will you scold him so when heisyour king?'

Brion reddened with anger and hurt, and Gaheris grinned, crooning, "Do not give alady acausefor grief,
O Chivadrous Knight! Nay, do her bidding and speak with respect to your elders!”

Brion gave him awhetted glare, but said only, "'l will do as my future sovereign wishes."
"Slenceisgolden,” John sghed. "My future Sster-in-law has aknack for making it."
Only because Brion waswilling to listen to her, Matt thought—and for this she snapped at him?

"Y ou spesk asatrue knight should,” Alisande told Brion, and turned to Petronille and Drustan. ™Y ou
have cause to be proud of him."

Petronillefairly glowed at the compliment, turnings doting gaze on her middle son, but Drustan frowned,
displeased "Yes" Gaherissaid acidly. "It'sjust aswell the troubadours don't know what a bully Brion
redlyis”

"Why, for interrupting your pleasure when you were whipping that peasant?* But Brion glanced uneasily
a Rosamund, and Matt had no doubt as to the peasant's gender. Rosamund didn't seeit; she had gone
back to staring at her trencher.

Gaherisgave him ablack glare.

It made sense, Matt supposed—if the second child tendsto be arebd, then in thisfamily, Brion would
opt for being noble and upright.

"No one ever talks about me," John whined to Matt. Matt bit back the temptation to say that he could
seewhy, and started a polite rgjoinder, but Gaheris snarled at Brion, "As| recdl, you were wearing a
mail shirt at the time and had your sword at your belt, while | was unarmed!"

"If you would strengthen your body, you too would be able to wear amail shirt whenever you go out
to—" Brion glanced uneasily at Rosamund, and changed whatever he had been about to
say."—whenever you go out among the people.”

"'Go out, forsooth!" Drustan chuckled. "That's as much asto say arooster ‘goes out' in a hen house!™
But he was watching Rosamund as he said it, and her cheeks burned with embarrassment, which seemed
to gratify Drustan.

But if he was watching Rosamund, Petronille was watching him, and her face darkened a his attention to
the princess. " So you think the lad should take pride in philandering, husband?'



Drustan turned to her with an easy grin. "Surely it is better that he do so before he marries than after,
wife"

"Yes," Petronille hissed, and her gaze shot icicles, pointsfirst. "It isfar better not to stray once oneis
wedded.”

"Morewine," Alisande said quickly, holding her standing cup toward the steward.
"The butt isout, Your Mgesty," the steward said gpologeticdly. "Shdl | draw from anew?’

"No, | think it istime for brandywine." Alisande rose, and the others perforce rose with her. "Magjesties,
shal weleave the young folk to their sport and discuss the more sedate topics that accord with age?”

"Well, with rank, at least,” Drustan said. Then, galantly, ™Y ou could scarcely be numbered among those
who carry the weight of years.”

Petronille glared moreicicles a him—she was congderably older than he.

"You aregracious, Mgesty." Alisande turned to Rosamund. "Shall | bid thefiddlers play for dancing,
|ady?"

"Not on my account, | pray you, Your Mgesty," Rosamund said quickly. "I find that my head has begun
to ache, and think that | shal retire directly.”

Lucky kid, Matt thought. Thiskind of table talk would have given anyone a headache. He, of course,
couldn't beg off from the rest of the evening even if hed had amigraine.

"| shdll retire, too." John cast acovetous glance at Rosamund—and Gaheris stepped on histoe. John
clamped hisjaw shut in away that spoke of long practice.

"Yes, doretire, brother,"” Gaheris said, with anasty grin. "Leave thelife of the night to those who are
lively enough for it."

"Beware, Gaheris," Drustan said, chuckling. "I've been practicing swordplay with the lad. He might have
more energy than you think."

"Then let him spend it by himsalf." Gaheristurned away to Brion. "Come, brother! Let usseek a
chessboard and turn to gaming!”

Matt didn't doubt for a second that they would be playing gameslate into the night, but somehow he
suspected that those games wouldn't involve a chessboard.

CHAPTER 2

Theroya couplesretired to Alisande's solar with Mama and Papato act as buffers. A servant poured
thefirst round of brandywine, then left the decanter and, at asign from Alisande, departed.

"What a pleasant chamber, Y our Mgesty!" Petronille looked around &t the wainscotted walls hung with
tapestries, the Persian carpet that covered the hardwood floor, the huge clerestory window with its
draperies closed now againgt the night. Oppositeit was the fireplace and the tall bookcase that stood
between it and the heavily carved table that served Alisande as a desk. Six hourglass-shaped chairs
stood about in arough circle.

"| thank you, Your Mgesty." Alisande smiled, Stting in achair alittle taller than the others, with the
crown and lilies carved inits back. Therest of the chairs were spaced equally around the room, so there



could be no concern about rank in the seating—none would have denied Matt's right to Sit next to his
wife, and Papaand Mamawere careful to take chairs across from them, to avoid having Merovencians
on one side and Bretanglians on the other.

They sat, and Drustan Sipped at his brandywine and smiled. "Excellently brewed! But now, Maesty, we
must discussthe future.”

"If we must, Mgesty," Alisande sighed. "At timesit seemsadl | can do to cope with the present.”

"Indeed it does," Drustan said wryly, "but the future will become the present dl too soon, and we must
plan for it before it comes.”

"Of which matters do you speak, Lord of Bretanglia?'
"Of the inheritance of Pyktaand Deintenir, Sovereign of Merovence." Drustan lost hisamile.

Matt braced himself, even though held known tins was coming. By aquirk of history, Drustan and
Petronille had inherited provincesin Merovence, and Alisande naturaly did not want them to become
part of Bretanglia More to the point, she didn't want to lose any of her people to the rule of amonarch
shedidnt trugt, or his heir, whom she trusted even less.

"Do you spesk as Duke of Deintenir or King of Bretanglia?' she asked.
"Asboth," Drustan snapped. "Deintenir must go to my sonwhen | diel”

Alisande's eyesflared at the word "must,” but she kept her voicelevd. "'l carenot, solong ashe
acknowledges me, or my heir, as his suzerain in those provinces, even as you do, Duke and Duchess."

"I hold Deintenir from my childlessuncle,” Drustan said, "but my son'sclam will be far stronger. He will
inherit his provinces from both his parents, and therefore should hold them in his own name as part of his
own kingdom."

"Hewill hold Deintenir as your son, and Pykta as Petronilles’ Alisande sounded weary. "Therefore he
will hold each province from only one parent. Am | to give al my northern coast to your linefor no
greater cause than haf kinship?"

"Givethe provinceto itsdlf, Magesty!" Petronille urged "I have inherited Pyktafrom my father, and am
your vassal, but | have more sonsthan one. When | die, et Brion hold Pyktain hisown right, and let it be
asovereign princedom in itsalf!”

Drustan rounded on her. "Would you split the domain only so that your favorite need not kned to his
elder brother?!

"Would you deny Brion everything?' Petronille returned. "Y ou have granted dl of Waesto hisbrother
aready, and refused him Scotland!™

" Scotland and Bretanglia became one kingdom when my Scottish father married my Anglian mother,”
Drustan retorted. " They must not be sundered again!”

"Then spare him Pykta as his own princedom!”
"Done"

"But not by me," Alisande said, as he had known she would.



Her voicerang with iron. "Pyktaismine, but | shall be proud to name Brian my vassd, if hewill take
sizinfromme”

Drustan surged to hisfeet, face red with rage, bellowing, "Do you dare deny my right? If | say my son
shall have Pykta, he shdl haveit, by your leave or no! And when he weds Rosamund, he shdl have
Toulenge, too!"

"Deintenir, Pykta, and Toulenge?' Matt cried, scanddized "That's athird of Merovence!™

"Thelaw of inheritanceisclear!" Drustan thundered. "If athird of your relm ismy son's birthright and his
wifésdowry, that isyour bad fortune!”

Alisande sat unmoving, face stony, eyesgimlets. Matt rose with afera grin, stepping alittle toward
Drustan, but before either of them could speak, Petronille declared, "'Brion must be his own master!™

"Pyktaisasmdl province, with rocky soil and no mines;" Alisande pointed out "It haslittle wedth and
few soldiers. If it were a separate land, it would be quickly conquered by Merovence or Bretangliaor,
worse, by aforeign power, most probably Ibile."

"Pyktashdl triumph and remain free," Petronille returned, "if mighty Brion defendsit.”
"Is he asuperhuman warrior, then, this perfect knight of yours?' Drustan demanded.
"Areyou jealous of your own son?" Petronille retorted, and they were off again.
Alisande leaned back, unable to hide her weariness.

They al knew that neither side would yield, and that the issue could only be settled by battle. Drustan and
Petronille were smply trying to provoke Alisande into giving them groundsto declare war, and shewas
determined to avoid it Fortunately, the two of them couldn't agree long enough to force her hand.

Matt sighed; it was going to be along evening.

The common room &t the Inn of the Courier Snail boomed with laughter, ribald verse, and off-key song.
Smoke from awide fireplace curled dong the low rafters, darkened with a century and more of poor
ventilation. The hearth held afragrant kettle of stew and avariety of fowlsroasting on pits.

Mingtrels sang in two different corners with no fear of anyone more than twenty feet awvay hearing
them—and if the streets outside were not the safest nor the neighborhood quite the most refined, well, the
kind of amusements the northern soldiers sought could scarcely have been found at a more luxurious
hostelry.

Serving wenches threaded their way through the crowds in excellent form. The landlord filled one tankard
after another from ahuge barrel of table wine. He was rosy-cheeked and sweating with warmth, smiling
with great good cheer—the Bretanglian soldiers of the royal bodyguard were good for business. Oh,
there had been the predictable quarrels with the locals, about beef and ale being better than frogs legs
and wine, but they managed to avoid coming to blows, partly because the prostitutes had beguiled the
more quarrel some away upstairsto another kind of conflict, and the Bretanglians were now playing a
draughts and at dice with good fellowship and amigble insults. After dl, each sSide could clam not to
understand the other because of its barbarous accent.

The scream tore across the common room, and Lagtri, the most skillful of the inn's prostitutes, came
tumbling down the dairs againgt the back wall. Everyone was ingantly silent, al eyesturned to the scene
of sudden violence, asthe Bretanglian nobleman came striding down the sairs, his dagger raised. Oh, he



wore the livery of acommon soldier, but his bearing marked him as an aristocrat, as did his accent ashe
snarled, "Little thief! Give back my purse, or I'll cut out your heart!"

"I didn't takeit!" Laetri ssumbled to her feet, clutching the rags of her bodice to her, and men stared at the
bruises on her face, the stresks of blood on her back and arms. "I didn't touch your purse,” she cried,
"and you gave me nothing from it! Pargas, help mel"

Her pimp stepped between her and the nobleman, pulling two small clubs from hisbelt, onein each hand.

"Youll not get out of paying her wages Smply by crying thief, milord."
"What lord?' the Bretanglian cried, enraged. "'I'm only acommon soldier, you fool!"
"Oh! Wdll, if you're only atrooper, then | might aswell give you adrubbing till you pay!"

The Bretanglian soldiers cameto their feet, hands going to their daggers. Their Merovencian fellow
gamblers stood up, too, reaching for clubs and dirks, suddenly much less hospitable.

The landlord, seeing ariot coming, stepped up, crying, "Please, goodmen, not in herel™

A tall, older man in peasant dress stepped up to the nobleman. ™Y our Highness, thisis not fitting! Y ou
shameyoursdf!”

"Get away from me with your mealy-mouthed preaching, Orizhan,” the nobleman snarled, and shoved the
disguised knight away. He ssumbled back and fell.

"I do not preach, and my mouth has no meal!” a Bretanglian sergeant said, stepping up to glare a Pargas.
"l am Sergeant Brock, and | shal grind your bonesif you defy my lord!"

Sir Orizhan scrambled to hisfet, hisface red. "We are guestsin thisland!”

But the nobleman took courage from the sergeant's support and snarled at Pargas. "Insolent fellow! I'll
teach you some manners, and your whore some honesty!" He leaped on the pimp, dagger flashing.

Pargas howled, ssumbling back againgt thewall, blood spreading from agash in hisleft shoulder—but his
right arm swung itsclub.

The Bretanglian sergeant shouted and legped in to block the club, his own dagger stabbing. Two
Merovencian toughs bellowed in anger and jumped him.

Sir Orizhan ran to help Sergeant Brock, crying, " Put up your wegpons, | beg you!™

A Merovencian tough whacked him with aclub. He fell back into the arms of the nobleman, who tossed
him asidein disgudt, leaving himto rise again or not, asthe fortunes of battle might haveit. Thenthe
Bretanglian nobleman took afirmer hold on his dagger and went after Pargas again astwo Merovencians
jumped on Sergeant Brock. Two of Brock's troopers ran to help, and four Merovenciansfel on them.

Asone, theforeignersturned on the locals, and in seconds the whole room was one huge brawl. Stools
swung as weapons. Men lifted other stools as shidlds. Knives stresked, clubs cracked, and men
bellowed rage at one another.

Then a scream cut across the shouting, a scream of such horror and anguish that al the men froze and
turned to stare.



L aetri was shoving herself into acorner, screaming and screaming, and Pargas, bleeding from haf a
dozen knife cuts, stood in front of her, panting but with his club gill raised— and staring, appalled at the
same sight that terrified Laetri.

The Bretanglian nobleman lay on hisback in apool of hisown blood, abruise on hisforeheed, hiseyes
wide and staring but seeing nothing, nor would those eyes ever see anything again.

The silence of shock gripped the whole room. Then Sergeant Brock shook off the brawler who had
fdlen ontop of him, shoved himself to hisfeet and sprang to the fallen man. Y our Highness!™

Sir Orizhan moaned, sick with dread.
"Highness?' Dread washed over Pargas festures.

"Of course!" the sergeant shouted. ™Y ou knew he was no common soldier, no matter how he was
dressed!" Heglared at Lagtri. ™Y ou have been honored with the touch of the heir to the throne of
Bretanglia, woman—Gaheris, Prince of Waled"

"Hon—Honored?' Laetri could only touch the bruise on her cheek, asob catching in her throat.
Then the innkeeper pointed, howling. "Stop him!"

Whirling, everyone saw the man just as he orang out the window and into the night. With the howl of the
hunting pack, locals and visitors dike tore out the door to give chase.

Theinnkeeper turned to Pargas and L agtri, shooing them toward the kitchen. "Out of my house,
scoundrels! Out the back door and into the aley, for I'll have no more of your troublemaking herel™

Half a dozen Bretanglian soldiers stepped into their path, and ahard hand caught the innkeeper'sarm. He
turned to see Sir Orizhan, flint-eyed and grim. A nicetry, landlord, and you might indeed have helped
your friends escape—but | am the companion assigned to protect the prince, and I'll not take the blame
for thisalone! Corin! Ferol! Bind these three and take them to the castle—and do it quickly, before that
rat pack comes back!"

Alisandé'slady-in-waiting laid down the brush. "There! Y our Mgesty's hair glisenslikethe sun! Shall |
bradit?'

"| shall do that myself tonight." Alisande stood up, clad in only her shift and long blond hair. "1 thank you
for your minigtrations, ladies, but | shal tell you good-night now. It has been along and wearying day."

"Good night, then, Y our Mgesty " The senior lady curtsied, and the others after her. They went out the
door, dready beginning to murmur in amazement at their young sovereign's strength in standing against
the worst arguments and tempers of her roya guests.

The door closed behind them—and Alisande turned to throw open the other door, the one that
connected to Matt's suite. He stood there waiting and came in, arms up to embrace. Alisande al but fell
into them, buried her facein his shoulder and let herself golimp at last, let hersdlf stop being strong, let
hersdlf take refuge for afew momentsin her husband'slove. "What ahorrible family!” she said into Matt's
chest.

"Not the worst 1've seen, but certainly in the running for second place," he agreed. "With so much
bickering, it'sawonder they can govern their kingdom at al!"

Alisande pushed hersdf alittle away, though not far. ™Y ou cannot entirely blame Petronilleif sheisa



virago, though— not with a husband like that.”

"What—aside from the fact that she doesn't dare turn her back on him for asecond? Look at it thisway,
Drustan's entirely dependable—she can depend on him to betray her anytime hetakesit into hishead to
want something that might hurt her!”

"Well, befar to him," Alisande said with ahalf smile. "He never stopsto mink whether or not hisactions
will hurt her, or anyoneese.”

"Right. He knows what he wants, and he sets about getting it, and if anybody getsin hisway, too bad.”
Alisande shuddered. "How could awoman marry aman like that?!

"Oh, | expect helooked alot better twenty years ago,** Matt said, "when he was new to kinging, and
didn't realize how much power he had yet."

"Which he may have learned from her, if thetales of her former marriage are to be believed,” Alisande
sad.

"Shedid kind of run her first husband, didn't she? But after all, she was the one who'd been born with a
title”

"Y es, and hewas only aknight errant, though a handsome one by al accounts.” Alisande sighed. "One
wonderswhy he died so young."

"Delayed action from an old wound, no doubt. Riding the tournament circuit can be dangerous.”

"So can Petronille,” Alisande said darkly. She went to St down and stare into her mirror. "Could | ever
be like that, husband?'

"Only if | didn't do my job right." Matt came up behind her, caught a stray blond lock and began to wind
it about hisfinger. "No, | don't think you could ever bethat sefish, love. Y ou're too busy fighting off
rebels and invaders, and trying to find some way to make life better for your people.”

"Sometimesit is hard to know right from wrong," Alisande said, "and one step to the wrong can begin a
long dide to perdition and tyranny. What of our children, husband? How can we prevent them from
becoming like those boys?"

"By being asloving to one another and to them aswe can,” Matt said, remembering his own parents. "l
don't think the Bretanglian princes|earned insulting and pettiness on their own, after al. They tend to do
what they seetheir parentsdo.”

"Therestruthin that," Alisande said somberly. "I've never seen aman who matched that Gaherisfor pure
malice. How could the Prince of Toulenge ever have betrothed his daughter to such aone?’

Matt shrugged. "She was only ten at thetime, and | suspect Gaheris looked alot better at fourteen. Only
his parents and the servants knew the truth then.”

"And perhaps he had not begun to be such a monster, when he had little power." Alisande sighed. "Poor
Rosamund! How she must have suffered in that household!”

"Y ou don't mean she was raised with that family!"

"It isthe custom for the fiancée to dwell with her new kin-folk as soon asthey are betrothed, husband.”
Alisande gave him a sad smite, to reassure him for not knowing al her people's cusoms yet. " She must



learn the ways of her new land, you see.”

"A ten-year-old girl, being torn away from home and raised among strangers?’ Matt shuddered "At least
Petronille kept her close by her sde.”

"So you fdt that, too?"
"Oh, yes. Besides, she had some ladies from Toulenge for company, didn't she?’

"Aye, but King Drustan sent them all packing. He could not send Sir Orizhan away, but the ladieshe
could, and did."

"I've been wondering where he came into the picture. Y ou don't expect to find aman with a southern
Merovencian accent living with the Bretanglian royd family. So he was part of the entourage that
delivered little Rosamund to Bretanglia?"

"He was gppointed as her bodyguard,” Alisande told him. "However, King Drustan claimed that there
was no need for such whilethe little lady lived under his protection.”

"But he couldn't send aknight away when he was under orders from his own duke?'

"Not without grievousinsult to his new kinsman, no. Insteed, Drustan assigned Sir Orizhan to tutoring his
own sonsin chivary, and to keeping them from harm.”

"Broadened his assgnment from one child to four, en?* Matt frowned "Could be that worked out for the
best If he kept an eye on the princes, he could make sure they didn't bother Rosamund too much.”

"Thereisthat saving grace," Alisande agreed "However, snce sheis so very reserved, it would appear
there were times when he could not protect her."

"Sure—whenever King Drustan or Queen Petronille were there. Maybe the queen dotes on her sonsa
bit more than she seemsto.”

"l would say she does not seemto dote at al,” Alisande said tartly, "except for her favorite, and he has
not turned out so badly."

"Brion?Y eah, he does seem to have some sense of right and wrong. | have to give the code of chivary
that much credit. Of course, his brothers know right from wrong, too. They just happen to choose
Wrong."

"John makes my skin crawl,” Alisande said with ashudder. *No doubt | wrong him—he seems harmless
enough, in spite of his congant whining...."

"Not smart enough to be any danger? Hey, I've known some pretty dumb monsters, dear."”

"Perhaps" Alisande alowed, "but it is not hisfault that hisfaceisamass of pimplesand his body inclined
to plumpness.”

"Still, it doesn't exactly speak of good hygiene or hedlthy habits," Matt pointed out. "How anyone who
clamsto practice swordplay out in thetilting yard so much can sill have apasty complexion with a
poolroom pallor, | can't understand.”

"He certainly seemsto beahorrid little man." Alisande frowned. "What is a'poolroom'?*

"A placefor indoor recreation, dear, like the board games that keep our knights from chopping each



other to bitsduring the winter."

"Only chessand the like?" Alisande smiled up a him. "1 had hoped for another form of indoor recregtion
tonight. | need the consolation badly.”

"Wdll, | hope | don't do badly with my consolation.” Matt leaned down to kiss he—but before hislips
touched hers, there was a knock at the door.

Alisandeslips went iff. Matt froze for a second, then straightened with asigh. "I could wish that the
world would leave us done for aday or two."

"I would be glad of an hour!" Alisande turned her chair to the door and sat, squaring her shoulders.
"Enter!"

Lady Dulcet opened the door and stepped in, her face drawn and pale. Y our pardon, Mg esty, but Sir
Orizhan is come from town with urgent news..."

Alisande whirled to snatch up her robe and dip her aamsthrough the deeves. "Bid him enter!”

Lady Dulcet stepped asde with an air of relief. Sir Orizhan entered, tiffly erect, face taut with strain. He
fdl to one knee. "My liege™

"l am, and great isthe loyadty of one who remembers such when he has sojourned nearly ten yearsina
foreign court,” Alisande assured him. "Whatever your news, speek it straight out, no matter how grim!”

Sir Orizhan braced himself even more. "It regards Prince Gaheris.”
Alisande diffened "What of him?"

"There... therewasabrawl in atavern,” Sir Orizhan told her. "The prince sought to defend the honor of
amaiden, and... inthemdee..."

Alisande started out of her chair. "How badly is he hurt?

"Theworst, Mgesty. He... heis..."

“"Not dead!"

"| fear 0, Your Mgesty." Sir Orizhan bowed his head as though waiting for the headsman's axe.

Alisande sank back in her chair with amoan. She started to bow her head into her hand, then caught
hersdf, unwilling to show such asign of weakness even to her closest lady-in-waiting.

Matt rested ahand on her shoulder. "I think we should take afew minutesin private, to consder the
news."

"Indeed!" Alisande said. "I thank you, Sir Orizhan. Please leave us now."
The knight rose and started to back away, then hesitated. "I must tell Their Mgesties of Bretanglia."

"You must not." Alisande sat Sraight again. "I shall tell them—yet | must have afew minutesto consider
theway of it. Leave us"

"Thank you, Your Mgesty." For amoment Sir Orizhan's emotional armor cracked enough to show greeat
relief, and Matt was sure he would be even moreloyal to Alisande in the future. The knight backed out,



closing the door behind him.
Alisande folded in on hersdlf, letting her head sink into her handswith agroan.

"Yes" Matt rested both hands on her shoulders, trying to ignore his sudden queasiness. "What amess! |
could dmogt fed sorry for Gaheris™

"I, too, had he not brewed such a cail for usby hispassng.” Alisande straightened, damming onefist on
the table-top. "Why could he not have stayed within the castle for his amusements”

"Because hisidea of fan wasthe kind of thing you'd start awar to prevent,” Matt said grimly.

"Start awar indeed! We shal be most fortunate if his parents do not declare war on Merovence on the
ingant!" Alisande stood up dowly, shoulders bearing up bravely againgt the invisble mantle of authority
with its huge weight of respongbility. "L et usface them now."

In only her robe and dippers, she went out into the hall and turned toward the chambers reserved for
guests of state. Three steps down the hall and they could hear the muted voices shouting at one another,
though they couldn't understand the words.

"Even at bedtime they quarrel?* Alisande stared.
"Of course," Matt said. "Why waste a perfectly good chance for afight?'

But asthey said it, a Bretanglian sergeant came panting around the corner with half adozen troopers
following. Ignoring hisfellow soldierswho guarded their monarchs portal, he pounded hisfist on the
door. The arguing inside cut off abruptly.

"Oh, no!" Alisande moaned.

"Maybeit's better if we aren't the onesto tell them the news, anyway," Matt consoled her.
The door opened and the sergeant hurried in.

"One." Matt counted seconds, holding up fingers. "Two... three... four..."

A scream tore through the door and wrenched at their heartstrings, but the roar that followed it should
have shattered the pandl. The sergeant stumbled out backward, pressing one hand to his cheek and the
other to hisforehead, then fell unconscious. Petronille stepped over his body and turned toward
Alisande. She saw her hostess and screamed again, running toward her, hands hooked into claws. ™Y ou
havedan him! Your vile people havedan him!"

"Traitors! Poltroons!" Drustan roared, only one step behind her. "Have you no guards, have you no
Watch? How could you let your scum day atrue prince?’

"Your Mgesties, | am most deeply sorry,” Alisande said, face pae. "'l share your grief.”
"Besurethat you shal!" Drustan bellowed. "Be sure that you shdl shareit at spear's point!™

Every Merovencian soldier in the hdlway danted his pike or halberd to guard position. The Bretanglians
saw and readied their own weapons.

"Nothing can console you for such aloss," Matt said quickly, "but | shal find the murderer and haul him
before you for your vengeance!



"We have the murderer,” one of the Bretanglian soldiers snapped. "It's the pimp who—"
Petronille spun to face him, eyeswide and wild.

"—uwho fought him trying to ravish the maiden,” the soldier ad-libbed quickly. "We have both him and
oneof hisdoxiesin custody, Mgesty!"

"| shall see him drawn and quartered!" Drustan thundered, glaring a Alisande.
"That isthe punishment for treachery or the daying of aprince," she agreed, wooden-faced.

"The surgeons must save himfirst," the Bretanglian soldier said in his heavy accent 'Y our son gavethe
man quite adrubbing, Mgesty, and dit hisweasand for him."

Something about the way the man said it set Mart's built-in lie detector shrilling.

"Cdl out dl your surgeons!” Petronille commanded. "We must preserve the louse for royal vengeance!™
"Indeed we mugt," Alisande returned. "Degth in combat isfar too gentle an ending for aprince-killer."
"Did he act alone?' Maitt asked.

Hesad it softly, but the whole halway fell slent. Then Petronille asked in astrangled tone, "What do you
mean?'

"Only thet,” Mait told her. "Princes are trained in fighting; aley urchinsonly learn it by winning often
enough to stay dive. | don't think astreet fighter could have killed askilled siwordsman without help.”

"The prince had no sword," the Bretanglian soldier said ingtantly, "only adagger. Hewas disguised asa

Agan Matt'saarm rang, but thistime because he was guessing right. He ignored the question of why the
prince had dressed down for his evening's recrestion and said, "With or without a sword, he should have
been more than the equal of agutter rat. Who came at his back?!

The hall was sllent, the Bretanglian soldiers staring a one another.
Findly Drustan smelled arunning rodent, too. He turned on his guardsmen, demanding, "Wel?*
"There was the man who went out the window," one of; them said hesitantly.

"And you did not pursue him? Fool!" Drustan backhanded the man across the chops so hard that he fell
back into hismates. "No onewill find him now! Thetrail iscold!"

"Cold or hot, I'll find him," Matt assured the king. "'If you don't have one murderer to chop up, you'll have
the other."

"Then you shall accompany him!" Drustan jabbed afinger a Sir Orizhan. ™Y ou, disgraced knight who
faledinyour charge!" He kicked the fallen sergeant. "Wake this one and send him, too."

The assgnment spoke of alack of trust, but under the circumstances, Matt could understand it. He
stepped around the king to the Bretanglian guardsmen. "Tell me about this man who went out the
window."

They eyed him warily, and one said, "How could you catch him when thetrail is more than an hour



cold?'

"I'm the Lord Wizard, remember?’
"Tel him!" Drugtan shouted.

They told.

CHAPTER 3

If anyone happened to be awake and noticing Matt through their windows that midnight, they must have
shuddered and pulled the drapes shut, muttering aquick charm. Dressed in adark brown leather jerkin
and black hose, Matt |ooked pretty grim. Sir Orizhan wore smilar clothing, and Sergeant Brock's indigo
livery wasjust asgloomy. It didn't help their image that they were nosing around under the tavern's
window.

"What do you think to find, milord?" Sergeant Brock asked, but there was no respect in histone.
"I was hoping for soft ground and afootprint,” Matt told him.
The sergeant gave amirthlesslaugh. "1n aback aley in the roughest section of your town?'

"Heiscorrect, | fear,” Sr Orizhan said. "Y ou will find only hard-packed earth with alight coating of
garbage.”

"Gottaremember to tell the queen about a public hedth program ..." Then Matt grinned "Whattaya
know! Cheese rinds and horse dung work just aswell as the soft dirt in agarden bed." He pointed.
The other men stared down at the footprint in the garbage.

Sergeant Brock frowned, doing some pointing of his own, farther away from the wall, sweeping hisfinger
inabroad arc. "There are more footprints there, many more. What makes you think this one was made
by the foot of our runaway?*

"Becausethose are dl going to left and right,” Matt said. "Thisisthe only one going away from the wall.
Besdes, it's cutting into the others and over them, which meansit's much newer."

"Good enough,” Sir Orizhan said, frowning, "but | see only two prints going away; then they join the
others. How shdl you follow them?'

Matt took avia of powdered chak from his pocket, tapped afew grainsinto the footprint, then set the
bottom of the via on top of them chanting, "Marking powder carbonate, With this footprint resonate! On
rocky road or bog path sodden, Show me where this foot has trodden!™

Sergeant Brock frowned. "Y ou use wizard's words among common ones, but what good will they do?”
"Therel" Matt pointed.

The otherslooked and saw atrail of tracks gleaming brighter than the ret, reflecting moonbeams as
though they, too, had been dusted with chalk.

Matt put the vid back into hiswdlet. "Let'sgo!" He set off through the moonlit night, imagining sSinister
presences |ooking over his shoulder and watching him from the shadows— &t least, he hoped he was

imagining.



They cameto a patch of shadow, and Sir Orizhan stared. " The footprints glow without light!™

"It'sauseful spell.” Matt glanced at Sergeant Brock. The man'sface was set and grim—maybe his
response to fear of the supernaturd; Matt had seen people react to his spellsin ahost of different ways.

The footprints came out of the shadow and gleamed in the moonlight again, and the knight and sergeant
relaxed alittle. Maitt blessed the silver crescent and wished it could stay up alittle longer, but it wasa
young moon early in the month, and had to bein bed at adecent time. If it stayed with him another hour,
he'd be lucky. Of course, Sergeant Brock was holding atorch to guide them after that.

Mart's spine prickled as he remembered that the man he was tracking wasn't the only footpad in this part
of town. "Y'know, men, we may be dressed for rough work, but our clothes are much better quality than
mogt of the garments people wear around here.”

"What of it?" Sir Orizhan asked, frowning.

"He meansthat our garments show usto have money," the sergeant explained. "Do you track amurderer,
yet fear smplefootpads, Lord Wizard?!

"Good clothing might be enough to put asmdl gang with clubs and daggers on our trail,” Matt told him.

"You areaknight aswell asawizard,” Sir Orizhan said softly. "Y ou should have no need to concern
yoursdlf over peasants.”

"Don't underestimate the poor, Sir Knight," Matt answered. "They can be tougher than you think,
especidly if they travel in packs—and they could dow usdown alot.”

Sergeant Brock looked pleasantly surprised—he was a peasant himself, and not used to having knights
view hiskind with anything but contempt.

Matt rested ahand on hissword just in case.
Sir Orizhan couldn't believe hisears. " Surely you do not fear them!™

"Of course not," Matt said, nettled. Hed been knighted, after dl, and courage was one of the side effects
of the knighting ceremony, at least in thisuniverse. "l think of peasantsthe sameway | mink of
electr—uh, lightning, Sir Orizhan. | don't fear them, but | do treat them with avery healthy respect.”

Sir Orizhan looked scanddized, but Sergeant Brock almost smiled.

The footprints led out of the alley and into the street, which wasn't much better—but the center was clear
of refuse, and the footsteps disappeared as they hit hard-packed dirt. Matt sighed, wishing there had
been alittlerain early in the evening. Since there hadn't, he took out hisvia of chalk and sprinkled it
lightly before him, chanting, "Powder of the old antacid, Show me where the foot has pass-ed!”

A few gransglowed dimly in the night.

Sergeant Brock gawked. "What are those spots that glow so?”

"Grains of the powder | sprinkled, that landed where the fugitive stepped,” Matt told him.
"How can they tdll hisstepsfrom dl the others?' Sir Orizhan was striving for composure,

"The Law of Contagion,” Mait explained. "1 made the powder identify hisfootsteps back benesth the
window, S0 it till does, even though we can't see them.”



Sir Orizhan frowned, not understanding. Matt wasn't sure he did himself, so helet it pass. He set off
following thetrail, sprinkling alittle powder and chanting a couplet every ten feet or so. Sure enough, the
faint glow confirmed that he was still going in the right direction. " Just hope our man went to ground
nearby."

"Why?" Sergeant Brock asked.

"Because he has atwo-hour lead," Matt explained. "If he just kept going, | can't possibly catch up with
him before| run out of chalk."

"Isthat adl that substanceis?' Sir Orizhan asked, wide-eyed "Just powdered chak," Matt assured him.
"The magic isin the verse | made up, not in the powder itsdlf.”

The footprintsled him out of the maze of crooked aleys and into anicer part of town, or one that was at
least alittle less run-down.

"Luck iswith us." Sergeant Brock pointed at the faint glow of the powder. "Either that, or your spell has
weakened."

The footprints stopped at the door of the first decent-looking inn.
"Or," said Sir Orizhan, "our quarry is overconfident.”

"l don't think it'smy spell." Matt started to knock on the door, then hesitated; Sir Orizhan's words raised
adoubt.

"Y es, you seemy point,” Sir Orizhan said. " The man we are hunting must be supremely overconfident to
have done no more to escape than to take aroom in aninn for the night.”

"Y ou might beright," Matt admitted. "I would have expected him to try to climb the city wall, at least.”
"The lout didn't even choose a bolt hole that would be hard to find," Sergeant Brock grunted.

Matt nodded. "We could have done nothing more than send a dozen soldiers knocking on the door of
every innintown, asking if aman had checked in within the last two hours. What would he have done
then?'

"Gone out the window and into the night again,” Sergeant Brock answered.
Sir Orizhan agreed. " Soldiers asking questions would have been dl the warning he needed.”

Matt couldn't very well disagree, considering that their quarry had aready gone out the window once that
night. "I till can't hep feding that we might be stepping into atrap.”

Sir Orizhan looked up, gartled. "Why, so we might!"

"Aye, now that you mentionit," Sergeant Brock growled. "That might be reason enough for hiding so
planly, might it not?'

"I think we'd better take precautions,” Matt told them. " Sir Orizhan, you pound on the door and wake
thelandlord. When heletsyou in, find the insgde door to the yard.”

"A digraction?' The nobleman frowned.

"That," Matt told him, "and enough noise to flush our quarry like a pheasant from abrake."



"And you and | shdl watch the windows?" Sergeant Brock asked, teeth gleaming inagrin.

"No," Mait said. "If someone's pounding on the door, helll expect soldiers outside. Hell jJump down into
theinnyard and hide in the stable or try to go out the wagon door."

"Wherewe shdl bewaiting!"

"Right" Matt stepped back, addressing them both. "L et me confront him. Y ou two stay in the shadows
and beready to help out if hetriesto fight."

Sir Orizhan nodded. " Surprise is aways the best wegpon.”

"Right. Let's hope he thinks hel's safe. Give me afew minutes—count to two hundred dowly, then start
pounding and ydlling." Maitt turned away from the door. "Come on, Sergeant.”

They went around the side of the building to the great wagon door—like most medieva inns, thisone
was built around three sides of a courtyard, with the fourth side closed off by stables, and doorswide
enough to admit carts and wagons. They were shut, of course, but it didn't take Matt more than afew
minutes to swing over thetop and land lightly inside. He heard the soft thud as Sergeant Brock landed
behind him, but didn't ook.

Stables blocked his view to ether side; he went past them and looked about the innyard. The moon was
gill helping out, though it was very low, and he could make out the shape of the well with itswatering
trough, the railed bal conies outside the guests rooms, and the dark shape of severa wagons. But the
moonlight struck only the center of the yard, making the shadows al about seem even darker. Matt
noticed movement in those shadows, off to hisleft, and felt reassured that Sergeant Brock was diding
into place.

Then he remembered that the sergeant was one of King Drustan's men, and the fedling of reassurance
evaporated. He found himsdlf wishing that he'd picked the Merovencian knight to sted into the courtyard
with him. Then aform in black tunic and hose separated itsdlf from one of the dark |ooming shapes and
stepped out of the shadows. Moonlight flashed off agloating grin, and Matt felt his somach sink.

"You'relate, Lord Wizard." Thefugitive spoke with astrong Bretanglian accent. "I expected you when
the moon was ill high.”

"Well, you didn't make an appointment,” Matt said, somewhat nettled. "Besides, the guardsman who
reported the murder had to nerve himself up to telling us, and that took awhile. It took alonger whileto
cam down Drustan and Petronille enough for them to start making sense.”

"Ah, werethey distressed, then? Good, good!" The man grinned wide, fistson his hips, cocky asa
bantam roogter.

Matt frowned and came closer, peering through the darkness, wary of tragps and ambushes, but very
curious about the man. At the very least, he wanted agood look at hisface. "I takeit you don't like your

king."
"Who could?' the man returned. "His soldiers are everywhere! ™

"Yes, | expect it'sgotten so aman can't pull off adecent rape or burglary without some oaf in auniform
interfering,” Maitt said dryly. He stepped to the side, but the fellow was standing in shadow, indistinct and
menacing, hisfaceinvishle.

"The day will come when those soldierswill answer to me!” the man snapped. "Milksop kings have



reigned too long over Bretanglia 1t istime for amonarch with hot blood in hisveing”

If Drustan was amilksop, Matt surely didn't want to see atyrant "What makesfor being wishy-washy?
Putting down bandits and punishing murderers and thieves?'

"Oppressing strong and lusty men, and letting courts and juries say who shdl be punished and who not!"
the man declared.

"Oh?' Matt redized he might be able to work him up to such an emotiona pitch that the man wouldn't
think about what he, the pursuer, was doing. "How would you decide who's right and who's wrong?”

"The old ways—trid by combat, and tria by ordedl!"

"So that the man who's stronger and has a higher pain threshold will always go freeto best up his
neighbors, en?’

"Have not the stronger theright to thrive?" the man demanded, hisvoicerisng. "Havenot the..."
Meait let him rave while he muttered,

"L et asudden fire grow

Right beside thisfellow'stoe,

So that its flame and ruddy glow

Shdl light hisface up from below!”

Light burst between the man's feet, and Matt had half a second to study the face—square and blocky,
mature, alittle goneto fat, with atawny jawline beard and close-cropped moustache. Bushy brows cast
shadows over deep-set eyes.

Then he shouted, legping back into the shadows—shouted a singsong verse in alanguage Matt didn't
know, and the fire died. The courtyard seemed much darker, for Matt's eyes had started to adjust to the
sudden glare. He could scarcely see his opponent at dl. Alarm shot through him—hisfugitivewasa
sorcerer!

"Aren't we clever now, managing abit of light to see my face?' the man snarled. "Y ou'll wish you hadntt,
my bawcock!" And he rapped out another verse.

Matt hated not knowing what spell he had to counter until it happened. On generd principles, he
chanted,

"Avaunt, avoid!

What €er befalls,

Turn asde from my frail framel
Strike me not!

Confound the calls

Of him who seeks mysdlf to mam!"

Something dammed into the earth beside him. Shaken, Mait spared it aquick glance; it wasafdlen



gargoyle

The stranger shouted another verse. Fire burst from the ground. Some sixth sense gave Matt just enough
warning; he was dready |legping back asthe flame roared upward. Even so, he howled asit singed the
sde of hisleg before he landed on the far side of the stony monster. But the gargoyle gave him an ideg;
he chanted,

"Thing of stone, arise and walk you!
Let no spell or magic bak you!

Seize that man who struck you down!
Stop hisvoice and see him bound!"

With agrinding of granitejoints, the half-human, half-draconian scul pture roseto its hind feet and spread
itswings.
The stranger leaped back, arm snapping down to point at the gargoyle as he shouted averse.

Matt was ready for him thistime, though—the man couldn't aim averse a him when he had to stop the
gargoyle. Matt had the precious moments he needed to seize the offensive. He pointed at his enemy and
shouted another verse.

"Wee, deekit, tim'rous, cowerin' beestie!
Ah, what aterror'sin thy breastie!

Thou must become four-foot and furry,
Andin thedust must surdly scurry!”

The gargoylefroze, its eyes glazing asit turned to stone again—~but the sorcerer screamed as he shrank,
his body transforming. Those screamsturned into achant, though, in that strange musica foreign
language, and he stopped shrinking, two feet tall and with pawsinstead of hands thrashing their way out
of deevesthreetimestoo long for hisarms—or front legs. Hisface bulged into amuzzle with asharp
nose, but histongue was still human enough to intone another verse in ahigh, squeaky voice ashe
pointed upward.

The picture he presented was S0 ludicrous that Matt couldn't help but laugh. He was till laughing asthe
end of the hayloft broke off from the stables and buried him under severa hundred pounds of wooden
beams.

Theinvisble envelope of hisfirst spdll kept the boards from hitting Matt, but they knocked him to the
ground anyway—hard, since the beaten earth of the innyard hadn't been trying to do him any harm. He
landed on his back, pain shooting through his abdomen, and he fought to breathe, but his digphragm
wasn't cooperating. He heard a howling battle cry with a Bretanglian accent, but it was cut short. Then
Sir Orizhan shouted in anger, but the sorcerer shouted back in his own language, and Sir Orizhan's voice
cried out in pain beforeit fell slent.

Mait struggled for breath, but couldn't pull in enough to speak.

Footsteps came near, and the enemy sorcerer'svoice said, "I know you are alive and whole in there, for
you spoke aspdll that told anything falling not to strike your body. Listen well, Lord Wizard. | know who



you are, but you do not know me. Y ou will, though, be sure of that—for King Drustan will declare war
on Merovence now, in revenge for the death of his son. He has wanted to battle Alisande for sometime,
for he seeksto rule both Bretangliaand Merovence. Now he has an excuse, and will defy you to find a
way to keep him fromit." There was a sound of gloating in histone as he went on. "Try to Stop thiswar,
and you will find yoursdlf fighting me a every turn. Let thewar run, and you shdl meet me on the
battlefield. In either case, we shall meet again, and fight. | cannot kill you now because you have cobbled
up some sort of spell to defend yoursdlf, but | shal be ready to counter it when we meet again.”

Matt caught his breath and shouted,

"With downcast looks the joyless victor sate,
Revolvingin hisater'd soul
Thevariousturns of chance below..."

"Aroint thee!" the enemy sorcerer cried, and chanted a couplet in hisflowing language. A soft explosion
sounded, and Matt ended his verse with acurse, knowing his enemy had escaped and thereby won the
fight.

Matt resolved the man wouldn't win the war. He tried crawling forward, and beams bounced off the
unseen bubble that protected him. At the edge of the pile Matt shoved himsdlf to hisfeet, and boardsfell
around him. He stepped out into the moonlight, gratefully drawing abreeth of clean air and looking about
him.

He saw Sergeant Brock lying facedown in the dirt, and ten feet across from him, Sir Orizhan, on his back
and unconscious with his sword by his hand.

Matt stared in darm, then ran to the sergeant firdt, to flip him over and make sure he had clear breathing.
Hedid, so Maitt checked for apulse, found it, then went over to Sir Orizhan, still concerned—but as he
came close, the knight sat up suddenly, shaking his head. "What. .. where..." Helooked about, then
shoved himsdf up, catching his sword as he looked about wild-eyed. "Where did he go?"

"Disappeared,” Matt said. "He'sawizard.”

"l saw," Sir Orizhan told him. "He struck me down with a chant and awave of his hand. Why did you not
cal usto attack him sooner, Lord Wizard?'

"| thought | could handle him by mysdf," Matt answered, and the words were gdl on histongue. "He
turned out to be a better sorcerer than | thought.”

"A sorcerer?' Sir Orizhan frowned. "How can you be sure that he uses his powersfor evil?'

"Just afeding,” Matt said, "but when you've held magic duelswith enough sorcerers, you begin to
recognize that feding. Besides, he helped murder aman, maybe even did it himself, and istrying to start a
war." He started toward Sergeant Brock. "Come on, let's see if we can get this soldier on hisfeet again.
We haveto go back to the castle and tell the king—" He broke off, gritted his teeth, then forced himself
to say,"—tell theking | lost, and the murderer got away."

"Hewill not likethat." Sir Orizhan joined him, scooping an arm under Brock's shoulders and pulling him
up.

"No, hewon't." Matt shuddered at the thought of facing the king. "He'sgoing to likeit even lesswhen |
tell him the man was Bretanglian.”



"Hewill not believeyou," Sir Orizhan said flatly.

"No, hewont," Matt agreed, "but you heard his accent— didn't you?"

"I heard most of what passed between you, yes."

Matt sarted patting Sergeant Brock's cheeks. "Where would you say the man came from?"
"Bretanglia—but | have seldom heard so strong an accent.”

Matt paused. "Y ou mean he might have been laying it on too thick because he wanted meto think he was
Bretanglian when he wasn't?'

"That, or making sure you could not mistake him.”

"Makes sensg, if he'strying to start awar,” Matt said grimly, "which iswhat's going to happen, when |
havetotell theking | faled."

"Areyou sure the man you fought was indeed the murderer, though?'

Mait froze, the light dawning. Then heturned to Sir Orizhan with asmile. "No, I'm not. Weredlly should
try to make sure before | report in, shouldn't we? Come on, let's wake up this man and visit the crime
scene”

Matt cured Sergeant Brock's headache by massaging his temples and reciting averse. Then the two men
led him deep into the twisting aleys of the oldest part of the town, to the Inn of the Courier Snall. They
camein to find the common room slent, with Sixteen very glum patrons, an extremely worried landlord
with trembling serving wenches, and adozen grim-faced soldiers stationed around the room, their
halberds on guard, M erovencians on one Side, Bretanglians on the other.

"l guessit redly isagood thing we came," Matt said.
"Aye, milord, unlessyou wish thewar to sart here" Srr Orizhan said.

The soldiersal looked up. The Merovencians smiled with relief, the Bretanglians glared. The civilians
quaked.

Matt decided it was time to be authoritative. | am Matthew Mantrdll, Lord Wizard of Merovence, come
toinvestigate thisnight'sdoings.”

The Bretanglians turned surly. Matt was alord and aknight, so they had to do what he said, unlessthey'd
had orders not to—and they hadn't.

Matt strode up to the landlord. "Okay, mine host. Tell me what you saw.”

"Very little, my lord,” the man said quickly. "We were very busy, no timeto be nosing into anything but
business, when this horrible scream tore the room and we dl turned to see the prince—well, we didn't
know that'swhat he was then, did we? But we saw L agtri come flying down the stairs and damming into
the wall, with the prince staking after her calling her athief."

Matt frowned. "Who's Laetri ?'
"One of theregular prostitutes who visits here, my lord," the innkeeper said.
Well, Mait hadn't redly believed Gaheris was killed defending amaiden's honor. He fixed the innkesper



with agteely gaze. "And you didn't chase her out?'
Theinnkeeper squirmed. "Thisisapublic house, my lord. | serve al who come.”

"Of course, and I'm sure you don't charge extra for letting them use the rooms upstairs—which they
must have done, or the prince wouldn't have thrown Laetri down the steps.” Matt said evenly, "You
know that pimping isagaing the law, don't you?'

"I know," the innkeeper said with dread.
"And vigiting a progtitute, too?"

"Yes," theinnkeeper said in afaint voice. Then herdlied. "Why does the queen not make it acrimeto be
aprogitute?’

"Because prostitutes are usually victims, not perpetrators,” Matt told him. "Very few of them choose their
line of work. Mogt of them areforced into it by their pimps. For the rest, it'swhore or starve.”

The innkeeper didn't look convinced, but few men wanted to believe the factswhen it cameto
sexploitation. Matt said, "What happened when the prince caught up with Lagtri ?*

"Heraised hishand to strike her again,” the innkeeper said, "but Pargas, her pimp, steppedinto stop him
and ask the reason for his anger, and the prince told him that Lagtri had stolen his purse. She denied it, of
course, and Pargas sided with her, again of course, and the prince struck at Pargas. Well, Pargas didn't
know the man wasroyal, so he struck back, and this sergeant here'—he nodded at Brock—"stepped in
to protect his prince, and in afew seconds the whole common room was one big brawil. | tried to Stop it,
but it was like spitting into the wind. Then Laetri screamed again ..." He shuddered. "It was the worst
scream I've ever heard, sir, and when we turned around, we all saw why—the prince lay there in apool
of hisown blood, and Pargas stood over him, bloody but with his club in hishand. Then | saw aman
trying to climb out thewindow, so0 | raised the hue and cry, and everyone ran out into the night to catch
him—except Pargas and Laetri, of course, and | tried to kick them out to end the trouble, but this
nobleman stopped me." He pointed to Sir Orizhan.

"Even s0." Sir Orizhan nodded. "The man Pargas had clearly killed the prince, and | wasn't about to let
thisfellow help him escape.”

"And that wasthe end of it?'

"Asfar asl know," Sir Orizhan said.

Matt turned back to the innkeeper. "How did you get al your customers back?"

"The soldiers brought them, sir, when they couldn't catch the one who went out the window.”
"All?" Matt turned to Sergeant Brock.

"We lost him quick enough,” the sergeant said, "and herded the rest of the civilians back in here, though
you may be surethey didn't like it. We might have lost one or two, but no more, I'll wager.”

"Y eah, but that one or two might include the murderer.” Matt turned away with asigh.

"The murderer?' Sergeant Brock stared. "Are you ma— | mean, it's clear Pargaskilled him, gir!... 1ant
it?"

"Thenwhy did you al chase the man who went out the window?"



Sergeant Brock stared a him, at aloss. Everyone el se stared, too, and Matt could see they were dl
asking themsalves the same question.

"It'saninginct,” Matt explained. "If somebody runs, it's naturd to chase them, because why would they
be running if they hadn't done anything? But in this case the man was trying to decoy you al out of theinn
so0 the real murderer could escape.”

Sir Orizhan frowned. "How can you be sure it was not Pargas who struck the fatal blow?"
"Because you said the prince was lying in apool of blood,” Matt told him, "and Paiges only had aclub.”
CHAPTER 4

Sir Orizhan stared, then whirled to exchange glances with Sergeant Brock, who only stared back at him.
"Where did the prince fall?' Matt asked.

"Over here" Sir Orizhan led the way to the foot of the stairs, where adark stain covered the floorboards,
three feet across.

Matt looked down, nodding. ""Poal of blood, al right. What time did it happen?’

"Time?" Sir Orizhan frowned; the medieva mind scarcely thought in terms of hours, let done minutes. "In
the middle of the night, my lord. What more can we say?'

Matt raised hisvoice. "Isthere aman of the Watch here?'

"Here, my lord." One of the Merovencians stepped forward. He didn't wear livery, like the soldiers, but
only abrassard to show his office.

"How far into your Watch did this happen?”’

"We were dmost done, my lord, when apot-boy came running to summon us. Wewereintimeto see
the folk come streaming out of theinn.”

"An hour before midnight, then." Matt had set up the duty rosters himsdlf. Thefirst Watch began their
shift at dusk, which would have been about seven o'clock in this season. "Where isthe body now?"

"We brought it back to the castle, milord,” Sir Orizhan said. "We thought his parentswould wishit."
"I'm sure they do. And Pargas and L aetri?"
"At the castle aso, milord," Sergeant Brock said, "but in the dungeons.”

"Of course" Matt said sourly, gazing down at the stain. "But you saw the prince's body. Where was the
wound?"

"Inhisback, my lord." Sir Orizhan's face writhed with disgust, and he spoke with contempt. "It wastruly
the stroke of a base coward.”

"But Pargas fought the prince face-to-face, with only aclub.”

"Two clubs, milord," Sergeant Brock told him. "Smdll ones. | fought him mysdf, till somefoal of a
Merovencian pulled me away and stabbed at me."

The Merovencian soldiers faces darkened, and Matt hurried on. "Two smal clubs? Why did he only



have one when he was standing over the body?*
"Because someone had stabbed hisleft shoulder, milord.”
"You?'

"No, milord," the sergeant said. "He had both clubs when | wastorn away from him. Then another
brawler came at the prince's back, felling the soldier who warded him there, and | had to legp to guard
him from behind until 1 waslaid low in my turn by some other Merovencian bully boy."

"Probably the prince who stabbed Pargas, then." Matt turned away before the sergeant could object, and
measured the distance from the stain to the bottom step with hiseyes. "Ten feet clear of the sairs, a
least. The prince fought agood way into the room.”

"He was a decent fighter with aknife, milord." The sergeant'stone was neutral.

"And not very many noblemen are good knife-fighters, hm? Not hisfirst tavern brawl, no doubt.
Unfortunately, he madeit far enough away from the walls so that virtualy anyone could have come at his
back."

The room wasvery quiet.
Into the sllence, Sir Orizhan said, " Then anyone here might have struck that blow?"

"Anyone," Matt agreed. "Start asking questions, Sir Knight. Y ou, too, Sergeant. | want to know where
everyone was when the princefdl."

They started asking. Half an hour later Matt had a complete picture of where everyone had been. Each
one of them remembered whom he had been fighting, and their stories al checked—except for two men
whose opponents had disappeared chasing the fugitive, but Matt wasinclined to believe them, so the
escapees couldn't have been the murderers. One of the Bretanglian troopers even remembered that hed
been fighting Pargas when Lagtri screamed, and that he'd seen her over the pimp's shoulder the whole
time. The serving wenches had al been hiding behind the bar, and al remembered each other's
presence.

"It would seem that the murderer was the man who went out the window after adl, milord,” Sir Orizhan
sad.

"That," Matt agreed, "or somebody's lying. Let's go back to the castle, Sir Orizhan. | want alook at the
body before | talk to itsfather."

"A look at the body? But why?"
"Tell you outside," Matt muttered, men snapped, " Come on, Sergeant. Let'sgo!™

They strode out into the night—and Matt hated, turning to face the two men. "I didn't want to say this
where the bystanders could hear—but if the man who went out the window didn't stab the prince with his
own hand, and everyone el se remembers who they were fighting, theré's avery good chance the prince
waskilled by magic.”

Theknight stared, face Sckening, eyesfilling with dread— but Brock's expression turned stone cold.

Prince Gaheris body lay in state in the Great Hall, surrounded by candles and Bretanglian guards. His
face and hands had been washed, but the servants couldn't undress him to bathe because of rigor mortis.



Sir Orizhan had to do some fancy talking to keep the guards from objecting to Mart's inspection, and
Sergeant Brock had to order them away from the casket—all the way to the edges of the room, so they
couldn't hear the muttered conversation.

Matt turned the body over and stared at the wound in the back. Doublet and cut aike were iff with
dried blood. He swallowed heavily againgt nausea and whispered to Sir Orizhan, "Y ou redlly think aknife
did that?"

"Assuredly not!" The knight's face turned gray. Even Sergeant Brock turned pae.

It was ahuge, gaping, horizontal cut, at least Sx incheslong. The edges were ragged, as though someone
had cut in with asaw instead of stabbing.

"What wegpon made that?' Sir Orizhan whispered "A sword," Sergeant Brock told him, "or a
gpearhead. Even then, the murderer must have twisted it and hacked a bit, to make the edge so ragged.”

Matt turned the prince faceup again. "A lump on the | eft-hand side of his forehead—Pargas scored once,
at least. A few more bruises, but | don't see any blood on thisside”

"No," Sir Orizhan agreed. "1 have seen sticks hit men hard enough to make them bleed, but nowhere
nearly as much asthe prince did. The pimp could not have dain him, then, could he?'

"A club doesn't cut into abody too well, no," Mait acknowledged, "and it's hard to hit both the front and
the back of aman at the sametime." He scanned the body, frowning. *Notice what's missing?'

Both men stared down, thinking. Then Sir Orizhan said, "His purse!”

"Right." Matt nodded. " Sergeant, send somebody back to the inn to search. Might be the princeredly
did think he'd been robbed.”

"Why esewould he have accused her?* Sir Orizhan asked. His face sickened as he redlized the answer.
"Right again." Matt nodded. " Gaheris wanted an excuse to beat up on her.”
"| assure you, this prince never troubled with such an excuse.

"A red sweetheart," Matt said grimly. "Still, it might be interesting rinding out where that purseis. Send
someone, would you, Sergeant?”

"Thereésno need,” Brock said, voice very low. "1 watched you fight the sorcerer from the shadows. |
wondered why he needed two purses. | thought perhaps one held magica powders.”

"Not abad guess, but wrong thistime." Matt nodded with satisfaction. "Y ou've got sharp eyes, Sergeant.
So whether or not the sorcerer struck the degth blow, he did provide the excuse for the brawl.” He
stepped away from the corpse. "Okay. | can't put it off any longer. Timetotell his parents.”

They went out of the Great Hall, but Sir Orizhan said, "1 can see you do not believe al you have seen,
Lord Wizard."

"Oh, it'sbdievable," Matt told him. "I've seen knives big enough to make awound like that."
"Short swords, more likely," Sergeant Brock grunted, then stared in surprise a his own words.

Matt nodded " Could have been ashort sword, like a Reman gladius, yes."



"But you do not believeit,” Sir Orizhan pressed.

"No, | don't,” Matt told him. "It's much more like the hole a scissor blade would make, or maybe a
paring knife, if you stuck it into the back of a straw doll and jabbed it around alittle for good measure. It
wouldn't even be an inch long, of course, but on theredl body..."

"Witchcraft!" Even the toughened sergeant shuddered.

"Or sorcery.” Matt nodded. "No way to defend yoursdlf againgt it, isthere? And al three of us know the
man who went out the window was a sorcerer.”

"Then you must tell the king that his son was dain by one of his own countrymen!” Sir Orizhan
exclamed.

"Yes," Mait said heavily, "and | don't think he's going to like that In fact, | don't think he'sgoing to
believemeat dl."

"Youlie!" King Drustan cried, and Queen Petronille declared, "Y ou seek to shieddd aman of your own!™

Their rage was frightening, but Matt felt a surge of anger at being cdled aliar. "If | had the man here, you
couldn't deny it"

"If you had him here, ayel" Drustan roared. "Lord Wizard, do you cal yoursdf? When a peasant
sorcerer can outdo you in magic? Or did you let him escapein order to shield your country from war?”

"Ask your own man." Matt nodded at Sergeant Brock. "Ask him how | fought.”

"He wrought wonders," the sergeant told the king. "It was pure bad luck that helost, and good luck he
lived."

Matt flashed the man alook of surprised gratitude, but Drustan roared, "Bad luck for him, for hell diein
battle on aBretanglian lance!" He struck Brock backhanded.

"How dare you insult us by saying our son was dain by our own countryman!™ Queen Petronille cried,
white-faced and trembling.

"There can be no question of peace between our countries now!" Drustan shouted, and turned to
Alisande. "We go back to Bretangliaat first light—to gather our armies, and march in vengeance!" He
spun to Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock. "Y ou have failed in your duty, knight and soldier! Y ou were set
to guard the prince, and heis dead! Do not think to come back to Bretangliauntil you have found his
murderer, or avenged his death!" He whirled back to Alisande. " Prepare your people for war, Y our
Magesty!" He made the words an insult. " Prepare for war—and defeat!”

Matt stood beside Alisande on the battlements, watching the Bretanglian royd family ride away from
Bordestang surrounded by their entourage—knights, soldiers, servants, and ladies-in-waiting. "So the
sorcerer gained what he wanted— war."

"Not the sorcerer done.” Alisande gazed after the departing party, saddened and troubled. "They came
to seek an excuse for war, Drustan and Petronille both."

Matt stared & her. ™Y ou don't think they planned on their son being assassinated!”

"Of course not!" Alisande looked up, shocked that he could even think of such athing. "They meant to
rely on their own tempers and insults to provoke me into declaring war." She turned to look after her



erstwhile guests. "Nonetheless, my heart is heavy with their sorrow. | have ason now, and know how
Petronillemugt grieve.”

"That heart istoo good," Matt said softly.

Shelooked up and found his eyes doting, and smiled, taking hishand. "Y ou are agreater comfort than
you know, husband, and | have need of such reassurance now.” She turned to look after the Bretanglians
again. "Unpleasant though he may have been, Gaheriswas my cousin, for so ishis mother, though rather
digtant kin. I am overcome with guilt that he should have been dainin my capitd.”

"Y ou couldn't prevent it,” Matt assured her, "if someonein their own party was planning it al along, and
just waiting for thistrip to set that plan into motion.”

Alisande turned to him with afrown. "Do you truly think so?"

"I do, but howlsfor metelling you about it ingde? This soring wind is brisk, and awarm firewould be a
great comfort, too, just now.”

Alisande smiled again and laid her arm on top of his. "L et usgo down to the solar, by al means” The
huge clerestory windows judtified the solar's name, |etting the sun bathe the room in early morning light.
With aroaring fire to warm them outside and spiced cider to warm them inside, they could relax with
Mart's parents and mull over the nights events.

Alisande sat back with asigh. "'l confessit isarelief to have them gone, though that relief will be
short-lived."

"Y es, you must prepare for war,” Mama agreed, "though we hope you will not have to wageit."

"An honest, open battle would be better than this skulking in shadows and stabbing men in their backs,"
Papa huffed.

"Now, husband!" Mama reproved. "There has been only one man stabbed"
"Y es, but how many were waiting their turn?'

"Everyoneinthat inn hasan dibi," Matt said, "even the two who managed to dip away. Sir Orizhan and
Sergeant Brock questioned them with me, and each one remembers who he was fighting when the prince
was killed. Their stories check out—both opponents remember each other, and the only two whose foe
wasn't there, remember fighting one of the two men who escaped.”

"Rather convenient,” Pgpa sniffed "Who remembersfighting this man who went out the window?'
"No one. Boosts his chances of being the murderer.”
"At whose command?' Alisande said quietly.

Mamaand Papaturned to her in surprise, then looked apprehensive. Mamasaid, " Surely you do not
mean someonein hisown family hired thekiller!”

"It's been known to happen,” Matt said with asmile of irony, "and | don't see any greeat love lost between
those siblings.”

"Petronille does not seem dl that fond of either her eldest or her youngest,” Mama admitted. "Odd. The
second child isusudly therebd, and rarely the favorite.



"Conddering what Brion isrebelling againgt, any mother would favor him," Mait told her.
"Do Drustan and Petronille remember this sorcerer being with their party?* Alisande asked.
"I didn't think 1 should mention theissue," Matt said apologetically. "They were too upset.”

"Upset? They raged as soon as you told them the man had escaped,” Papa exclaimed, "and they kept
raging! Y ou had no chanceto ask!"

"Wel, | could have asked before | told them the bad news.”
"Without the culprit there? Do you think they would have said anything but ranting?”

"Thanks, Papa," Matt said with awarm smile. He shrugged. " Anyway, why would aking or queen
remember one soldier out of dl therest?| don't expect he went along wearing sorcerer's robes.”

"Surely this sergeant you spesk of would remember,” Alisande said.

"He should,” Matt admitted, "but he saw the man's face in the moonlight, too, and tells me he wasn't one
of their soldiers. Says he doesn't remember him being with the entourage a dl, in fact.”

Papa stared. "Y ou don't mean he was aready in Bordestang, waiting for themto arrive!”
Matt sat till for aminute. Then he nodded dowly. "Now that you mention it, that's adistinct possibility.”

"Perhaps not," Mama offered. "If heisasorcerer, asyou say, he could have come a any time, or even
been with them, but invisble

Mait threw up his hands. "Almost anything is possible, when you're dedling with magic! Whenever he
came over, though, | think he waited his chance, and when the princes went tavern-hopping, he sole
Gaheris purse while hewas, uh, distracted, and waited for the brawl to start. Then he pulled out adoll
that already had alock of Gaheris hair on it and stabbed it with a paring knife. Stabbed two or three
times, just to make sure.”

Papa shook his head. "It seems so improbable! Why bethere at dl? And if he was, why not Smply stab
with ared blade?'

"l was not aware that stabbing adoll made the wound show,” Mamasaid dowly.
Matt sat till again. Then hesaid, "'Y ou're right—it doesn't. That would have taken an extra spell.”

"Which your sorcerer might have cast, if he wished to place the blame on aman of Merovence," Papa
pointed out.

"l suppose s0,” Mt said, "so it cancels out.”
Alisande nodded. "The point was not the smple murdering of the prince—it was the provoking of war."

"Oh, I don't know," Matt said dowly. "Why not accomplish two objectives with one murder? Asyou
pointed out yoursdlf, dear, nothing says the sorcerer was working for himsdf."

Papafrowned. "Do you mean that someone e se would have wished to kill Gaheris, and waited until his
death could be useful 7'

"Y es, and with impending war to distract people from looking for the murderer, thered be less chance of



either boss or hit man being found out!" Maitt said. "L et's think, now— who wanted Gaheris dead?"
Theroom was slent amoment. Then Mamasaid, "Who did not?"
"That was unkind!" Alisande cried.

"Quite unkind,” Mamaagreed, "but probably true. Be honest, my dear—he was a very disagreeable
young man. If you wish, you may count hisfriendsinstead of hisenemies.”

Alisande was slent for amoment, then admitted, "I cannot think of any—but | do not know them well.”
She looked up. "Sir Orizhan! Thereisonel™

"Sir Orizhan was assigned to be the princes companion and watchdog,” Matt said. "That doesn't say he
liked them."

"But if he has known them for ten years..."

"He could learn to redlly despise them," Mait finished for her. "But he'savery chivarousknight. | don't
think held let hisfedings show."

"Canyou not read him at dl?" Alisande challenged.

"Well, | do get theimpression that he didn't approve of Gaheris taste in entertainments.” Maitt frowned,
mulling it over. "Infact, | don't think he approved of Gaheris a al—»but especidly not asafit husband for
the princess Sir Orizhan had sworn to protect.”

"Ye—sss3" Alisande lifted her head. "A true knight would make the welfare of hisward hisfirst duty,
would he not?"

"Egpecidly,” Matt sad, "if heliked her."

"Why would he?" Pgpaasked. " She seemed little more pleasant than her future family."

"How can you say that?' Mama challenged. " The poor thing spoke scarcely at dl whilewe dined!”
"When she did, though, she spoke rather sharply,” Papa pointed out.

"Only to Brion, and sheisobvioudy inlovewith him," Mamasad.

"Sheis?' Matt looked up in surprise.

"Aye, my husband.” Alisande smiled. "She may not know it hersdlf, but it istherein her eye, inthetilt of
her head, but most especialy in the sharpness of her tongue as she addresses aman she desires but
knows she cannot have."

"She can now," Matt said softly.

Theroom was quiet as Mamaand Alisande digested his comment, eyes widening in horror. Then both
spoke at once.

"Y ou cannot think she ordered him dain!*
"That sweet little thing couldn't have—have—"

"Oh, yes she could," Matt said in answer to both. " Stop and think, ladies—would you want to marry
Gaheis?'



"Wall, of course not!" Alisande said indignantly.
"But that does not mean | would day him,” Mamamaintained.

"Y ou're not amedieva princess being set up as an international sacrifice." Matt knew the Prince of
Toulenge had died, and that Rosamund was officiadly the province's ruling princess, though her mother
ruled as her regent. Apparently, though, the deed father's bargain with Drustan couldn't be broken—as
long as Gaheriswas dive. "1'd say it's quite possible that Rosamund hired the footpad to kill Gaheris so
she wouldn't have to marry him. In fact, considering Gaheris ideaof fun, you might even cal it
self-defense ahead of time.”

There was another short silence. Then Alisande admitted, "1 could not truly blame her.”
Matt had another thought. "IsBrion in love with her?"

"That isharder to say,” Mamasaid. "Heis so easly baited, at least by her—" She broke off, looking
thoughtful.

"Y ou spoketruly, my love," Papasaid quietly. "To hisbrothers, he gavejibefor jibe, but to her, he could
only protest, and that with some sign of hurt.”

"His defenses aren't up to their usual standard with Rosamund,” Matt agreed.

"Yes, | would say thereis some sign that heisinlove with her, then," Mamasaid, "though like her, he
deniesit.”

"But he might be able to find an excuse to defend her,” Matt said, "by killing his brother.”
"The murder does make him heir gpparent,” Alisande agreed.

There was another silence as the next thought occurred to them dl. Matt finaly voiced it. "Does
Rosamund go with the crown?"

"In law, the betrothal was only with Gaheris," Alisande said, "but it was made because he was the heir
apparent.”

"So it would have to be renegotiated with Brion, but probably will be?
"It would," Alisande said, "but with awar, such negotiation will beimpossble.”
"Which means Brion getsto keep her."

"Or," said Mama, "that Drustan does—for if sheis betrothed to no one, he can keep her near with none
to bar him."

Papaturned to her. "Then you think Petronille's jeal ousy has some basis?

"Oh, yes" Mamasaid quietly. "Did you not see the gleam in Drustan's eye when he looked at
Rosamund?’

"Yes, | did,"” Alisande said darkly. "If thiswar serves no other purpose, perhapsit will dlow usto rescue
my cousin.”

"Maybe Sir Orizhan thought the same way," Matt said.



Papa smiled. "We have comefull circle, my son. The only two we have not suspected are Queen
Petronille and young John."

Matt shrugged. "I don't see what John would gain by killing Gaheris."
"Might he be striking back at abully?' Mama suggested.

"Might," Matt agreed, "and there's dways sibling rivary. But since John seemsto have established himsdlf
as Papa's pet, he has dl the protection against Gaheristhat he needs, and probably revenge, too."

"| cannot see that Petronille has anything to gain,” Alisande said, "other than the beginning of war, which
may gain her birthright, her quarter of Merovence, for her favorite Brion..." Then her eyeswidened.

So did Mart's. Hefinished the sentence for her. "... or even the whole kingdom!™

"Yes," Alisande whispered. "If Brionis her favorite, she would wish to see him as King of
Bretanglia—but surely she would not kill her firstborn to gain the crown for her second!™

"Brion becoming heir might not be motive enough initsdf," Matt said dowly, "but if Drustan redly does
desire Rosamund as much as the queen seemsto think he does, jedlousy isdl the reason Petronille
needs.”

"To day Rosamund, perhaps.” Alisande turned to him with atroubled frown. "Why would she thereby
have Gaherisdain?'

"Who did Rosamund live with aslong as she was engaged to Gaheris?' Matt asked.

"Why, with the king and hisfamily."

"But what if the king and queen separated? Who would Gaheris live with then?"

"With hisfather." Alisande frowned. "He resents his mother, as you may have seen.”

" Oedipus complex, no doubt,” Papa mused.

"Who would she live with now that Gaherisis dead?' Matt asked. "If they separated, that is.”

"Brionishismother's darling, and would no doubt live with her," Alisande said dowly, "and if Petronille
can bring about his betrothal to Rosamund ..." She shook her head violently. "No! It is not possible that
Petronille would have ordered her own son dain only so that she might take Rosamund away from
Drugtan!”

"If she didiked Gaheris as much as everyone e se does, and feels at dl protective toward Rosamund, |
would say it isquite possible,” Papa said softly.

"| think that istoo much for any mother to consider,” Mamasaid firmly, "even one so vindictive as
Petronille™

"Let ustrust 50," Alisande said with a shudder. Sherose. "So! Any of them might have hired an assassin,
or none of them—~but in any event, | must prepare for war." Shelooked up a Matt. "I thank you for
counsdling meto build anavy, hushand. We may have only ten shipsthusfar, but they will do to harry the
coasts of Bretanglia—and may distract Drustan enough to prevent hisinvading Merovence.”

"Beniceif we had the English Channd inthisuniverse" Matt said.



"Y ou havetold me of that." Alisande frowned. "A twenty-mile-wide stretch of water between the
Bretangliaand Merovence of your own world, isit not?!

"In our version of thisuniverse, yes—only we call them 'England’ and 'France' there, and they speak two
different languages.”

Alisande nodded. "'l can see how the speech would have drifted apart, if Bretangliawere anidand. There
would have been far less coming and going between the two lands.”

"Y es, Bretangliawas part of Hardishane's empire here, wasn't it? After dl, he could just marchin and
conquer.”

"Ashedidinlbile Latruria, and Allustria," Alisande said, "overcoming evil kingswho were devoted to
sin and Satan. He even conquered far beyond, well into the lands of the Rus. It issmdl wonder we all

gpesk the same [anguage.”

"No wonder at dl." Matt frowned. "But there was never another invasion of Bretanglia, wasthere? After
Hardishane's empire broke up, | mean.”

"Well, the Danes and Vikings harassed their coasts," Alisande said, "and even carved out their own
kingdom in the eastern counties, to both sides of the wall built by greet Reme's soldiers.”

"Truly?' Mamaasked. "The Vikings held land in both England and Scotland?!

"There are Scots in the northern part of Bretanglia," Alisande acknowledged, "and it was a separate land
until the Vikings came. They married into al the noble families, and Drustan's father welded them together
into one kingdom. This Drustan, his son, isthe sixth of hisname, and till rulesal oneland.”

"DoeshehaveaViking fleet?" Mait asked.

Alisande smiled. "The Vikings ceased sailing two hundred years ago, husband. | think Drustan may have
afew warships, but nothing more. What need of them has he, when he can ride into Merovence at will?*
She turned somber. "Now, though, | fear that he will comeriding in earnest, with al hisarmies, and with
fireand sword.”

"I think I might be able to find some way to keep him from invading,” Matt said dowly.
Alisande looked at him with misgiving. "1 would welcome that, but not at the price of danger to you."

"We'rein danger dready, love. Besdes, there shouldn't be dl that much peril in this method of distracting
him."

"Whichis?' Alisande asked, misgiving yielding to dread.

"Gaheris murder was definitely no smpletavern brawl,” Matt told her. "Okay, maybe the Man Who
Went Out the Window stuck the knife in Gaheris himsdlf, but | suspect someone hired himtodoit. In
fact, therejust might be awhole conspiracy underlying it."

Alisande's eyeslighted. "'If you can learn who has wrought this conspiracy and what itsgod is, you may
set Drustan and Petronille to rooting it out so earnestly that they forget to attack Merovence!™

"Right." Matt nodded.

"But if there was no conspiracy?' Mamafrowned. "If the murder was only the work of thisMan Who
Went Out the Window, for whatever reason he may have had?'



"That's even better,” Matt said. "If the murder wasn't the product of intrigue, handing the assassin over to
Their Mgesties should bring the armiesto agrinding hdlt, especidly if he's Bretanglian.”

"l see" Papasmiled. "No Merovencian to blame for the murder meansno war."

"Right." Matt nodded. "Of course, after they've hanged the traitors, they'll remember that they wanted to
conquer Merovence.”

"But if the assassin provesto be aman of Bretanglia, Drustan and Petronille will have no cause to attack.”
Alisande smiled. "They shdl have to discover anew one.”

"Excdlent!" Papacried.
But Mama frowned. "How shall you go about discovering this conspiracy, my son?"

"Well, that isthe knotty part,” Matt admitted. "They've gone back to Bretanglianow. I'll haveto follow
them if I'm going to be able to track down who's doing what."

"No!" Alisande cried.
CHAPTERS

"Now | say nay!" Alisande threw her hands up, turning her back. "1 have waited before while you have
goneinto peril, and have lived with the threat of doom hanging over me every day you were gone! Y ou
cannot ask meto do that again!™

"I wouldn'tif | didn't haveto." Matt stepped around in front of her, eyes sad, hands reaching out for hers
though not touching. "But it'sthe only way | seeto protect you from war, darling—you, and our children,
and dl the country.”

"That isunfair," Alisande whispered, "to extort my consent by reminding me of the threat to my children
and my people!”

"Very unfair," Matt agreed, "but also very true, and unavoidable. Therésno way around it, dear. | have
togo."

For amoment the wife warred with the mother and the monarch inside Alisande. Then shegavein and let
hersdf fall into Matt's arms. Face againgt his chest she said, "Go, then! But oh my darling, take care, take
cael"

"l will," Matt murmured into her hair. "I have alot to come hometo.”
Mama and Papa exchanged afond glance and quietly dipped out of the room.

"Y ou must not go donel” Alisande commanded, dill in Matt'sarms. "'l shdl send that knight of Toulenge
with you— he knows the land somewhét, at least! And that Bretanglian sergeant! Both have their honors
to save, and will no doubt strive mightily to aid you!

"Yes. Very good idea" But the thought chilled Matt—he wasn't entirely sure he could trust either man
behind his back. It was better to have them where he could keep an eye on them, though, rather than
herein Bordestang, where they might try another assassnation—say, of Alisande.

"If you must go, then, go." But Alisande gtill made no moveto leave hisarms. Ingtead shetilted her face
up, eyes suddenly burning. "But first, come to my bed, for it may be amonth or moretill | seeyou

agan”



All things considered, Matt was very glad his parents had | eft.

The sun wasn't up yet when Matt gathered Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock and set them to packing for
the journey. It didn't take long—both men were used to traveling light on campaigns, and both, as
Alisande had guessed, were very determined to clear their own names, to atone for what they saw asa
falureintheir duty—to protect Prince Gaheris.

But Matt knew that earnestness could have hidden another kind of determination—to keep from being
found out. Either man could have been the murderer himsalf—and if so, what better place to be than with
the man who wastrying to prove their guilt? If he cametoo close, the murderer would beright there to
kill him, too. Matt didn't redly think it wasterribly likely, snce both had been fighting to protect the
prince when someone el se stuck asword in his back, but he resolved not to deep too soundly. Just to be
on the safe Side, though, he sent out acarrier pigeonto cal in afriend.

Inside the castle, Mama and Papa braced Alisande with determination. "My dear, my husband and |
have decided to go with our son.”

Alisande stared. "Mother Mantrdll, it is bad enough that | must hazard my husband! Must | risk you,
too?

"Why, | thought you would prefer that he have protection,” Mamasaid in surprise.
"He has Sir Orizhan and the sergeant! But if it is protection, surely Father Mantrell would be enough!™

"To protect Matthew againgt asorcerer, yes," Mamasaid, "but to help him discover this conspiracy he
suspects? A woman may learn things aman may miss, my dear, especidly whereaprincessis
concerned.”

"Y ou gpesk of Rosamund? Surely sheis of little concern in thismatter! But I, | am greatly concerned, for
if Drustan marches before Matthew can prove who murdered Prince Gaheris and why, | must take my
armiesto meet his, and who will protect my castle and children while | am gone? Much worse, who will
protect them should | not return?”

"Why... thereis Saul, the Witch Doctor,” Mama began.

"I should not tear him away from his researches and hisfamily again! | pray you, Mother Mantrell, stay
and hep meward my kingdom. Stay to guard your grandchildren!”

Mama glanced at Papa. He nodded—they both recognized an appeal for mora support when they heard
one. Mamaturned back to Alisande, reaching up to embrace her. "Of course, my dear, we will stay. We
had thought to relieve your worries about your husband, but if you will fret less because we are here
when heisnot, we must certainly be by your side.”

"Oh, thank you!" Alisande hugged her, doubly glad because they had not pushed the issue to the point at
which she had to command them astheir sovereign. "1t means much to me that you will stay only because
| askit!"

"I am surethat it does." Mamatouched her cheek lightly. "Just asit means much to usthat you invited us
to stay when we had lost our home. Now that we have a home again, and the daughter for whom |
awayslonged, how could we leave unless you wished it? No, of course we will stay."

"Then we must tell Matthew goodbye,”" Papa said. "L et us hurry; he may be mounting even aswe



"l have said my farewd|sdready," Alisande said, tearsin her eyes. "l would rather not say them
again—but go, by al means go, to give him amother'sand afather'sblessing.”

"We shdl be back in afew minutes, then." Mamagave her abrief smile asthey left the room.

Matt was checking the straps on his pack when they came out. Mama halted, Saring. " Peasants
clothing? All three of you?' Then shelifted her head, understanding. "Of course! You gototrack a
murderer who may well be a peasant! But what if heisaknight or lord?"

"We're bringing a change of clothes." Matt tapped his pack. "I don't really expect to need them, though.
Even peasants can ask shdlter in acastle, and we can learn more from the servants than from their
employers.”

Mama glanced at Sir Orizhan, whose face was asimpassive as adab of rock, and at Sergeant Brock,
who |looked somewhat grim. She turned back to her son and stretched up to give him aquick peck on
the cheek. "Go with God, Matthew, and may He bring you back to usin safety.”

"Amen to that." Papa stepped forward to clap a hand on Matthew's shoulder. "May the Lord shield you
with Hiswings, and may you walk through danger unscathed.”

"Thanks, folks." Matt gave them each aquick embrace, then stepped back. "Do two things for me, will
you?'

"Of course," Papasaid.

"I didn't get a chance to question Pargas and Laetri— they're the progtitute and her pimp who were, ah,
present, a the crime.”

His parents understood on the instant; both their faces darkened. Mamasaid, "1 wondered at Prince
Gaheris dying while committing so chivarous an act as defending amaiden. Have no fear, my son, | shdl
discuss the event with the woman.”

"And | with the man." Papahad avery stern look about him. "We shdl attend to it, be sure.”

"Thanks," Matt said. He smiled, then turned to look up at the solar window, where alone figure was
slhouetted againgt the candldlight. He blew akissto her, then turned, away toward the gate. "Come on,
guys." He waved over his shoulder a his parents.

"What isa'guy'?" Sergeant Brock asked Sir Orizhan.

"l have heard it used asaman's name, but not asaword by itsaf.” Sir Orizhan shook his head and
sghed. "l fear that isonly thefirst of many strangenesses we shall encounter aswetravel with the Lord
Wizard, Sergeant. Let usgo."

They came to the second strangeness half amile beyond the town wall, as the sky was lightening—or
rather, it came to them. They were passing awoodlot when a huge shape loomed out of it and into the
roadway. Sir Orizhan leaped back with ashout, reaching for the hidden sword under his cloak, and
Sergeant Brock whipped his staff up to guard. Matt only grinned, though, and raised ahand in greeting.
"Y ou got my carrier pigeon, then."

"Yes. It wasdelicious," the huge shape rumbled. "1 could not resist so tasty an invitation.”

"Even 50, that was fast flying, Stegoman. Thanksfor coming.”



"Did you think you could go gadding about and |eave me behind again?’
"Not redly, no. Stegoman, these are my traveling companions, Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock."

"| greet you." The dragon bobbed his head. "I see from the plainness of your garb that you are setting
forth on amission of some danger.”

Sergeant Brock only stared, but Sir Orizhan managed to find hisvoice. "So the Lord Wizard informs us,
Master Stegoman. | am pleased to meet you."

"You are very courteous,” the dragon said, "but avery poor liar. Please be assured that | do not regard
knightsas my natural enemies, no matter what manner of sillinessyou have heard in that regard.”

Sir Orizhan couldn't help smiling. "Only the usua mingtrels exaggerations.”

"Storytellers are to be blamed for many misunderstandings, | fear,” the dragon sighed, asound like ablast
furnace. "May | inquire asto the nature of your quest?'

"Surely you outdo most knightsin your courtesy!" But Sir Orizhan's face clouded. "Know, then, O
Gracious Beadt, that this sergeant and | were both set to guard a prince, and in spite of our caution, he
was dain while we sought to ward him in the midst of abrawl.”

"The prince was the heir apparent to the throne of Bretanglia," Matt explained, "and his parents have
declared war on Merovence because he was assassinated on our soil, presumably by one of our

people.”
"So that iswhy the Witch Doctor has asked Narlh to fly over that land and discover what he can!”

Sir Orizhan frowned. "Who is Narlh?"

"A dracogriff,” Matt explained, "amagicaly encouraged hybrid between adragon and agriffin. Heflies,
but he doesn't likeit. His best friend is Saul, the Witch Doctor." He turned back to Stegoman. "So
Alisande called him in?1 thought she was going to try not to."

"From what Narlh said before he left our rookery, | gather that Master Saul discovered the matter by
himsdlf,” the dragon said. "So it isto be awar of retdiation, and you go to seek the murderer in hopes of
stopping the war?"

"Yes, and beforeit sarts, if we can."

"And you," Stegoman said to the knight and his sergeant, "go to redeem yourselves, and to recover lost
honor."

"Wedo," Sir Orizhan admitted.

Then | will be pleased to travel in your company, sSince you go in the name of chivary,” Stegoman said.
"Will you ride?"

Both men fdll back apace, garinginaarm.

"That's the other reason we didn't take horses," Matt explained. "It's really quite comfortable, once you
get used to it—his vertebrae make natural saddles, and it'salot faster than walking.”

With obvious effort, knight and sergeant screwed up their courage and stepped forward.



They climbed down much more siffly, when the sun had fallen near the horizon and Stegoman landed by
asmall grove of trees. Sergeant Brock virtudly fell off, and kissed the ground while he was down. Then
he shoved himsdlf to hisfeet, groaning. "How long will it take to become used to this manner of riding,
Lord Wizard?'

"You'l fed fine once you get over thisfirst set of aches." Mait took off his pack and pulled out abottle.
"Better rub your legswith this, or well haveto lift you out of your blanket roll tomorrow."

"| thank you," Brock said, taking the bottle, then turned to bow to Stegoman. "I thank you, too, greet
beadt, for carrying methisday.”

"My thanksaso," Sir Orizhan said, dso bowing.

"| was pleased to have your company,” Stegoman said gravely, "and honored by the presence of men of
such courage.”

"Y es, you werereally very good about not looking down," Mait said, "and you got used to it very
quickly, both of you. It'll be better tomorrow, Sergeant—I'll bet you won't turn green at al. Y ou might
even be ableto eat lunch."

"And what isthe matter with being green?' Stegoman intoned.
"It'snot easy," Mait explained. "About eating, though. I'd better light afire and get akettle going.”
"And | will seek agtray cow," Stegoman said. "Y ou will pay the farmer in the morning?”

"Of course," Mait said. "Airlinefood aways was overpriced. See you when you're finished with the
entree.”

"| shall return when | have fed," Stegoman assured. Hiswings boomed wide; he ran acrossthefield and
launched into the air. Matt watched him go, feding reassured—uwith a dragon gpt to stop back any time,
neither of histwo companionswas apt to try anything against him. Not that he suspected they would, of
course—they had the same goa he had, after al—but it never hurt to be careful.

Sir Orizhan watched Stegoman climb into the evening sky. "'l cannot believe | actualy rode upon his
back!"

"l can," Sergeant Brock groaned. He had aready stripped off hisleggins and was busy rubbing the
ointment into very sore muscles.

"Not feding siff?" Matt asked Sir Orizhan.

"It isnot much different from riding ahorse," the knight told him. "I only needed to accustom mysdlf to the
fear of heights, and the—" He glanced at Sergeant Brock and lowered his voice."—and to the sudden
and unexpected ups and downs of it."

"That does take getting used to," Matt admitted. "Infact, | have abreakfast menu that should help abit.”
"That root you gave usto chew?'

"Hey, it helped, didn't it? But we'd better see about getting that fire going, or we won't get dinner, let
alone breskfast."

Stegoman had dropped them in a pasture at the edge of asmall patch of woods. They turned to explore
the grove with no one suggesting it—they dl fet the need to investigate. After dl, theremight bean



enemy hiding init, abandit or other outlaw. They stepped into the shadow under the canopy of leaves,
and dl cried out in surprise.

"A cabin!" Mait cried.
"A cottege, at least." Sir Orizhan frowned at Matt. "What isa'cabin'?"
"A cottage by any other name. Hasn't been used in awhile, hasit?’

That was obvious at a glance. The thatch was moldy and patchy, missing in severd places, and the
windows and doorway gaped empty. The shutters hung at an angle, leather hinges broken, or lay beneath
the window. The door was gone completely, probably chopped up for firewood. The areaaround the
little house was clear, but only because the shadow of the trees was too deep for anything to grow.

"It will give us shdlter for the night, though,” the knight said. "Come, let usrid the place of any unwelcome
dwdlers”

He advanced, sword out, ready for anything from badgersto bears. Matt and Brock drew and
followed.

They didn't need their blades, though. The cabin was asingle large room, empty except for the refuse of
years. Bears obvioudy had lived there in the past, or some sort of carnivore, and lesser woodland
creatures had been there before or since. A pallet of musty straw lay against one wall, but there were, of
course, no blankets. There was no other furniture. Like the door, it had been chopped and burned by
other travelers who had used the abandoned cottage for anight's shelter. The ashesin the fireplace were
old, though, and crumbled to abed of soot.

"Empty, but filthy." Sergeant Brock sheathed his sword. "I'll find adry branch and some green leavesfor
abroom.”

"| shdl gather firewood," Sir Orizhan said.

"You'vegot dl thetinder you need right here.” Matt nodded at the moldy pallet. "I'll gather up the bones
and toss them out."

They went, each to his own task. Matt hauled a double armful of cow and deer bones out to the edge of
the trees. When he came back, he found dl the old straw stuffed into the fireplace, and three pallets of
fresh straw inits place. He was pleasantly surprised, and wondered which of his companions had
managed the trick while he was out. Then he pulled hisleather camp bucket out of his pack and set off to
find astream.

There was enough dry wood under the trees so that they had afire burning brightly before it was dark.
Dinner was stewed jerky and toasted journeybread. Asit cooked, Matt said, "It wasredly nice of you to
bring in fresh straw.”

Neither man answered, but each glanced at the other, obvioudy waiting.
Mait frowned. "Okay. Who brought it?"'

"| thought it was one of you," Sergeant Brock said.

"And | thought one of you two had doneit,” Sir Orizhan said, very confused.

Matt felt his persona darm bell ringing dl theway up his spine. In thisuniverse, unexplained phenomena



usudly wound up being explained by magic. What magus was trailing them—and why did whoever it was
want him to know about it?

But he couldn't et his companions know, of course. He didn't need to have them staying awake dl night
waiting for the spdll tofall. "Guess | must have wished too hard." He stabbed a piece of jerky with his
dagger and offered it to Sir Orizhan. "Think that's tender enough?’

It was, and the aroma from the stewpot had revived Sergeant Brock's appetite, sort of. Asthey ate, Sir
Orizhan asked, "How shal we find thetrail of this murderer, Lord Wizard?"

"I'll beusing what spells| can,” Mait said, "but | think he magicked himself back to Bretanglia, and so far,
al my own charms can do is verify that." His enchanted compass needle had pointed north. At the
moment, I'm trying to find him from another direction—by figuring out who e se wasin on the congpiracy
to kill the prince, and hoping they'll lead usto our assassin.”

Sir Orizhan frowned. "But | thought you knew of only the one murderer—the footpad who went out the
window, and whom you chased and fought.”

"Hedenied it," Matt said, "though he would, of course. That means| haveto proveit."

"If he dew the prince by casting aspell, proving will be difficult,” Sergeant Brock pointed out.
"Right. Asitisnow, | can't even make aconvincing casethat he had areasonto do it.”

"To draw Merovenceinto war!" Sir Orizhan exclaimed.

"Well, hedid challenge meto try to keep usout of it," Matt admitted, "but that might be only one part of
an overall strategy. Could be he was just ahired hand—and if he's something more, what is he?"

Sir Orizhan stared at Sergeant Brock and Sergeant Brock stared at him. Then both stared back at Matt.
"Yes," Sergeant Brock said, "what, and who?"

"Do you mean to say this Man Who Went Out the Window is not the only one to have areason for
daying Prince Gaheris?' Sir Orizhan asked, scandalized.

"Itismeanto say it, | know," Matt said sympathetically, "but it's probably true. In fact, he might have
been hired by another one of the people who had areason. Let's start with Brion and John."

"Y ou cannot mean his own brotherswould day him to gain the throne!™ Sir Orizhan demanded.
"Yes| can," Matt said, "and so can you; we've heard of it happening in other countries.”

"I I did not know Brion to be so honorable, | would say that he might; he would thereby become heir.”
Sir Orizhan gazed off into space. " John would not gain by it, though.”

"He would now," Matt pointed out. "Whether Brion had Gaheris assassinated or not, they're probably
both thinking up waysto kill each other thisminute.”

"Y es, John to gain Brion's place as heir, and Brion to save hisown life,” Sir Orizhan said. He shuddered
at the thought, but pursued it relentlesdy. "Even then, Brion istoo chivarousto strike before heis
attacked, or to attack by treachery. John though, would gain not only the throne, but Rosamund, too."

"And Rosamund wouldn't like that,” Matt said, "unless she has very odd tastes.”



Sir Orizhan dtiffened, eyes glinting dangeroudy. "Do you accuse my princess of murder?!

"Of course not." Matt backpedaled quickly. "Of course, if shedid, shed be planning the samelittle
surprise for John— but since shedidn't, sheisn't.”

"If shedid, | could sympathize with her," Sergeant Brock said darkly.

"Indeed, so could I." Sir Orizhan shivered, the bodyguard gaining ascendancy over the honor guard for a
momert.

"The only one of those three princes who was never repulsive in either looks or persondity was Brion,"
Maitt said, "and he's so arrogant that | can't say | was surprised when Lady Rosamund showed flashes of
irritation with him."

"Heisjustly proud of his prowess asawarrior and troubadour,” Sir Orizhan said dowly.

"But such arrogance might disguise weak self-esteem in other areas,” Matt pointed out. " Sometimesthe
second child fedls he can't possibly measure up to thefirst. Of course, when his mother favorshim as
obvioudy as Petronille favors Brion, that shouldn't be much of a problem.”

"What if hisfather does not?" Sergeant Brock asked.

"Yes, let'sthink about Drustan for aminute." Matt turned to Sir Orizhan. "Rosamund didn't seem too
happy about his attentions at dinner last night, nor did her fiancee, Gaheris.”

Sir Orizhan stiffened again, and Sergeant Brock protested, ™Y ou cannot mean the king could desire
Rosamund for himsdf!"

"In acountry in which noblemen gtill practice the droit de seigneur, bedding each virgin on her wedding
night?' Matt countered. "1'd say it's quite possible.”

"But hisown son's bride, milord!"

"I do not like to speak of such things," Sir Orizhan grated, "but | have indeed heard of men who have
such fedings, and in an unscrupul ous king who is accustomed to having whatever he wishes, such lust
might be reason enough for him to have his own son assassinated.”

"S0." Mait looked directly into hiseyes. "Y ou've had to protect Lady Rosamund from her betrothed
dready, haven't you?'

"Y oung men are apt to be overeager,” Sir Orizhan said diffly.

"Meaning you never |eft her donewith Gaherisif you could help it. Bet you even used the pretext that a
princess hasto learn swordplay, too."

"Every woman who will grow to be achatelaine must,” Sir Orizhan countered, "for she must defend her
husband's castlein his absence.”

"But you couldn't defend her from her new king," Matt said quietly.
"There was no such need,” Sir Orizhan grated.
"Only because you made sure there was no opportunity.”

"My kingisnot such avillan!" Sergeant Brock rested his hand on the dagger under histunic.



Matt turned to him and locked gazes for aminute. Then he bowed hishead alittle. "Of course not. I'm
sorry, Sergeant— | was carried away by my zed for finding Gaheris murderer.”

Sergeant Brock stared, completely at aloss; he had never heard a nobleman apol ogize to a commoner
before.

Even Sir Orizhan seemed to be unsettled, and took refugein duty. "Besides, with Gaheris dead,
Rosamund will soon be betrothed to Brion."

"Which, aswe pointed out, isareason for Brion to have Gaheriskilled,” Matt said.
Sir Orizhan threw up hishands. "Why do you not indict Queen Petronille while you are about it?"

"Not abad idea." But one glance at Sergeant Brock’ s expression was enough to persuade Matt to drop
theissue. "Of coursg, it's possible that the Man Who Went Out the Window did kill Gaheris on hisown,
and for his own reasons only— but one way or another, we have to be sure.”

"Yes, quite s0." Sir Orizhan frowned. "At the moment, we do not know if this sorcerer-footpad even
committed the murder.”

"No, wedont," Matt agreed. "At the moment, though, he'sthe most likely candidate. Of course, any of
the soldiersin that inn could have dipped behind the prince for afew seconds. It had occurred to me that
the wound could have been made by a spear point.”

"Itistheright length,” Sir Orizhan said, gazing off into space.

But Sergeant Brock shook his head. "I'll warrant that no soldier, Merovencian or Bretanglian, bore a
spear or haberd into that inn. We leave them behind when we have liberty."

"Yes, it would be rather cumbersome hauling an eight-foot shaft through the streets,” Matt agreed. "'l
don't suppose aman might have cut aspear point off with afoot of shaft for holding it?"

Knight and soldier exchanged surprised glances. Then Sergeant Brock said dowly, "It would have been
possible, and such a sawn-off spear could easily have been hidden under a soldier's livery—but it would
be quite unlikdy."

"Soisthekilling of aprince, though,” Sir Orizhan said. "'Y ou amaze me by your ingenuity, Lord Wizard."

"Thank you," Matt said with awry smile, "but as the sergeant points out, it's more ingenious than
probable. Our hypothetica soldier would have had to carry that wegpon around every time he went to a
tavern on the off chance that the prince might stop by for abrawl.”

"No, for some wenching, no more,” Sir Orizhan pointed out. "Y ou yourself have shown that the theft of
the purse was done ddliberately to sart the brawl.”

"Why, so| did, didn't I”?" Matt said in surprise. "And that the murderer waited until the royd family was
on Bretanglian soil. Oncethey checked in at Alisande's castle, it wouldn't take much imagination to
redlize the princes would probably check out the high life in the continental capitd.”

Thistime knight and soldier exchanged glances of puzzlement. "Y our terms are difficult to understand,
Lord Wizard," Sir Orizhan complained.

"Y ou get the gist, though, don't you? Once our murderer knew the roya family was going to visit
Merovence, he saw his chance. Sawing off his hypothetical spearhead and taking it dong on anight's



carousing would have been easy then.”
"So was the blow struck by magic," Sergeant Brock asked, "or by a stedlthy hand.”

"Yes" Matt said, "one or the other. We can't tel which until we catch up with the Man Who Went Out
the Window, catch him at a disadvantage, and cadge afew more facts out of him."

"You truly think you can defest him?' Sir Orizhan asked in dishdlief.

"Sure, now that | know I'm up against another magic-worker.” Matt spoke with far more confidence than
hefelt. "I'll goinwith around of spells prepared thistime—and directions for you guysto knock him
over the head while I've got him distracted.”

"So we are not here merely because Queen Alisande wished you to be guarded,” Sir Orizhan said,
garing into Matt's eyes with sudden intensity.

Matt grinned back. " She had her reasons for ingsting, and | had mine for accepting. What better
company could | have than two men who have their own very strong and very persona reasonsfor
wanting to catch the same man I'm after?

The dungeon door grated open and Papa stepped into the cell. Pargas jerked upright from the moldy pile
of hay on which held been lying. The guard who'd come with Papatook avery obvious and very
menacing station by the door, spear very much in evidence. There wasn't much light coming through the
little barred window high on the wall, but the guard managed to make his spear point catch it.

Papa unfolded his camp stool and sat down five feet from the pimp. "Good morning, Pargas. Did you
degpwd|?

"If you don't count the bedbug bites and the rats scurrying by," Pargas grunted.

"Likewill tolike" Papasaid grimly. "I am Dr. Mantrell, awizard in the service of Her Mgesty. | would
advise you to tell methetruth, Pargas, so that | will have no reason to try to ferret it out of you."

Pargas |ocked glares with Papa, then shuddered and |ooked away. Papadidn't like pimps. Then, too,
Pargas had no doubt been thinking what manner of ferreting awizard could do.

"| see we understand one another,” Papa said. "Now, tell me—who cut your shoulder so badly asto
make you drop one club?’

"That corrupted prince who had disguised himsalf asacommoner!" Pargas spat. "If held been honest as
to what hewas, I'd never dared fight him."

"Perhaps he likes your trade no more than | do, and welcomed the excuse to punish you,” Papasaid.

"Welcomed the excuse to punish anyone! Laetri told me what he did to her. He enjoyed his crudty, that
one. I'm glad | had the chance to give him aknock or two before he died." Pargas glared at Papain
defiance.

"So you took pleasure in giving the prince what you thought he deserved?" Papa asked.
"That | did! But | didn't kill him, if that'swhat you're thinking."
"Y ou must have seen who moved behind his back, though.”

"If you think | noticed much but the man who came againgt me, you've never beenin afight,” Pargas said



with contempt.

"I have been in combat,” Papa said, hisvoice neutral, "but | wastrained to perceive dl that went on
about me, in case some second enemy should attack from the sde. If you have not, you have shown
more luck than skill inyour fights"

Pargas darkened with anger and embarrassment. "I'll fight you any day of the week, old man, and with no
more weapons than thesel" He held up hisfigts.

"Don't tempt me," Papagrated. " So you saw no sign of anyone who came behind the prince?

"There was aMerovencian soldier fighting a Bretanglian," Pargas said, "but they were busy enough with
each other. The Bretanglian must have won, for he turned his back to the prince and fought there awhile,
guarding the rear, until someone knocked him away."

Papatensed. "What kind of man did the knocking?'

"A Merovencian soldier, but he went right on by with two more behind him. If he stuck aknifeinto the
prince's back, he must have done it awfully fast. Besides, it was agood minute or two later that the
prince screamed and snapped bolt upright, then leaned back to fall.”

"S0." Papafrowned. "A Bretanglian guarded the prince's back until aMerovencian knocked him
aside—but you saw no one behind him when he cried out."

"None, and none after hefell,” Pargas assured him. "Me, | wasfighting him one-handed the whole time,
and hard put to keep him from sticking me with that rat-tail dagger of his. Whoever came at his back
must have comein low and run away fast."

"Or not been there at dl?" Papa gave him ahard smile and stood up. "Well, well seeif anyone else saw
what you claim, Parges."

"And won' find any, I'll warrant,” Pargas snarled. "1 know how these things go.”
"Do you indeed," Papa purred.

"Y ou learn the ways of theworld fast, in the gutter,” Pargas said, "and | know none of your lordly kind
will take the blame for a prince-killing. Y ou have to have a goat, someone to take the blamefor it, no
matter who really shoved the shiv between hisribs. Y ou'll pin this murder on me somehow.”

"Wewill not," Papa contradicted. "Much as| hateto say it, Pargas, I'm convinced you're guilty of no
more than striking aprince with astick.”

Pargas stared, and hope flared in his eyes.

"There's aheavy enough punishment for that, of course,” Papa said, "but Prince Gaheris was disguised.
The judge might take that into account.”

"Y ou don't mean I'll go free!"
"l dont meanthat at dl,” Papasaid. "There dtill isthe charge of pandering againgt you."

"Oh, I'm not worried about that." Pargas rlaxed with agrin. "No man will punish apimp too hard, or
leave him in gaol too long. Judge or nobleman, respectable or chivarous, hell know he might want my
services someday.”



"Thank you for thetip," Papa said as the guard opened the cell door. "I'll seethat you're judged by the
queen herself. Rest well while you can, Pargas, for I'm sure you'll begin hard work soon enough—very
hard, and for avery long time."

Pargas facefell. Pgpa smiled and went out, listening with satisfaction as the guard closed the door behind
him.

CHAPTERG6

The cdll door opened, and Laetri jumped up off her bunk to push hersdf againgt the wall, trembling, face
pae.

Mamastepped in, frowning. "Do not worry, child, | shall not—" Then she saw the bruiseson the girl's
face and cried out. "Who has hurt you so?" She stepped close, reaching up to turn Laetri's face so that
the light from the single window showed the purpled aura around the eye, the dark blotch on the
forehead, and the lavender spot on her cheek. "Surely the prince could not have done dl thisto you! Tl
mewho did! At once!"

"| dare not." Laetri's voice caught on asob.

"| can guess." Mamawhirled to the door and called, "Gaoler!"

Slow steps gpproached, and the gaoler pushed the door open. "Y es, milady?"
"Who did this?' Mama demanded.

The man looked at L aetri's battered face, and the shiftinessin his eyestold Mamaal she needed to
know. "Do not think to lie, young man! | can see well enough what you and your fellows have been
doing. Tel mewhy!"

"Shewouldn't give." The man refused to meet her eyes. "It'sher stock intrade, after dl, and if sheé'sin our
gaol—"

"If she'sinacdl inyour dungeon, you are to guard her, not despail her! Must | set soldiersto guard her
from her gaolers? Be surethat if | do, they shdl be no more gentle to you than you have been to her!”
Mamaraged. "Do you understand, sirrah? If there is one more bruise on thiswoman's face or body,
anywhere on her body, you and al your felowswill be fortunate to have your hideswhole! What manner
of rotten gibbering apes are you, to exploit awoman who isgiven into your care? What sort of mother
did you have—a baboon who sold hersdf to any hyenawho asked? | won't even ask about your father,
for any man who would treast awoman thisway can't have known what hisfather was, let donewho! No
meatter what she has done or has been, in the queen's castle she shadl be safe, or you shal find yoursdlf
before ajudge and become a prisoner in your own dungeon! Unlessthat judge is merciful, of course, in
which case you might find yourself fortunate enough to spend your years mucking out stablestill you can
be sent to the front rank in the next war! Do you understand me, you mora cripple?’

The man's face burned with anger and shame, but he knew better than to talk back to the queen's
mother-in-law, especially snce she was apowerful wizard in her ownright. Y es, milady," he mumbled.

"And she shdl be safein your dungeon?’
"Assafe asaprincess, milady."
"None shdl even think of touching her?'



"No, milady."
"Then go and tell dl the other gaolers! At once! Or shdl | come out and tell them mysdlf?”

The gaoler winced at the thought of dl his prisoners hearing thistermagant railing a every sngle geoler,
oneby one. "'l shal tell them, milady."

"Go doit, then!" Mama pointed out the door, imperiousin her anger. The geoler shuffled out, muttering
under hisbreath. Mamaglared at the door asit grated shut, then turned to find Laetri staring at her in
complete amazement.

"Y ou may fed safe now, child," Mamaassured her.

"l—I thank you, milady!" Laetri said. "Buit... but why would you... would you trouble yoursdlf for... for
astreet whore?'

"Because every woman should be treated with respect, and no woman should be subjected to such
abuse as you have been!" Mamatold her. "Then, too, | suspect you have been far more avictim than a
snner." Shewatched Laetri closdy for the quick, calculating look in the eyes that would show ajaded,
cynica mind quickly estimating how much of a sucker this sympathetic rich woman was, how far she
could be milked for money or freedom—so Mamawas completely unprepared when Laetri virtudly
threw hersdlf into her arms, sobbing her heart out.

"There there, child." What could she do but hold her and pat her back and make soothing noises? " There
are some of uswho know it wasn't your fault, not yoursat al, that the worst thing you did wasfdl in love
with the wrong man and do whatever he asked of you, aslove bidsusal do. Not your fault, not yours at
al, but his, dl his, for courting you and pretending love, only to make you into acommodity he could
i

Theworst of the storm passed, and L aetri managed to push herself away and wipe her eyeswith the hem
of her dress. "How—How do you know al this about me?"*

"Do you think you are the only pretty child who has ever found her love so abused, who has been
decoyed by a handsome face and sugared words into becoming avirtual dave? Poor thing, you aren't the
firgt, and won't bethelast! It'san old tale, very old, but vulnerable creatures of the heart that we women
are, it will dways betold. Come, dry your eyes now and tell me the truth of these charges againgt you."

She sat on the camp stool she had brought, pointing to the hegp of moldy straw that served Laetri for a
bed—there was no chair, not even astool. The prostitute sat down beside her with a certain
awkwardness about her movements that made Mamawonder how old she could be—sixteen?
Seventeen? Mama hoped she was @t least nineteen, but doubted it strongly. "Tell me—which of those
bruises did the prince make?'

"Thisone." Laetri touched her forehead. "And these." She pulled down the neckline of her dressto show
five purple marks where arough hand had squeezed far too tightly. "There are others." She lowered her
gaze, blushing with shame. "1 am sure you would not care to see where they are, though.”

"l canimagine,” Mamasaid, her voice hard. "He did not wait to see his purse was gone before he struck
you, then."

"Oh, hedid." Laetri touched her breast. "He did not make these by striking me. No, it was only when we
began to dress again that he saw his purse was missing. Then he shouted Thief!" and struck me with his
figt." She shuddered at the memory. "'l screamed and ran, but he caught me at the head of the staircase



and threw me down the steps, calling for hismoney, calling me arobber. Then Pargas stepped between
us, and | was safe.”

"Until Pargas decided to rent you to another sadist,” Mamasaid grimly. "What did you see of the battle
between them?”

"The prince accused me of stealing. | said | hadn't, and Pargastold the princethat if | said it, it wastrue.
The prince struck at Pargas. If he'd been honest about who he was, Pargas would never have dreamed
of striking back, but since he didn't know, he pulled out hislittle clubs and swung. He struck the prince
on the arm. The prince yelled with rage and stabbed Pargasin the left arm. Pargas dropped his I eft stick,
but gave the prince aknock on the head with the right before he could pull the knife out. The prince
backed away, howling, and dashed at Pargas, but he blocked with his club. They traded three or four
blows then, but neither hit the other until the prince screamed, arched his back, and fell. My man pushed
back against me then, panting, ready to defend. That's when the sergeant and the nobleman stepped in
and started asking questions. Then the landlord shouted and pointed to the man who was going out the
window, and my man and | started for the kitchen and the alley door, but the nobleman stopped us and
accused us.”

"Pargasis not 'your man,’ except as adog might think of itsowner as'hisowner, " Mamasaid severdly.
"Have no doubts about that, child. Pargasis not in love with you. He only thinks of you as his property.”

Laetri's eyesfilled with tears. " Surely he has somefeding for mel”

Mama shook her head sadly. "Only lust for your body and greed for the money it can bring him. How
many other women does herun?’

"Only two." Laetri had to force the words out, eyes|owered, face red.

"Y ou may be hismost profitable,” Mamasaid, "because you are his youngest—but that isal. Y ou must
not go back to him, child, nor to any other pimp, or your lifewill be wasted."

"But what else can | do now?" Tears began to run down Laetri'sface. "No man will take mefor awife,
and my family would not take me back in their cottage! | must whore, or starvel™

"| shall pesk to the queen,” Mamasaid. "'l think she may find you aplacein her kitchens. Y ou may have
to scour pots, child, and endure the sneers of the other women till they begin to trust you. Can you sted!
yourself to that?"

"Oh, yes But—But the men of the staff. Will they not expect ... expect meto..."

"If the queen iswilling to take you into her service" Mamasaid firmly, "shewill seethat dl her
menservants know not to presume upon you. If | can arrangeit, child, will you accept it?"

"Oh, yed!" Laetri cried, seizing Mama's hand in both her own. "1 shall labor long and hard for the queen,
milady, you shal see! | was born aserf's daughter, and learned to work hard at washing and baking and
scrubbing as | grew! | wish | had never Ieft that life, that | could go back to it!"

"Why did you leaveit?' Mamasad, frowning.

"Because dl the boys were brutish and foolish, and | longed for something more—but in the city, | have
found less! Be surethat | shall scour and labor from dawn till dusk for Her Mgesty, milady! | ask only
enough food to stave off hunger, and awarm place to degp—and that never, ever again shall | haveto
suffer the touch of aman!”



Dinner done and talk run out, the three men prepared to deep. Matt offered to take first watch, and
neither of his companions argued; in fact, they both looked relieved. But as Sergeant Brock opened his
pack to draw out awhetstone, Mait noticed something gleaming. Looking more closdly, he saw silver.
"A dckle?' heasked. "Silver, too! That'sacuriousthing for asoldier to be carrying!”

Brock tensed, but forced a smile as he closed his pack. "Curious indeed, milord. It isabattle trophy from
aband of pervertswe broke up. Caught none of them dive, sad to say, but we dew afew and chased al
theredt. | took that sickle off one of the dead ones.”

"Perverts?' Matt frowned, ready to do battle for amisunderstood and oppressed minority. "What kind?"

"Thekind that get ther thrillsfrom killing theinnocent,” Sergeant Brock said grimly. "They dressed up in
robes and ivy crownsto do it, and set her out as a naked sacrifice to some pagan god under the full
moon as an excuse, but they were going to kill her, right enough. Four of them were holding her down,
oneto each limb, and afifth, their priest or whatever, wasllifting his blade to do her, when we came upon
the scene and routed them.”

Mait struck the "oppressed minority” off hislist. Even freedom of religion had its limits, and two of them
were human lifeand pain. "That sickleskind of odd asa sacrificid knife. The blade'stoo narrow for a
murder weapon." But he thought it would make just the right kind of wound in a straw doll—right to
match the cut in Prince Gaheris back.

"That sickleis not what the priest wielded—he lifted high aknife with a stone blade. We found it
afterward." Sergeant Brock sat down and began to sharpen his short sword. "Y ou must do this every
day, if you have no squireto do it for you— catch each speck of rust before it can grow.”

"Yes, | know," Maitt said. " Gives me something to do while I'm on watch. Y ou take care of your
wegpon..."

"And your weapon will take care of you. Yes." But Sergeant Brock stopped stroking the blade with the
gtone, frowning off into the distance. "l supposeit would have been adifferent matter if the woman had
been one of them, and going to the daughter of her own will..."

"Not redly," Matt said. "Hardly different at dl. But she wasn't?"

"No; that'swhy the reeve caled us in—because sheld disappeared, and his men done couldn't find her,
and there are some nasty bogs on the King's Own Lands." Brock started whetting again. "But we knew
they'd kidnapped her, for we'd heard about other cases like this, and chased down three of them aready,
s0 we knew what we'd find before we went looking.”

"Four cases?' Matt stared.

Sergeant Brock nodded. "They've sprung up al around the land thislast year. Claim to be the Old
Religion, and their-leaders Druids who've kept the old knowledge passed down from father to son, but
the bishop set his monksto looking in old books, and they found a dozen ways these kidnappers differ
from the Druids of old. No, | think they're just avery nasty bunch who liketo dressup in outlandish
robes so they can forget who they redly are and have some excuse for their twisted pleasures.”

Matt shuddered. "Nice country were going into."

"Itisthat." Sergeant Brock stopped whetting and lifted his head to look Matt straight inthe eye. "It'sa
beautiful land of rolling downs and vasty old woods, of azure |akes and stonewalled fidlds, and the
people are the salt of the earth, steady, hardworking, and aways ready to help astranger. Don't judge us



by these bands of cultsmen, Lord Wizard. They're asprinkling only, and the most of us are good folk
indeed.”

He might have said more, but the moonlight suddenly dimmed, and Sergeant Brock looked upin darm.
Sir Orizhan shouted an oath, then froze, staring up at the huge dark mass outside the doorway, sword in
hand.

"The stray cow was near," the huge voice rumbled out of the darkness. "Y ou owe the farmer who dwells
in the cottage with two tal pines besideit, Matthew."

"I'll pay it." Matt grinned. "I've claimed first watch, Stegoman.”
"Wherefore?" the dragon asked. "1 have no lidsto my eyes, evenin deep, | shal see what occurs.”

"Dragons don't redly deep,” Matt explained to his companions. "They just sort of dow down their
sysems and go into atrance.

"How reassuring,” Sir Orizhan said in ahollow tone, and the two men dowly went back to what they
were doing. Matt went to get out his own whetstone, fedling much safer knowing that Stegoman would
be watching when he went to deep. It wasn't that he didn't trust the two men, really—it was just that he
couldn't trust anyone who hadn't proved hisloyalty by saving hislife afew times, the way the dragon
hed.

Both knight and sergeant rolled out their pallets and lay down to deep. Matt rolled his out on the other
sde of thefirepit, but sat up on his blanket, on watch. Helet his mind wander, sorting through the various
possibilities of who gained by Gaheris death, and wondering where the Man Who Went Out the
Window fitin. It dl came down to him, of course. For amoment he had the crazy irrational notion that if
the man hadn't gone out the window, none of this would have happened.

Then that thought vanished from his mind, because he saw the eyes watching him from the shadows.

They were perfectly nice eyes, seemed almost like those of adeer, large and brown, but what were they
doing there? Sir Orizhan lay pardld to the hearth, Sergeant Brock lay at right angleswith Mart's pallet
opposite him, but the corners of the room lay in shadow, deepest opposite the fire and farmer away from
it, on the wal with the doorway. Matt was close to the hearth, and the eyes were watching him from the
corner farthest away, where the darkness was most compl ete.

No, not perfectly nice after all, Matt decided—there was definitely amalicious cast to those eyes, or at
least amischievous one, and they didn't blink, they just stared, wide-open and calculating, Staring right at
him!

Matt didn't use his captured magic wand very often, so he never carried it, but he had found that any
long, straight object would do reasonably well for focusing and directing amagic spell, so herested his
hand on the hilt of his dagger and waited, watching. After dl, the eyes might be those of a sheep who had
wandered in out of the cold while he wasn't looking. Not likely, he had to admit, but he hoped the only
problem here was his own lack of vigilance.

Then the eyes turned away with studied nonchaance and moved toward thefire. They brought thewhole
creature along with the grace and silence of aprowling cat, and Matt stopped breathing for amoment.

It was humanoid, he could say that at least, though itslegs were shorter than aman's and bowed; Matt
couldn't see what shape they were, because the creature wore aragged pair of trousersthat came down
to mid-calf—trousers, in aland where peasants wore legging Itsarmswere longer than aman's, dmost



to the proportion of agorillas—and it wasjust as hairy asagorilla. But it walked with the upright posture
of ahuman being, and its face was dmaost completely human. The earswere larger, and the head was
very round, amost a perfect globe, covered with hair except for the face—but it grinned with avery
human delight in its own mischief asit settled down near thefire, holding its hands out to the flames.

Matt was gppalled, more than he would have been if it were so severely deformed as to be an outright
monster. He could have accepted a different species more easily than a creature that was as much animal
as human.

The creature sat on its hedls, itslegsfolding like jack-knives, and rubbed its hands in the warmth of the
fire, but its eyes stayed on Matt, and its grin widened.

Matt stared back, fedling the atmosphere grow tense and more tense, waiting, waiting. He was bound
and determined that he wouldn't speek firdt, or take any hostile action—Dbut a defense spell ran through
his head again and again, ready to be shouted at the dightest false move on the creature's part.

Apparently the creature redized hisresolve, becauseit findly said, Y e might aswell speak up, man. |
know you're watching."

Matt only nodded.

"Fear not for them." The creature dismissed Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock with aglance. "They'll not
waketill dawn. I've seento that.”

So it had magica powers, too. Matt nodded again, till holding the creature's eyes with his own.

Itslip curled in derision. "What's the matter, then? Have ye never seen a bauchan before?" It pronounced
the word "buckawn."

Name magic thawed Matt; it wasirrationa, but having aword for the species reassured him. "No, |
haven't. Areyou amae?’

"That | am, and it'slong Since I've seen afemale of my kind, | tell you. Centuries. Don't fear,
though—I've no yen for human women. No yen for any kind of coupling, if no femae bauchan isby me
andin heat." It paused, but Matt didn't comment, so it said, "We do get lonely, though.”

Suddenly, Matt felt sorry for the creature. To bethe only one of his kind—as he must have been, if it had
been hundreds of years since held seen afemale—must have been very londly indeed. "1 can seethat you
would. But aren't there any other bauchans around?”

"Thereis one somefour milesdistant.” The bauchan pointed north. "And one someten mileseast.” He
pointed another finger, looking like a semaphore. "But we havelittle biking for each other." He dropped
hishands.

"Oh, great!" Matt said. "Two more near enough to do some good, and they're both grouches.”

"Oh, nay." The bauchan grinned. "They're no worse than | am—but no better, either. Bauchans do not
like other bauchans, you see.”

Matt had read his share of folklore in his studies of comparative literature. ™Y ou mean you're solitary
faries?'

"Fairied" The bauchan sniffed. "Why do ye mortd folk dways lump adl us magicd folk together as
fairies? We're spirits or spirks or pooks, nothing else! But solitary, aye, at least as regards our own kind.



Wed much rather have mortdl folk for company.”
"Oh?" Matt fdt thefird tendrils of dread reaching out for him. "Tell me, why isthat?"
"Because weve no wish to suffer one another'stricks and whims.”

"Yes, | can seethat would be aproblem.” Mentally, Matt tried to fight off the dread; he was awizard, he
could handle one country spirit! "But if you're so sociable, why are you hanging around this abandoned
hut?'

"Becauseit belonged to my last family." The bauchan wiped away atear. "They were good folk,
grandfather and father and daughter, but none came to marry her, and she dwelled donein this cottage
until she died, agood old woman of three score years and ten.”

That wasthe Bible's dlotted life gpan. Matt wondered if sheld forced hersdlf to hang on until sheturned
seventy. "Rough life”

"Aye. She had few friends, fewer who cameto visit her.”

The vagrant thought drifted through Matt's mind that the bauchan might have had something to do with
that.

"Shedid try to day herself once or twice," the bauchan said, hiseyes glittering, "but of course| could not
dlow that."

"Sure, you wouldn't want to be londly." Mait shivered. "What happened to the rest of her family?'
"Oh, they died, too. They were avery nervouslot.”

"I'm beginning to see why. No one else has ever tried to stay the night here, huh?"

"Nay, they have not. The place has a bad name among me villagers."

"Gee, imaginetha." But Matt and hisfriends had flown over the village, not ridden through it and heard
the warning. "How long ago did she die?’

"Thirty years"
"Y es, that's a consderable length of time. Why have you stayed?’

"Why, because I'd adopted her family, do you see. There was no point in leaving without another family
togoto."

"Very loyd of you, I'm sure." But Matt's doubt sounded in hisvoice. "How does a bauchan find anew
family?'

"Hewaits until someone staysthe night in hisold family's house, men adopts that person and stayswith
him and hisfamily."

Thetendrils of dread whipped tight around Matt. Ever the optimist, he said, "And you've chosen the
sergeant here.”

Grinning, the bauchan turned its head from Sdeto sde.
"Theknight, then."



Again the bauchan dowly shook its head.
"Y ou can't be thinking of—" Matt swalowed. "—me."
The bauchan lifted its head up and down, eyes glowing.

Matt stared, frozen, while achill passed over him. He gave himsalf a shake, cleared histhroat and said,
"I'm afraid that's not possible.”

"Oh, butitis," the bauchan assured him. "I've adopted you, you see.”
"I'm not up for adoption,” Matt said firmly.

"Ah, but you've no choicethere." The bauchan'steeth glinted in thefirdight. "I've adopted you, and
therésno moreto say."

"How about 'no'?"

"Y ou could not; you'd regret it."

"l think 1'd regret 'yes even more.”

The creature's eyesflashed. "Do you refuse the gift of my company, then?Y oull rueit if you do, mortal!"

Those eyesredly were like those of astag. Mait cleared histhroat, resolved to straighten out this
presumptuous creature. "Now look here, Buckeye—"

"Buckeye | am!" the creature crowed with delight. Y ou'll never berid of me now, morta! Buckeye
you've named me, and Buckeye | shdl be, aslong as| stay with you and your family! That'sthe way the
spell works, you see!”

The dread sank in around Matt and pooled in hisbdly. "Then I'll make it work backward.”

"Y ou cannat, for you've chosen to name me of your own free will! Try to break that bond, and youll
regret it sorey!"

"If 1 do,” Mait said, "youll regret it even more.”

"Do ye not ken who brought yon pallets for your deep?' The bauchan pointed at the piles of straw under
the companions blankets. "Do you not think | can make you rue the night you dept on them?'

"Maybe, but I can make you rue your threat." Matt pointed afinger at the creature and chanted,
"Away'! Themoor isdark beneath the moon,

Rapid clouds have drank the |ast pale beam of even:

Away! For night's swift steeds will ride the darkness soon,

And bear you off beneeth the lights of heaven!"

Far away there was a sound like distant hooves that went on and on, coming nearer.

The bauchan frowned. "Wheat isthat?'

"Y our exit gpproaching,” Matt told him.



The sound grew louder.
The bauchan grinned, but abit uncertainly. "Oh, isit now! And what do you think you are—asorcerer?”
"No," Mait said, "awizard."

With the thunder of a cavary regiment, something unseen and unseeable swept through the cottage,
darkening thefirdlight for aminute. The sound was so loud that Matt could scarcely hear the bauchan's
angry squall of surprise. Then the cottage lightened, and the cresture was gone.

Matt felt atwinge of conscience, but it only lasted a second—he hadn't specified that any harm cometo
the bauchan, only that it be relocated far awvay from him. He let himsdf smile—he had turned the tables
nestly, using magic to banish amagica spirit. He just hoped Shelley wouldn't mind his making afew
modifications.

Matt let himsdlf relax, surveying the room, once again on watch, noting Stegoman's deeping bulk outside
the doorway and the dow rise and fdl of the mounds that were Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock. The
bauchan hadn't been joking about its own magica powers—whatever deep spell it had cast on Matt's
companions had certainly worked well.

Then Matt felt asting in hisleft buttock. He spun off the pallet and onto his knees, brushing at every part
of hisanatomy that had been in contact with the blanket. Looking down, he saw that the straw had come
aive with bedbugs, and very large representatives of their species at that. He swore softly. Slegp wasn't
the only spell the bauchan could cast. He hadn't been joking about his power over the pallets.

On the other hand, Matt had some influence over them himself—and he needed to spesk quickly before
his companions were welted.

"Hey! Wherey'goin', y'crawlin' ferlie!
Y our impudence protects you sairly:

| cannasay but ye strut rarely

O'er straw and hay.

Though faith! | fear ye dine but sparely
In such aplace.

Why not go where pdt isfurry?

Get you hencein hungry hurry

To himwho sent you.

Youll find him savory asacurry.
Quick, goto hisvenue!”

Thebedbugs dl frozein position, and Matt could imagine their diminutive antennae sticking up straight in
surprise. Then, suddenly, they were gone.

Matt nodded with satisfaction, then cocked his head, listening. After al, there had been more to the spell
than banishment...



Outside, he heard ahowl! of shock and anger which broadened into a squalling that rose, then fell and
diminished, fading away into the night. Matt grinned and settled himsdlf cross-legged on hisnice, fresh,
clean pallet again. The bauchan wouldn't try its pranks on him againin ahurry.

Or would it? Uneasly, Matt wondered if, once having said it adopted him, the bauchan was bound to
him whether it wanted to be or not. He resolved to be very vigilant for awhile.

Mamawoke at the knock on her door and clucked her tongue in annoyance with hersdf for deegping so
late. "Comein!" she called, pushing hersdf up in bed.

The door opened and aserving maid camein, caroling, "Good morning, milady!" with just theright
degree of optimism.

"Good morning to you, Meg," Mamasaid, smiling.

Meg balanced the bed-tray dexteroudy while she closed the door with one foot, then came over to set
thetray over Mamas|ap and plump up the pillowsfor her to sit up. Mamaleaned back with a happy
sigh. Before coming to Merovence, she had only had breakfast in bed on Mother's Day and her birthday.
It was avery pleasant way to start each morning.

Inthiscase, it was also useful. AsMeg bustled over to open the curtains, Mama asked, "Has the week
been as difficult for you belowstairs asit has been for us?'

"Oh, a proper fright, milady!" Meg turned back to her, eyeswide. "No lass dared turn her back on those
princes, not that it—" She blushed and clamped her mouth shut.

"Come, come, | too know the ways of men, both good and bad,” Mama cgoled. "So even facing them
did not protect you from their gropings? Well, there have aways been noblemen who thought all women
of the common folk were theirsto do with asthey would. Wasit only the princes, or their father, too?"

CHAPTER7
"My lady!" Meg gasped, blanching.

"There are only the two of us here, and | will never say where | learned this news,” Mamaassured her.
"Do | shock you by the mere thought, or only by the fact that | dare speak of it?"

"Wdl..." Meg turned away. "How did you know?"

"Thetone of hisvoice, and thelook in hiswife's eyes when he spoke to a younger woman." Mamadidn't
mention that the younger woman had been Gaheris fiancee. "So he did treat al the serving women as
though they were there for his pleasure?’

"Y es, milady, though | will say he did not press usto cometo hisbed, as hissonsdid.”
"No doubt because hiswifewas here," Mamasaid. "How did you deal with the princes?

"We spoke to Sir Martin the senescha, milady, and he spoke to the king. None knows what passed, but
the servantsin the hall spoke of hearing the king's shouting through athree-inch-thick door of oak, and of
Sir Martin coming out looking more stern than usud, and the king being in aright roya rage when he sent
for hissons. They ceased to press usto their beds after that, though they stole as many kisses and
caresses as they could, and poured lascivious remarks into our ears.”

Mamamade amental note to get to know Sir Martin better; apparently, his devotion to chivary gave him



such standing as aknight that even aking dared not seek to punish him. "Even Prince Brion?"

"Oh, he never troubled us, Mgesty, though he did cast admiring glances our way." She blushed.
"Perhgps more than admiring, but less than [ustful. Then, too, we saw him often in conversation with Sir
Martin and Sir Orizhan, quite earnest conversation, about chivary and the meaning of aknight's vows."

"But not aknight'slovefor hislady?'

"Not hislady, no,” Meg said dowly. "Thetak was of loving from afar, of how aknight must acquit
himself when helovesalady he may not court—even, | think, of when that knight may wear her favor,
and when he may not."

In tournaments, aknight could tie alady's scarf about his arm to show she was hoping for him to win,
even if they were not in love—but Mama strongly suspected that Brion wasin love with his brother's
fiancee, and this overheard remark confirmed that he would not have committed murder to gain her—it
would have been unchivarous.

Mamasighed, looking up at the ceiling with its pattern of stars, suns, and moons. "'l cannot understand
how afamily could stay together when there is so much sniping and snapping at one another.”

"They areroyd,” Meg said smply. "They need not stay together.”

"True," Mamasaid thoughtfully. "They can livein separate castles.” She smiled at Meg. "And who could
blame them?'

"They were quite—" Meg hit her tongue again, reddening.

"Quite unpleasant? Say it, my dear—I havetold you | shall not repest it. Whether it is spoken or not,
most of the peoplein this castlewill think it, from the queen to the scullery maid.”

"The scullery maid! Sheisnot even pretty, but till the princes—" Meg cut hersdlf off again.

"If you do not stop biting your tongue,” Mamasaid, "you will wear aholeinit. So they pursued every
woman, whether she had beauty or not?"

"Prince John did," Meg explained.

"Well, likewill to like. No doubt the king blames us dl for guarding our virtue, for if Prince Gaheris had
found his sport within the castle, he might have felt no need to go out of it.”

"Hemay fed that,” Meg said grimly, "but it will not be true. Gaheris was the sort to think that every
woman isaconquest waiting. He could never be satisfied.”

"Not aslong as there was a virtuous woman undespoiled,” Mama agreed.

"l do not think heingsted on virtue," Meg said, "though virginity might have added spiceto his
conquests.” She shuddered. "Vile or not, though, his death has made a horrible, ending to thisweek."

"Yes, but he and hisfamily saw to it that it would be a horrible week. | will except Prince Brion from that,
though, and Lady Rosamund." She shook her head in pity. "Poor child! | wonder where she waswhile
her fiance was out wenching.”

"Oh, | cantdl you that!" Meg said.
That was exactly what Mama had intended. "Redlly? Where?!



"When the princes went out to roister, she went to her room, pleading a headache.”
"l can understand that.” Mama shuddered at the memory of the dinner. "I hope it passed.”

"She went right to deep, it seems, for shelocked her door, and when her chambermaid came with a draft
of wineto help her dumber, Princess Rosamund told her through the door, voice thick with deep, to go
away, she needed no wine."

"Then she dept, which was well, for she had avery rude awakening.” Mama shook her head. "And we
thought it was a blessing when those three princes | eft the castle in peace for afew hourd™

"Oh, not dl the princes, milady."
"Oh?" Mamalooked up. "Brion stayed behind, then?'

"Brion? No, he went carousing with his brother, and Sir Orizhan to ward them, with atroop of guards.”
Meg shook her head. "It was Prince John who stayed behind.”

"Prince John?' Mamademanded, suddenly intent. "Are you certain?'

"Quite certain, milady." Meg seemed taken aback by Mamas sudden intengity. "He was most surely in
the castle until he took to his bed—he went nosing about in the kitchens, asking meto his chamber, and
when | told him no, he went into the hallway and pressed his demands on poor Alia. Shetold him nay,
too, of course, so he went to his chamber in asulk. Then Coquille fetched him mulled wineto help him
deep, and did not come out.”

Mamadtiffened. Y ou do not mean he held her prisoner!”

"Oh, nay," Meg said, with alittle laugh. "Coquilleis very hard and caculating. Shethrew hersdf avay
long ago, for the man who stole her maidenhead with a promise of marriage then jilted her, and she
resolved to have gold from men, for she claimed she could depend on them for nothing ese. Shefairly
boasted to us the next morning that she had sported in bed with Prince John until midnight, and that she
took coins from him both before and &fter."

The assassin had killed Gaheris about eleven, so John had avery thorough dibi. Mama frowned; she had
been expecting him to be patently guilty, and was rather sorry to hear he was not.

"He dill might have hired the n," she told Papawhen they went walking in the garden after
breakfast.

"So might Drustan and Petronille,” Pgpareminded her. "1 never thought they might have wielded the knife
themsalves, but it isreassuring to know that they were both with Alisande and oursdves until ten.”

"After that, though? The murder happened only an hour later, after al.”

"| shdl check to seeif ether of them went out." Papasmiled. "It paysto cultivate the acquai ntance of
soldiers, particularly those who guard the chambers of royalty.”

The dragon banked low, struck the earth, and ran a short distance asit dowed, folding itswings.
"Thanks, Stegoman!™ Mait climbed down. "Y ou may have cleared up another problem for me."
"Which, if | may ask?"' the dragon rumbled.

"Wel, | think you could say that if anyone wantsto follow our trail, they'll find it very difficult when weve



judt flown fifty miles™
Sir Orizhan looked up, one hand steadying himself againgt the dragon's sde. "Who will follow us?"
"You never cantell,” Matt said. "How wasyour trip, Sergeant?”

"Better than yesterday's." Brock climbed to hisfeet; he had as much fallen off the dragon's back as
climbed. "I should be quite used to it by tomorrow.”

"Oh, don't worry—we walk from here on."
"Wak?' Stegoman fumed. "Wherefore, when you might ride?’

"Well, weretrying to gather information,” Matt explained, "'so we haveto try to be inconspicuous. Well
be across the border and into Bretanglia soon, so we have to go on foot. But thanks for theride.”

"Can | do no moreto aid you?' the dragon protested.

"Well, actually, you can," Maitt said. "Saul sent Narlh to check out conditionsin Scotland and to watch
for any signsof invasion, but the local dragons probably won't accept him. Could you go along and see
how bad things are there, and back him up if he needsit?’

"The valiant dracogriff? Of course!" Stegoman huffed. "Woe to any drake who seeksto singe him! Nay,
Il fly north immediatey!"

"Oh, | dont think it'sthat crucid,” Matt said quickly. ™Y ou could spend one more night with us—you
know, have a cow and settle down for some chat.”

"The journey has been long and tiring," Stegoman agreed. "Very wdl, I'll seek asteer and join your
company for one more night.”

Matt sighed with relief. If the bauchan did manage to find them, it would probably think twice about
causing trouble with Stegoman near.

Unless, of course, it managed to put him to deep again.

Hastings Castle was smadll, asroyal fortresses went, but the castellan and hisfamily lived in alodgein the
courtyard, leaving twelve rooms for the use of the roya family. The structure was quite well Situated to be
thefirst dwelling to welcomeits king and queen on thelr return to Bretanglia.

King Drustan strode into the Great Hall, yanking off his gauntlets, hurling them at asquire, and snarling a
everyone about him. "I could have ridden in here with an army, and none to stop me! Castellan, have you
no more sentries for the walls? Confound you, steward, send your bottler for wine! Y ou knew | was
entering the castle, the goblet should have been ready for my hand! Or are the sentries so lax that you did
not know | was coming? Be done with that curtsying, wench, and fetch me bread and mesat! Ninny, do
you think | carefor your homage? Varlet, you barely nodded your head! Do you not bow to your king?'

Queen Petronille was right behind him, snapping, "How long isit since these walls have been scrubbed?
Sloven, are those tapestries never beaten? | see rust on the trophies and dust on the roya coat of arms!
Y ou there, do you cal yoursdf agardener?| shall stroll through your handiwork after dinner, and if | see
s0 much as one weed, you'll spend the rest of your life mucking out stables!™

Up the dairsthey went, sngpping and snarling at al about them, then into the solar, damming the door
behind them. There, Petronille sank into an hourglass chair, covered her face and loosed atorrent of



s0bs.

"Oh, be ill!" Drustan snapped. "If you hadn't ing sted on taking the boys along, this never would have
happened!"

"II" Petronille snapped bolt upright, glaring at him through her tears. "If you hadn't taken it into your head
to go galivanting off to Merovence, our son would be divethisday!"

"Y ou were quick enough for the jaunt when | mentioned it!"

"Aye, to make sure you would not be trying to bed every wench you found!"
"At least they would not have made my bed a battleground!”

"Better your bed than our children!" Petronille blazed.

"Then why did you shower Brion with praise and John with criticisms? Not to mention poor Gaheris,
which you did not, and look what has come of it!"

"Oh, indeed!" Petronille sorang to her feet. "And who was ever telling him that he must be crud to bea
man, and must prove his manhood by bedding every wench he saw?"

"Who told him he must never touch awoman at al?' Drustan returned.
"Save hiswifd"
"Ah, but you did not tel him that!"

"Y ou never heard! Y ou were aways far too busy planning your next daughter and your next
seduction—if you can so dignify commanding a hel pless woman to submit to your embraces!”

"Submit?' Drustan roared. "They were glad enough to come to me, and you were too, till you saw |
would not bow and scrapefor it!"

"So because | would not shower you with honeyed words every hour of the day, you turned to
Rosamund and sought to seduce a child under our protection!™

"Therewill certainly be no need for seduction now!" Drustan retorted. "Not when she must face the
prospect of marrying your lapdog Brion!”

"Seetoit you dare not dog her lap, srrah! Any woman would faint with delight at the thought of wedding
Brion! It isthe progpect of marrying your depraved little John that makes her faint with nauseal”

"A woman wants a man who is his own master, not forever the dave of his mother!"

"His own master, but not hers! Brion isatrue knight and troubadour, chivarousto the last, and will treat
her with the respect due the lady sheid”

"Set her on apedestal and never touch her, you mean! Let her pine and waste away! I'll save her from
such afate by marrying her to John!"

"To John?" Petronille screeched. "To yoursdlf, you mean, for if sheisbetrothed to John, shewill live with
you, and you'll be quick to take advantage of her!"

"So that'swhy you want her for Brion!" Drustan's eyes glittered with malice. Y ou wish to keep her by



you out of sheer jedlousy!”

"Out of duty, you greet ninny! My duty to protect the child from such libertinesasyou! That | shal doin
any case—but | wish her for Brion solely because heis now heir, and she was betrothed to the heir of
Bretanglid"

"John, too, isthe hair!™
"Aye, after Brion! Will you day your second son, too, only to steal Rosamund for yoursef?"

"I, day my own son?' Drustan turned purple. "1 would never so much as dream of such athing! How
corrupted and base your mind must be, that you think of it!"

"Corrupted by learning what aking may bel"
"Corrupted by years of marriage to a southern prince who taught you al manner of nasty games!”

"Louis? There was nothing he could teach me but the Bible! If held known any manner of games, I'd
surely never have divorced him for you!"

"But you did, and liked my gameswd | enough,” Drustan said, with avindictive grin.

"Aye, s0 long asyou played them only with me! But it isadance for partners, Sir, not acrowd of
maidens 'round amaypole, and little Rosamund shall not dance attendance upon you!"

"And how shdl you prevent it?' Drustan challenged. "By betrothing her to Brion? Little fool, whether to
Brion or John, shewill ill livein the same castle with me!™

Petronille narrowed her eyes. "Not if | do not.”

"What choice have you?' Drustan countered. "If | say John shal be king, he shall, youngest or not! Y ou
may remove yoursdf from me, but Rosamund shall stay!”

"Youwould dare!" Petronille hissed.

"Of course | would." Drustan grinned. "I shall do it now!" He strode to the door, threw it open, and
stepped out to the rail that overlooked the Great Hall. "Hearken one and all! Hear the word of your
sovereign! Prince John shall succeed me! Prince John is heir apparent! Prince John shall be your new

king!"
"Brion shal beking, by right of law!" Petronille shouted. She whirled out of the room to face Drustan,
glaring up a him. "Will you or nil you, Brion shdl rule! Itishisright!"

Doors opened; John and Rosamund stepped out, eyes deep-blurred, staring in fear. But Brion's door
opened, too, and though his face was flushed with deep, his eyeswere bright and clear, ready for
anything that might come, and therewas no fear in hisface.

"Away!" Somehow, Petronille had found a cloak, and swung it about her shoulders as she pivoted to
Brion. "He seeksto disnherit you! Y ou must fight for your right, and the welfare of your people!™ She
caught Rosamund's hand and pulled her away toward the stairs.

Drustan roared and came after her, but brought himself up short to avoid the point of Brion's sword.
"Well, now we know with what mistress you deep!”

"Asaways, my father, you are correct,” Brion said. "Not right, but accurate.”



"So you would stab your own father, would you?'

"Never," Brion assured him, "but if he chose to throw himsdf upon my sword, how could | interfere with
hiswill?'

"Then obey my will indeed, and put up your sword! It isyour sovereign who commands!™

"Y our sovereign seeksto break the law of theland by displacing the legitimate heir!™ Petronille cried from
the stairwell. "In Bretanglia, no king isabove thelaw! He has defied it, heisrightful king no longer! Hall
Brion, true King of Bretanglial"

There was agtartling lack of response from the crowd of servants and soldiers.
"Stop them!" Drustan shouted &t the guards.
Two dozen men moved forward on the instant.

"Tome, men of mine!” Petronille cried. "Protect me, al men of Pyktal Guard your princess, al men of
Toulenge!"

Thirty men legped to surround the two women.

"Beware, woman!" Drustan bellowed. "Walk out down that stair and across that drawbridge, and this
meanswar!"

"Then let it bewar!" Petronille cried. "Let it be war for virtue and right, and the true king come to replace
thefdse! Down with the disgraced king! Let theright preval!"

"And you?' Drustan fixed his middle son with avengeful glare. "Do you cleave to your true king, or to
thisrebd woman?”'

"l amaknight,” Brion sad smply. "I must defend women in distress.”

"A pox upon your chivary!" Drustan roared. "1 knew | should never havelet your mother fill your head
with that troubadour nonsensal”

"It isno nonsense, but the only possible salvation of the world.” Brion backed away, down the airs,
sword il level. "1t dliesthe might of the knight with the mercy of Chrigt, dloying the strength of arms
with Chrigtian charity."

"Y et the dauntless knight dares not turn hisback on his unarmed father," Drustan sneered.
"I would never turn my back upon my sovereign,” Brion rgjoined.

"Guard him!" Petronille commanded, and half a dozen men broke away to meet Brion at the foot of the
gairs. Armed and wary, they retreated to join her men at the door.

"Take one more step at your peril!" Drustan warned them al. "Leave thishdl, and you aretraitors one
and dl, rebelsto king and country, who deserve only the noose or the headsman's block!"

" S0 speaks the man who seeks to bresk the common law and custom of Bretanglial™ Petronille cried.
The words sounded strange in the accent of Merovence. " So speaksthe traitor to hisland, the tyrant
who breaks his covenant with his people and his God! We shal remember your words, O Traitor, when
you knedl before us on the day of your defeat and our triumph.”



"| shal never knedl to you!" Drustan roared.

"You did once," Petronille reminded him, then stepped backward out of the Greet Hall, pulling
Rosamund with her. Her son and her men followed.

Out they went into the courtyard, where horses waited for them all, held by a score of Pyktish soldiers,
the rest of Queen Petronill€e's private guard, save for the few who had aready secured the gatehouse.
They rode through it, under the portcullis and out across the drawbridge, the rearguard leaving the
barbican and riding flat out to join them.

Insde, Drustan roared, and al his knights and men ran to saddle their horses, mount, and ride out into the
night to catch the queen and her party.

They rode and searched till dawn, but the queen and her entourage had disappeared. Supertitious
rumors began in the army and ran through the country in aweek—that the queen had spoken truly, that
Drustan had indeed violated the old law of Bretanglia, the bond between people and soil, and that the
land itsdlf had hidden the rightful king and his mother from the false king.

By that time a dozen discontented barons had ralied to Petronille's banner and Brion's command, while
Drustan had cdled down hisnoblesdl, and the armies had begun to march.

It wasn't ahard rain, only agentle drizzle, but it was constant, and the boots and cloaks of the
companions were amost soaked through, so they threw back their hoods with asigh of relief asthey
stepped into the wayside inn.

"Thiswill befar more agreesble than deeping in an open fidd,” Sir Orizhan observed, "or even that
ruined cottage where we dept last week."

"It surewill." But Matt couldn't help glancing over his shoulder. He wasn't at dl surethat Buckeye was
going to stay gone. The "adoption™ had sounded like pretty strong magic, after al, especialy since he had
been so cardless asto give the creature a nickname. True, he hadn't seen the bauchan in days, but
congtantly had the feeling they were being watched. Also, he kept finding things—the stack of wood that
appeared while they were setting up camp, the dazed rabbits that hopped into the campsite fairly asking
to become dinner, the fourth shadow that joined theirs under the morning sun though there was no oneto
cast it. All indl, Matt was glad to have alot of people around.

The big common room was noisy enough. Maybe it was the rain that made business so good, but Matt
hoped it was the ale. The only seats he and his companions could find were at around table where four
peasants were aready eating. They ordered a pitcher and the special of the day, which was what most of
the people were eating, not having money enough for chops. The specia turned out to be hash. Mait
hoped for the best and started eating.

"Sad news from Bretanglia," one carter was telling another across the table.

Matt didn't bother pricking up his ears—Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock were tense as pointersin
pheasant season.

"Aye, lan," the other carter agreed. "War isaways bad for business. I'll have trouble enough finding the
merchant who ordered my cargo, let alone another load to carry home."

"If the soldierslet you into Bretangliaat dl," lan said darkly, "and you're lucky enough not to run into an
amy."

"The war has sarted,” Sir Orizhan whispered.



"Not too much worry of that,” the second carter said. "The newsisdl from the midlands now. The
queen's army took the high ground at Lochlar and fought a pitched battle againgt the king's forces under
Duke Golarrig. The duke retired in defegt, and the queen invested the town. She has her another
stronghold now, and thousands of men to pressinto her army.”

"War, yes." Sir Orizhan stared in shock. "But not between Bretangliaand Merovence!™
Matt stared, too. "Civil war?'

Sergeant Brock managed to keep the groan so quiet that only his companions heard it. " Alas, my poor
country! For how long now shall Pyktans spill Anglian blood again?'

Mart's mind took refuge in the thought that he had guessed correctly about the origin of the country's
name. Apparently the invading Angles hadn't won anywhere near the clear-cut victory in this universe that
they had in his. They'd been forced to make friends with the country's current inhabitants.

"And what of Princess Rosamund, Much? What of the cause of thiswar?"

"There are some as say she'snot the cause at al,” Much said darkly. " Some say the causeis Prince
Gaherishimsdf."

"But heisdead,” lan protested.
"Aye, but Rumor says he did not die quite as the proclamations say."

lan shrugged. "Theres no surprisein that. All knew of the princesroistering. Not amanin al of
Bretanglia believes he died defending amaiden’s honor."

"The queen did, says Rumor, and fights because the king inssts on the truth—that apimp stabbed himin
the back while he was begting one of the man's whores."

Matt was amazed that the rumor was even that accurate.

"If that were said of Prince Brion, the queen might fight to defend his good name," said lan, "but Gaheris?
Hewas never her favorite.”

"Aye." Much grinned. "I think you had theright of it at first. With Gaheris dead, they fel to fighting over
Princess Rosamund—whether she would marry Brion, and live with the queen, or wed John, and live
with theking."

"Hewould wish that, surely,” 1an agreed. "But where is she hidden, while they fight?'

"Rumor hasit that the queen sent her to Castle Eastwind with a hundred men for guard, but while they
were on the way, Earl Marshal attacked and stole the princess away for the king."

Prurient interest gleamed in lan's eye. He hunched closer. " And what has the king done with her?"

"Nothing yet," Much answered. "He was dready in thefield, so the marshd took her to amoated grange
at Woodstock, and set a strong guard around her—for her safety, says Rumor. Then he rode away to
raisethe west country.”

"Woodstock?' 1an frowned. "Thereésaroya castlethere.”

"Thereis, and the moated grangeis hard by itswalls.”



"How convenient for theking,” lan said with sarcasm.
"Aye, if hecomesback toit dive.”
"Surely the queen cannot win! The king must have five times the men and horsesthat she can cal up!”

"Y ou never know, inwar," Much said philosophicaly. "At least their marching to and fro should keep
them far from the borders.”

"Thenewsisold," lan cautioned. "The fighting may have moved southward. Surely the queen must
cgpture Dunlimon if she has any hope of winning."

"Small enough hope, | would say," the second carter replied, "though Queen Petronilleis not the kind to
ever consder defeat. Aye, she must capture Dunlimon—or theking."

lan shook his head sadly. " She cannot do either, unlessal the folk of Dunlimon are secretly for her, not
with the king's armies so outnumbering hers.”

"She can make alot of Bretanglians suffer, though." Hisfriend rose from the table, taking hismug. "1 hear
amingtrel tuning hislute. Let's gpproach and listen—I could do with asong.”

"I, too." lan rose and went with him.

"So my queen shall drive haf the midlands before her againgt the king's men,” Sergeant Brock moaned,
"and the land shdl drink their blood!"

"Maybe the king's a better generd than you think," Matt consoled. "Maybe helll knock her out in one
quick bettle.

Sir Orizhan smiled mirthlesdy. " Or perhaps she will find awizard who can capture the king without a
battle. Come, my friend, let ustalk in redities.”

"Actudly, your ideaisnt dl that far-fetched." Matt's eyeslost focus as he considered how to craft a spdll
that would transport King Drustan to him.

Another peasant sat down where lan had been, amug in his hand.
"Doesthe king have awizard on hisside?" Matt asked.
"Aye" sad the newcomer, "but the eves and the pixieswill fight for the queen.”

Matt looked up in surprise, and felt a shock run al through him. The hood and tunic were those of avery
ordinary peasant, but the hand that held the mug was covered with silky, tawny hair, and the face was
Buckeye's.

The bauchan grinned. "Y ou did not think | would stay banished, did you?'
Through tiff lips Matt demanded, "Where's the peasant who used to wear that outfit?"
"What outfit?' Sergeant Brock looked up, frowning.

"Dont fear for him," Buckeye said. "He deepsin the stable, quite well, and will find his clothes by him
when he wakes."

Matt turned to Sergeant Brock. ™Y ou see that peasant Sitting across from us?"



"Peasant!" the bauchan said indignantly.

"The one whose hood hides hisface?" the soldier asked. "Heis nothing to worry you. Y ou may speak
fredy, milord."

"Not too fredy, 'milord," the bauchan mocked. ™Y ou would not want them to think you daft, now, would
you? Or, by the rook! Haunted! Forfend!"

That made Matt mad. Blackmail attempts aways had that effect His eyes narrowed, hislipsthinned, and
he said to his companions, "By theway, have | told you I've picked up a mascot-spirit?”

"Spirit!" Sergeant Brock leaned away, eyeswide.

"Mascot?' Sir Orizhan frowned. "What isthat?"

"A sort of apet.” Matt ignored the hoot from acrossthe table. "It goeswherever | go. It'sabauchan.”
"A bauchan!" Sergeant Brock turned pale.

"What isthat?" Sir Orizhan asked, interested.

"It'saBretanglian pirit," Sergeant Brock explained. "I knew they came down into the north of
Merovence, but | never thought to have met one." His eyeswidened. "That empty cottage! | should have
known it would be haunted! "Twas there you met him, wasit not?"

"It was, yes," Matt admitted.
"Themaniscanny," Buckeye said with approvd, |etting the sergeant and the knight hear him.

"I am flattered.” But the whites showed around Sergeant Brock's eyes as he glanced at their new
neighbor.

"What, that fellow aspirit?" Sir Orizhan frowned. "l see naught but a peasant!”
"Look at hishands,” Sergeant Brock said.

"He wears gloves with the hair on the outsde. What of it?"

"Gloveswith nails?' the sergeant asked.

Sir Orizhan studied the bauchan's hands. Buckeye grinned and, very dowly, raised the tankard to hislips
and tilted his head back to drink, letting the light from the tallow lamps show them hisface. Sergeant
Brock shuddered.

"Heisquiteugly,” Sir Orizhan said, "but surdly no spirit”
Matt's heart warmed to the man.

"Ugly!" Buckeye dammed his mug down on the. table. "Forsooth! | suppose you think you are comely,
fdlow?'

"l amaknight." Sir Orizhan frowned and rested his hand on hissword. "I'll not have avarlet call me
felow.""

"I don't think you want to draw on him," Matt said nervoudy. "Unfortunatdly, that face is the most human
thing about him."



"If asharp edge will not harm him, cold sted will," Sir Orizhan countered.
Buckeye frowned. "l like ye not, soft man of warm climates.”

"It won't do any lagting good," Matt warned. "I tried to banish him right off the bat, but the spell seemsto
have worn off."

"Hedid not fry abat,” Buckeye corrected. "That might have lasted awee bit longer."
"A bat for abit?" Mait turned to him, interested. "'I'll remember that.”
Buckeye's glance flashed with malice; then hewas al mischievous grin again. "It will do ye no good.”

"It will not that," Sergeant Brock agreed. ""When abauchan attaches himsdlf to aman, hell never forsake
him—nay, neither him nor hisfamily.” He shook hishead sadly. "'l pity you, Lord Wizard. Not dl your
power will makethisspirit flit."

"Oh, I'll find away." Matt wished hefdt as confident as he sounded. "But | can't ask you guysto suffer
aong with mewhile I'm trying. If you want to go off on your own, go ahead."

"Go off!" Sr Orizhan exclaimed, affronted. "When my queen has commanded me to accompany you?|
am abetter knight than that, Lord Wizard!"

"And | have my good nameto restore.” Sergeant Brock had recovered from hisfirst fright. "I'll stand by
you night and day, Lord Wizard, until weve hung the murderer by the hedsand proved | fought my best
to save my prince." His eyes narrowed and held steady on the bauchan's ugly face.

"A murderer and adead prince?’ Buckeye asked, interested. "I may have come upon more fun than |
expected! Whatsoever it may be like to follow you, wizard, | doubt it will be dull!"

"Y ou don't know how I've wished for some boredom,” Matt sighed.

"Still, I cannot let you suffer that, can 1”?' Buckeye reached out with along arm that Stretched even longer
and caressed awaitress bottom as she was passing Matt.

The girl shrieked even as she turned and whacked Matt soundly acrossthe face.
CHAPTER 8

"And you with awedding ring!" the serving wench scolded. "My master has thrown men out for mauling
girlswho dont wishit!"

Matt glared at Buckeye, but the bauchan only grinned back. Hislips moved, but the sound seemed to
come from Matt in Matt's own voice. "Lasses who don't wish it, aye— but will he throw me out for
stroking those who like it? Might you be one such?'

"I am none such!" the girl declared, and pivoted away crying. "Master! Here's an unabashed womani zer
for certan!”

The innkeeper bulled hisway to the table just as Matt's voice was saying, "None such is nonesuch, and a
nonesuch isathing of great rarity, and avirtuouswoman isarare thing indeed. Next shewill betelling me
gheisavirgin!"

"l amavirgin!" the serving maid cried.



"I will not permit harassment, countryman,” the innkeeper warned.

"Meant?' Matt's voice asked. "Wdll, if her—"

"l didn't say that,” Matt interrupted.

"Indeed! Then how wasit your voice | heard?| tdll you, fellow, I'll not have my serving maids touched!"
"Saving them al for yoursdlf, are you?' Matt's voice asked.

The innkeeper reddened. "Enough!” He grabbed Maitt by the tunic and yanked him to hisfeet. "I'll serve
you no longer! Out of my inn, fellow, and acold wet night to you!"

"Y ou may not speak soto alord!™ Sir Orizhan snapped, rising and grasping his sword.

"A lord, isit?" Theinnkeeper turned on Sir Orizhan. "A lord, dressed in a peasant's smock? And |
suppose you are hisknight, and the other your squire?”

"Don't blow our cover!" Matt hissed.
Sir Orizhan ignored him. "Y ou have guessed the truth of it, landlord. Now unhand His Lordship or—"
"Take him, then!" Theinnkeeper threw Matt a Sir Orizhan.

Sergeant Brock shouted in anger and siwung his staff at the innkeeper, who leaped back, |etting the staff
swing by—to crack across the shoulders of another patron. The man legped to hisfeet with ahowl and
waded in swinging.

The serving maid screamed and backed away, her tray up asashield.

Matt spun away from Sir Orizhan and blocked the man's haymaker. "Now, wait aminute. We didn't
mean to—"

"A coward!" the man cried, and dammed a punch at Matt's midriff.
The innkeeper yanked a short cudgel from his belt and swung a Sergeant Brock.
Mait blocked again and counterpunched. The man's mates howled and legped into the fight.

Sergeant Brock blocked with one end of his staff and swung with the other. He caught the landlord on
the hip. The steady customers shouted in anger and jumped on Brock.

The innkeeper stamped on Matt's toe and swung his cudgd. Matt shouted with pain even as he ducked.
He heard the stick strike somebody, hoped it was the bauchan, and caught the innkeeper'swrist. He was
about to twist when another fist caught him on the cheek. He staggered away, feeling somebody catch
him. The spell hed readied to use on Buckeye hovered on hislips, but he remembered that these were
good, ordinary men fighting to defend their own, and choked it down. Whoever had caught him threw
him back at the innkeeper just in time to meet the stick swinging down— but Matt doubled over and
kept on going, butting the innkeeper in the somach. The man's bresth went out in awhoosh as he
dammed back againgt the wall. The move lacked elegance and finesse, but it did give Matt a softer
landing. He scrambled back up, cocked afis—and felt a dozen hands grab him.

Five minutes later he landed in a puddie outside the door with a score of bruises. He started to struggle to
hisfeet, but his pack came sailing to strike him square in the kidneys, knocking him full-length in the
puddle. Four more splashestold him Sir Orizhan, Sergeant Brock, and their packs had landed, too.



"And stay out!" the innkeeper bellowed, then dammed the door behind him.
A hairy hand reached down for Maitt. "L et me help you up.”

Matt looked into the ugly grinning face of the bauchan, and snatched hisarm away. "No, thanks. | can do
without your kind of help.”

"That'sunjust.” The creature actualy sounded wounded. "1 can be agreet help, when I'veamind.”

"Yeah, but | don't trust your mind." Matt struggled to his feet and looked down at his sodden, muddy
clothes. "Thisisn't what I'd call assstance.”

"Ah, but that was when | meant youill," the bauchan said, grinning, "to show you what can happen if you
seek to berid of me. If | mean you well, it will bejust as striking.”

Thelook Matt gave him verged on mayhem. "Don't talk to me about striking.”

"Nor tome," Sergeant Brock groaned, struggling to hisfeet. "Why did you not use your magic against
them, Lord Wizard?'

"I thought of it," Matt admitted, "but | remembered that they're good plain folk, fighting to defend afriend
and hisinn. They didn't deserveto be blasted.”

Brock looked up a himin surprise. "Y ou're an odd lord, to be so caring about the common folk."

That's because I'm really acommoner, too. But Matt couldn't say that out loud. Instead he said, “I'm
married to aqueen who caresfor every single one of her people, Sergeant, and that's one of the quaities
that made mefdl in love with her."

Sergeant Brock turned away, looking very thoughtful, and helped Sir Orizhan to hisfeet. The bauchan
asked, "What sort of spell would you have used on them, wizard?"

"Oh, onelikethis" Matt answered.
"Pleasures are like poppies spread—

Y ou saize the flower, itsbloom is shed;

Or likethe snow fdlsin the river—

A moment white—then meltsforever.
Thuslet be a bauchan's presence,

Here some minutes, then gone for pleasance.”

Buckeye squaled in shock and surprise as an invisible hand caught him up and whirled him into atiny dot
that winked out. They listened to the sudden peaceful susurrus of rainfal. Then Sergeant Brock
quavered, "He seemed to stay where he was, yet was aso whisked far away."

"Very perceptive, Sergeant That's exactly what happened.”
"How can that be, Lord Wizard?'

"Oh, it'snot hard. It'sjust aquestion of where he was being whisked, and in what direction.”



"Where?' Sir Orizhan asked, Saring in awe.
"Into another dimension,” Matt said, "and asto direction, it was at right angles to the three we know.”
"How can that be?' Sir Orizhan asked with foreboding.

"l... don't know," Matt admitted. "Hey, look—I just cast the spells. That doesn't mean | understand
Ia,.nlll

"How can you not?" Sergeant Brock asked.

Matt shrugged. "It'slike driving an automobile. | know how to makeit go where | want, but | don't know
how it worksinsde—not in detail, anyway."

"Oh." Sergeant Brock seemed to be thinking that over.

"l suppose that makes sense," Sir Orizhan alowed. "But, Lord Wizard..."
"y e

"Whét is an "automobile?’

They found abarn, peeled off their wet clothing and set it to dry, rubbed themsalves with hay, then put on
their spare clothes and rolled up in more hay to deep. Sir Orizhan took first watch, and Matt had
absolutely no trouble dropping off to deep. Unfortunately, he dreamed. At least, he hoped it was a
dream.

In the darkness of dumber avoice ranted, "Pay attention, blast you! | haven't been shouting at you all
these days for my pleasure!™

"Well, then, why have you been shouting?' Matt demanded.

Therewas abrief slence, but somehow Méatt could fed the astonishment in it. Then the voice erupted
with ddlight. "I've broken through! He has heard me! Do you know who | am, Lord Wizard?"

"I haven't the faintest." Matt was beginning to have a bad feding about this.

"I am Gaherisl | am Prince Gaheris of Bretanglial And | may be dead, but I'm not deaf! | heard you say
you would find my murderer! Who ishe?’

The bad feding was proving true. Matt reassured himsdlf that he must be dreaming and said, "Don't you
know?"

"Know? How could | know? The villain came a me from behind! | felt the sword goin, felt apain that
seemed to rip the world apart—then dl went dark. At last adot of light broke that darkness and swelled
toahollow. | could seealong way into it, saw it was atunnd with asublimelight at itsend. | thought |
heard voicesthat | knew caling fromit, and my heart went cold within me. | turned my back onit witha
shudder and fought to sit up, but my body would not answer. | thought | must have fallen adeep, and
fought to waken, fought and fought—and bit by bit | regained my senses, but found mysdf looking down
at my own body and hearing folk talking of who had dain me! | snapped at them that | wasn't dead,
shouted at them that | wasn't dead, roared and bellowed at them that | wasn't dead—but they did not
answer, and my stomach sank as| redlized they had not heard me. Then | saw the wound in my own
back, and knew that | was dead indeed.”

Matt felt rather than saw the shudder. In fact, so far he wasn't seeing anything. "Why did you cometo



me?'

"| cameto everyone! Mother, Father, Brion, John, Sir Orizhan—waking and deeping, | came to them,
ranted to them, howled at them, but none seemed to hear me! Well, | was scarcely surprised when it
cameto Mother and Father—if they hadn't heard me alive, why should they hear me dead? But | had
always been able to rouse Brion's anger, or John's fear—yet now even they seemed not to hear!”

"Why me?' Matt said again.

"Because you're awizard, blast you! And it worked!"

"Sure—all you had to do was catch me when | was adeep. How many nights have you been trying?'
"All day. Thisisthefirgt night.”

"Must be because ghosts are a sort of magic, or related to it;" Matt mused.

"Never mind thewhy! Only tell mewho dew me!”

"I'd loveto,” Matt told him sincerely. "Even more, I'd loveto tell your parents, and rob them of their
excuse to attack Merovence. Unfortunately, everybody seems to have had areason to want you
dea[i n

"Aye. They dl hate me, the jedlous sods”

"—and everybody hasan dibi." From what Matt knew of Gaherisdive, jedlousy hadn't entered into it.
When you try to hurt people, they tend to resent you. "Can you think of any way | can tel who wasthere
that | don't know about?'

"Whom do you suspect?'
"Everyonewho wasin theinn that night."
"How the devil should I know who wasin theinn that night?"

"That'sright," Matt sighed, "you were only there. Well, if you don't have anotion who killed you, how
can you expect meto know?'

"Because you're awizard, damn your eyes!”

"I'd be kind of careful with that word 'damn’ if | were you," Matt advised. "Has the tunnel appeared to
you agan?'

"Aye, twice more." Gaheris voice was hollow with fear. "But | ranted and railed at it, cursed my
murderer aloud, and it went away."

"Unfinished busness™ Matt muttered.

"What did you say?" the ghost-prince demanded.

"Nothing important.” Matt had anction that if hefound and punished Gaheris murderer, the light-tunnel
wouldn't go away the next timeit gppeared. All that was holding the prince's ghost to this universe was
hisanger at hismurderer, and histhirst for revenge. On the other hand, Matt didn't particularly want the
ghost to know that. He didn't like being haunted, dreaming or waking, and wasn't about to let Gaheris
know he had away of avoiding the afterworld. "L ook, nobody can see you, right?”



"True." The ghost sounded wary.

"WEell, then, you can flit around and watch them when they think they're safe and done.”

"Who would you have me watch?

"Everyonein your family, for starters. More importantly, there was a sorcerer in the inn that night—"
"A sorcerer?' the ghost cried. "Of course it was he who dew me!™

"Why? Because he had magic? Bdieve me, | haven't found the dightest Sign that he shoved the knifeinto
your ribs, or made aknife stab you by itself. Besdes, he deniesit.”

"Of course hewould, you dolt!"

"Hey!" Matt snapped. "Do you want meto try to find your murderer, or not?"

"Of course | do! How dare you even ask?"

"Because I'm the one who can do it—maybe. Y ou talk to me with respect, or I'm walking off the job."
"Y ou cannot speak so to a prince!™

"l can when I'm married to aqueen,” Matt reminded him. "In fact, if you want to get technical about it,
that makes me a prince, too—and one whao's got a bit more power in this situation than you do. Just give
me agood reason to drop thisinvestigation and | will."

"If you do, | shdl haunt you dl your days!™

"Yourealittlelate," Matt told him. " Somebody aready got there—a bauchan. Y ou want to cross horns
with him over haunting territory?"

Gaheris spluttered incoherently, but there was a definite tinge of fear to it. Matt reflected that the
superdtition of the Middle Ages could be very useful. Here the prince was, a haunt himsdlf, and he was
dill afraid of the bauchan!

"Go away," Matt grumbled. "I need my deep. How can | catch your killer if I'm groggy?"
"Y ou will ruethisone day, wizard!" Gaherisblustered.

"I doubt it," Matt snapped, and mentaly rolled over and pulled the metaphorical blanket over his head.
"Go away."

Amazingly, Gaheris did—ypossibly because Sir Orizhan woke Métt for hiswatch. Half an hour later he
decided that after that dream, being awake was very restful.

Thearmy of Earl Sdin, the Marshd of Bretanglia, came gtriding behind its knights ong the high
road—redly high, for the ground fell away to both sdes. Ahead, though, it passed through acleft in the
hills

Atop one of those hills, Sir Gandagin, aknight in hisforties, sat on his horse, shielded by agreat boulder
to either sde, and counsded Prince Brion, "We may hold the high ground, Y our Highness, but they il
outnumber us by haf, and Earl Marshd isthe most excellent knight in Bretanglia. Saving your presence,”
he added hadtily.



"Spare meflattery, Sr Gandagin,” the prince said. "Though | might hope to equd aknight of Earl
Marshd's excdlencein chivary, | know | cannot compare in prowess with aman thirty years my senior.
| own you have sense on your Sde— but the marshal isall sense and no nonsense, with greet faith in the
order in which he has drilled his men. If we come upon him like wild Celts, we may do to him as Queen
Boadiceadid to the armies of Reme when she found they had cheated her of awhole county, by trading
it for gems she discovered to be glass. She chewed them to hits, for they knew not how to counter her
disorder."

"Soundly planned,” Sir Gandagin admitted. "Still, my prince, do remember that Reme eventually brought
Boadiceato hed."

"Eventudly,” Brion reminded him. "I need not win the war—only this battle.”
Below, the vanguard of the marshal’'s army entered the notch.

"QOut upon them!" Brion commanded, and sivung his sword high with the same eerie, ululating battle-cry
that had struck fear into the hearts of legionnaires athousand years before, a battle-cry taken up by five
hundred mouths, echoing from both sides of the road as men in haf-armor came charging down, spears
leveled.

"Closerankd!" the marshal bellowed, and the double file of soldiers pivoted to face outward, shields
coming up to present asolid wall that bristled with spears.

But the attackers had spears, too, and were striking downward. They hurled their javelins, and a score of
soldiersfell dead. Then they struck into the shield-wall, long spears stabbing down over the tops of the
shields. Mogt of the soldiers snapped their shields up, deflecting the spears and striking back with their
own, but afew were dow and fell, blood streaming down over their breastplates. The attackers caught
the spears of the shidld-wall on their own shields, though another scorefell in trying. Then the two forces
grappled one another in adesperate melee that filled the road. One by one, men fell and rolled down the
Sdes, defenders and attackers dike.

Through the press rode the knights, hewing and hacking about them as they sought to cometo gripswith
one another. They roared with anger, and footmen stumbled out of their way as quickly asthey could,
but stumbled and went down as often asthey stumbled to safety.

Prince Brion chopped hisway to Earl Marshd, blood singing high within him, heed filled with visions of
the honor of crossing swords with one of the finest knightsin Europe. He chopped, he roared, and the
marshal turned his steed at the last minute, shield rising to meet Brion's broadsword. Then they hewed
and hacked at one another while their warhorses circled about and about until findly the old knight struck
athird blow in exactly the same line on Brion's shield, and the meta and wood fdll apart. Brion snatched
at his dagger, better than no defense at dl, but the marsha spurred his horse and struck the prince
sguarely with hisown shield. Brion fell, and the marshd bellowed, " Surrender! Y our princeis down!™

His knights echoed the cry, and the foot soldiers froze. Then, one by one, the attackers threw down their
spears, but kept their shields high.

"Mercy, Lord Marshal." Prince Brion struggled up to his knees, hands upraised.

"Mercy?' The marsha glowered down at him. "Wherefore should | show mercy to atraitor and a
would-be parricide?’

"Mercy for my men and knightd" Brion cried. "Thisisno work of theirs! No will of their own has driven
themtofight their king, only loydty tome!”



The marsha towered above him, immobile asarock, for long seconds. Then he said, "Even so. We shall
show them quarter." He turned to his aide-de-camp. "Bid the knights surrender their swords; we shall
hold them for ransom.”

"It shal be done, my lord.” Theadelifted hisvisor. "What of the footmen?"
"Bind them and march them back to Castle Westborn," the marshal commanded.

Hisfootmen lowered their spears. The atackersfinally set down their shields and turned their backs; the
defenders drew thongs from their belts and tied wriststogether. A knight with adozen men started them
back the way the marshd's army had taken, the knight visibly reluctant to miss his chance of glory inthe
main battle yet to come.

"Take up themarch again," Earl Marshd told hisaide, "and pray that we have not cometoo lateto aid
our lord theking."

The aide nodded and turned away to relay the order. Asthe army moved off down the road, the marshal
turned back to the prince. "For your deeds, Y our Highness, | should smite you down where you knedl.
But you are the son of my sovereign liege, and for that | will spareyour life."

"|—I thank you, my lord." But Brion could only stare up at Earl Marshd, stricken by so stinging arebuke
from so chivarous aknight Asthe marshd turned away, Brion bowed his head, for thefirst time doubting
therightness of hiscause.

Earl Marsha spurred his horse to a canter, to overtake hisown army. As he neared them, though, a
soldier looked back at the sound of the earl's hooves, looked back and stared, mouth and eyeswidein
shock.

The earl turned to look back even as he turned his charger, and saw aknight in blue armor riding down
thetrail toward the prince, who was struggling to hisfeet with the aid of aroadside boulder. He heard the
galoping hooves and looked up just in time for the huge broadsword to strike him down again.

The marsha shouted in anger at so foul ablow againgt aknight unhorsed, and spurred his charger, riding
to the rescue of the man he had just condemned.

Brion looked up and saw his degth. He held up ahand, crying, "Hold! Grant me this boon, since you
mean to take my life—let me a least look upon the face of the man who daysme!”

The Blue Knight hesitated for amoment, then lifted his visor, revealing only darkness and emptiness
within.

Brion screamed with fear, but even as the huge sword stabbed down, his cry changed to anger. He
seized the stedl leg of his opponent and tried to pull himself up, bellowing, " Sorcery! Then the sword
lanced into the crack between breastplate and gorget, down beneath the collarbone toward the heart.
The prince's eyesrolled up as hisbody fell full-length into the dust of the road.

The Blue Knight turned his horse and rode away.

Seconds later the Earl Marshal pounded to ahat and swung himself down to knedl by the prince's body.
He swung open the visor, but one look at the pallid face told him dl. Sowly, he dipped off agauntlet and
reached down to close the prince's eyes. More dowly till, he closed the visor. He looked up as severa
knights reined in their horses beside him. "Take up his body and bear it in state to his father, men of
mine," hetold them, "for he died with honor, though he died by afoul blow."



Theknightslifted their visorsin respect. Then two of them reached down to help the marsha mount
again, while footmen cameto lash spears and acloak into an improvised litter. They used it to take up the
body of the murdered prince and hand it to the knights, who boreit gravely onward as they turned to
follow the marshd to the batle.

But when they came to the plain on which the armies contended, there was no time to take the body to
King Drustan, for they arrived in the midst of amelee. Queen Petronille and her army had taken their
gtand atop rising ground with ahillside at their backs, but their ground was not high enough, for the army
of the king had surrounded them on three sides, and the fourth was too steep for horses. The queen sat
her charger, armor glinting from the waist up, mail skirt hidden beneath silk, hewing about her
desperately, crying, "Hold them! Strike down upon them! Hold them till their cowardly master comesto
grike hisown blows! Oh, whereismy relief? Whereis my son, my Brion, with dl hisknightsand his
men?'

At the edge of thefray Earl Marshd drew rein, holding up agauntleted hand to hat hisarmy.
"We have cometoo late," said his aide-de-camp. "Could they not have waited battle for us?*

"They have not," the marshd returned, "but we can shorten it for them. Lay the prince's body atop the hill
and set knights and a dozen men to guard it! Then follow me, for we must attack the queen from the rear
and shorten this battle. We may yet save some hundreds of men'slives by thisl" Then he spurred his
mount and charged into the meleg, bellowing hiswar-cry. Hisarmy followed him, yeling for blood, as
four knights turned away with regret to lead a dozen soldiers up the nearest dope, bearing the prince's
body with them.

The soldiers, however, were not disappointed.

With the marshd striking from the rear, the battle was short indeed; even Queen Petronille saw she
would have to surrender, and caled for mercy. When her knights and men were disarmed and bound
and she hersdf was hemmed about by armored men, she endured her husband's gloating as he decried
her for atraitor, then jeered further at her for an unnatural mother and wife. The marsha then dismounted
and approached them both, with a solemn pace and thunderous brows. Even Drustan, late arrived to the
scene, redlized that the news must be bad, for he broke off his sneering just as Petronill€'s throat was
swelling with ascathing retort—but she swallowed it as she saw the Earl Marshal'sface.

"What news have you for us, my lord?" the king demanded.
Ponderoudly, the marsha knelt and bowed his head. "Theworst, Mg esties.”

"Cdll her 'Mgesty' no more, for she has abdicated by thisrebellion,” Drustan commanded, but
apprehengon filled hisface.

"What news could you give me that isworse than my defeat?' Petronille asked, but spoke with
foreboding.

That, of course, was exactly what the marshal had intended—some dight warning, so that his sovereign
and his queen might brace themselves at least alittle. "It isthe prince, my lord—Prince Brion."

"Tdl us" Drustan commanded, hisface granite.
Petronille held her bresth.

Earl Marshal launched into an account of Brion's ambush and defeat, of the sparing of his life—then of
the treacherous attack of the Blue Knight, and the prince's death.



"Suredly it cannot be s0," Drustan said, hisface white,

"I shdl not believeit until | see hisbody!" Petronille exclaimed.

"Come, then," the marshd said gravely.

Footmen hel ped him to mount. King and queen aike were horsed and followed. Up the hill they rode.
They found four knights and a dozen men lying unconscious. Of the prince's body, there was no sign.

"He has been stolen away!" Earl Marshd cried, then dismounted and wrenched off his helmet, bowing his
head. "Strikeif you will, Y our Mgesty, for your son's body wasin my keeping!"

Then Queen Petronille began to scream.

The stick swung high. Papallifted his own staff to block it, then swung the lower end at his opponent. The
soldier dropped his own staff, and Papa's stick cracked against it a second before the soldier caught him
aglancing blow on hiscrown with thetip.

It was only atap, and though it hurt, it wasn't any major pain. Papa stepped back, laughing. "Well struck,
Trooper Cole! | yield me!™

"Wl struck yoursdf." Thetrooper lowered his taff, grinning. ™Y our pardon, milord, but | never expect
noblemen to be as skilled with the quarterstaff as we peasants.”

"l sudied it quite serioudy at onetime." Paparemembered hisarmy pugilstick training. “Though | own
I'veimproved consderably since coming to this castle and dways having sparring partners available. Still,
| think that's enough for one morning, Cole. Shal we rest amoment and take astoup of ale?’

"Gladly, if Your Lordship pleases." Cole grinned and followed Papato atable at the side of the yard,
where they each tapped asmall mug from a huge keg. Papa sipped, reflecting that to these people, de
was only abeverage, and surely its acohol content was low enough to quaify it as such. Soldiers
frequently drank ale with their breakfasts—and lunches, and dinners. In fact, they were joining agroup of
other soldierswho were taking abreak in their morning practice, watching their fellowswho still swung
and blocked in the exercise yard and discussing their merits.

"Elbert isquick, but heistill clumsy,” one soldier opined.

"Aye, but improved,” a sergeant pointed out. "A little more ingtruction, and helll be able with a spear as
wdl."

"Will he then be ready for the halberd?' Papa asked.

A slencefdl on the group. The sergeant broke it. "Ready to begin the halberd, yes. Y our pardon, milord,
but we are still amazed that a nobleman will practice with us commoners.”

That is because | was born one, Papathought, but doud he only said, "1 may have to command you, if
King Drustan bringswar to this castle, Sergeant, and | believe in coming to know my troopsaswell as
I'm able. Besides, you have knowledgethat | lack.”

The men shifted from foot to foot with a brief mutter, and the sergeant said, "Begging your pardon,
milord, but most knights consider the quarterstaff and halberd to be below their notice.”

"Until one cutsthem inthe midst of battle," Papasaid dryly. "Still, I'm not only spesking of arms and
weapons, Sergeant. For example, | suspect there is much you men saw and heard about the Bretanglian



royd family that we above the sdt did not."

Severd of the troopers laughed, and the rest grinned. Cole nodded, and the sergeant smiled as he said,
"Might bewe did, milord, but | doubt you'd want to hear it."

"Try me" Papainvited, returning hisgrin.

"Well..." The sergeant glanced to both sides el aborately and leaned close to Papa, muttering behind his
hand—and winning afew more laughsfor his performance. "Those of us set to guard the guards who
guarded King Drustan's and Queen Petronill€'s suite did notice that they argued whenever they were
aone. Quiteloudly, too."

"That doesn't surprise me," Papatold him. ™Y ou couldn't understand the words, though.”

"No, we weretoo far avay—nbut | think the Bretanglian guardsmen caught the odd word or two, and it
made them, shall we say, nervous."

"I should think it would." Papa consdered the range of topicsfor roya argument—adultery, control over
the Merovencian provinces, adultery, which son should inherit what, adultery ... "How long did they
argueon ther lagt night here?!

The soldiersfdl slent again, finding great fascination in the patterns of their bootl aces.

"Come, come," Papacgoled. "No oneisblaming any of you—and | certainly won't say wherel heard it.
How long?'

"Perhapsthe haf of an hour,” the sergeant told him. "Then, say the guardswho werein the hall, the king
staked out in high dudgeon, whipping his cloak about him. But he wasn't even gone an hour!™

"Homein plenty of timeto start arguing with hiswife again, en?'
"Of course." The sergeant spread his hands. "What €l se would they do?"

"What indeed?' Papa could have mentioned Drustan's rumored libido, and Petronille's still-vibrant
beauty, but he was too busy wondering if Drustan really could have found the Inn of the Courier Snall,
sneaked in to stick aknifein his son'sribs, then run back to the castle in less than an hour.

The sergeant kept his eyes carefully on his boot toes. "They say that with some couples, fighting leadsto
lovemaking."

"I've heard that, and seen afew," Papaagreed, "but those fights dways have the quality of a game about
them, keen enjoyment just in the shaping of clever phrases. Such fights are not as bitter as those between
King Drustan and Queen Petronille”

"l suppose not,” the sergeant agreed in chagrin.
Another soldier said, "1'd say their love has died.”
"Not died, perhaps,”" Papasad, "but it's certainly in acoma.”

Ordinarily, Rosamund loved rainy days. Even now, gazing through the ripply glassin the leaded panes of
her window, she watched the pot-boy poling hislittle skiff back to shore with astring of fish dragging in
the water—her supper, no doubt. The rain had caught him unawares, in spite of the lowering sky. He
would probably curseit, but she blessed it. The gentle susurrus of the raindrops soothed her, and the
rain's blending of the trees and bushes with the wall enclosing her country house lulled her, letting her own



melancholy harmonize with theworld around her...
... until the migt lifted and showed her thewalls of the castle, only ahundred yards distant.

Theroyd castle. The castle where her nemesis, King Drustan, would live if he won the war. Rosamund
imagined the king coming to cal on her with news of hisvictory, stepping too closeto her, smiling down
possessively, lecheroudy, reaching out to touch. ..

She turned away from the window, shuddering, and prayed with al her heart for the queen to win.
Without Petronill€'s protection, without Brion's, shorn even of the mild protection of a betrothd to the
heir, shewould be at the king's mercy in every way, and with no defense. She swore to herself that she
would rather die. She touched the front of her bodice to caress the small hard ova of the crystal teardrop
she wore between her breasts, the clear little tear in its basket of leaden strips that held the single drop of
poison old Aunt Maude, her grandmother's siter, had given her the day before she left her father's
palace in southern Merovence.

"God grant that you shdl never need it, my dear,” the old woman said, "but if it is achoice between your
virtue or your life, choose virtue, for alifewithout it isatorment for awoman in thisday and age.”

Little Rosamund had shied away from the crystal drop, asking, "Isthere no other way?"
"Thereisthis"" Aunt Maude turned to show her alog of wood lying on avelvet cushion.
Rosamund stared. "What good isalog? And why do you treat it with such luxury?*
"Because that iswhere a princess should lay her head."

Aunt Maude passed her hand over the wood, chanting arhyme in archaic words—and the air about the
log shimmered, itsform seeming to melt and reorder itself, and therelay a perfect likeness of little
Rosamund's own head! She cried out, hand covering her mouth, and Aunt Maude explained, "It isnow
no longer astick, but astock. Find onethat isaslong asyou are, and it will take on the appearance of
your whole body. Moreover, another spell will make it walk with your gait and talk with your voice for
three days. Then the spdll will wear off and let it become only alog of wood again. Come, recitethe
spells after me, learn them by heart, for they may someday give you time to escape. Even then, though,
you may need the drop of poison, for you may be caught, and life without virtue or love isworse than no
lifeatdl."

She hadn't explained, but she hadn't needed to—Rosamund understood her full well now, had
understood for severd years, ever since she blossomed into womanhood and King Drustan's eye had
glinted whenever he saw her. Her own future husband had been worse, for Prince Gaheris had pressed
her not to wait for the wedding, whenever he could catch her done.

"A betrothal isamost awedding,” he had protested.
"Itisnot," Rosamund asserted, "or you would be willing to wait for it."
Even 50, she had dreaded the day it would come, for her flesh shrank whenever Gaheristouched her.

A knock at the door brought her back to the present. Her heart hammered with apprehension, but she
kept her voice cam as she caled out, "Who knocks?'

"Count Sonor, my princess,” the rich baritone answered.

"Enter, my gaoler," Rosamund said. After dl, she could scarcely deny him. She braced herself for an



unpleasant interview.

"Scarcely your gaoler, my lady.” Count Sonor entered " Say rather, your host.” But hissmile belied his
words and told her that he relished histask.

No, worse—his smile was unctuous, his eye glittered. Rosamund's heart beat morefaintly at the sght, for
there was agloating air about the nobleman that made her demand, "Have you news for me, milord?"

"The best." Count Sonor's eye flashed with maice. "King Drustan has put down the rebels and will ride
homein triumph tomorrow."

CHAPTER9

Rosamund fought to keep her composure while panic screamed within her. When she could trust hersdlf
to speak, she asked, "What of the queen and the princes?’

"The king has accorded Durif Castleto Her Mgesty as her royd residence,” Count Sonor told her, "with
acompany of soldiersto protect her, four ladiesto wait on her, and a dozen maids in attendance.”

"Alas, my lady!" Rosamund whispered, turning away. She knew a sentence of imprisonment when she
heard one. The thought of that brave, daring spirit shut up within four sonewalls, never to go forth again,
made her heart ache in sympathy. She had heard of Durif Castle—small, even cramped, with no
courtyard and a garden only ten paces walk in either direction. It was scarcely larger than her own
moated grange— but it was all of sone, hard stone, and the only entrance was through the gatehouse.

The count went on, pretending he had not heard. " Prince John stands by hisfather'ssidein victory, even
ashe stood by himin battle.”

John, stand courageoudly in battle? Fighting like a cornered rat, perhaps—but that Drustan had made him
stand near, Rosamund didn't doubt; it was the only way to make sure the savage little weakling wouldn't
run and hide.

"What of Brion?"

Count Sonor fought down avindictive smile. "As Prince John stands with hisfather, so Prince Brion
gandswith his grandfathers and their grandfathers.”

Rosamund spun to face him, aghast. ™Y ou do not mean heis dead!"

"He rode upon the Earl Marsha from ambush,” Count Sonor told her. "The earl |eft him afoot and
unarmed, but alive—yet before he had ridden out of Sght, aknight in blue armor came riding from hiding
and dew the prince with two strokes of his sword. None knows who he was, for he rode away into the
mists from which hed come.”

Rosamund didn't even know if she had turned away, for the whole world darkened, and there was a
roaring in her ears. She did know that she fought to stay on her feet, reached out and caught hold of
something hard, leaned againgt awall. Her world had falen gpart, for her enemieslived, and the queen
and prince who might have protected her were imprisoned and dead.

Dead! Brion could not be dead! That greet, capable, brave loon who could scarcely talk to awoman
without stammering, but who could face a dozen common soldierswith only his sword and shield, and
win! She had seen him do so, could remember the scent of him, thefed of him as she unwillingly took his
arm when he escorted her in his brother's absence—Brion dead! It could not be!



"Milady?" Count Sonor'svoice findly penetrated the roaring, for it was diminishing, and theworld
seemed to be lightening again. Looking up, Rosamund saw thet it was his arm she had caught in her
blindness, hisarmored chest against which she had leaned. She stepped away quickly, though her feet
were gtill unsteady, and saw the mockery in his eyes, the velled satisfaction a her discomfiture.

"Isthere anything you require?’ the count asked.

"Wine," she said, and shivered, drawing her shawl about her shoulders. "Mulled wine, and alog aslong
asmy hearthiswide, for | am suddenly chilled.”

"Very good, my lady." The count gave her adight bow, and she saw ardluctant respect in hiseyes. He
stepped out and closed the door behind him. She heard the key gratein the lock.

Not that it mattered. Not that anything mattered anymore. She turned away and rested her forehead
againg the cold glass of the window, closing her eyes and | etting the despair take hold of her, but
dizziness came with it, and she forced her eyes open in fright. Now more than ever, she must keep her
wits about her!

The raindrops spattered against the leaded pane, and Rosamund could only think how much they were
like the tears that sprang from her own laden pains. Overcome with grief, she admitted to hersdlf at last
how much she had depended on the great bumbling hulk that had been Brion, so graceful and confident
inwar, so uncertain and awkward with hersdlf! If only he could have been abit lessof aprig, alittleless
sure of therightness of hischivary and alittle more willing to step an inch beyond its boundaries, willing
perhaps even to kiss the hand of his brother's betrothed! If only he had not been so arrogant and so
condescending toward her! But now when it was too late, now she could admit that she had relied upon
him to take her Sde againgt his brothers, to shield her from their advances, to comfort her in her
londiness, if only with hisinept arguments.

But he was gone, Queen Petronille was imprisoned, and she stood aone and defenseless against the
importunings of King Drustan. Worse, she would now surely be wedded to that dug John, for he wasthe
heir—but he would never dare say nay to hisfather, even if it were to defend his betrothed from
becoming one more of the king's conquests! She could not endure it, she would not endureit! Her fingers
touched the cold lump of the poison vid at her breast, but she forced hersdlf to strength, reminding herself
that Count Sonor might lie, that Brion might still live—so she mugt, too. She was not quite completely
without defensesyet. Like al noblewomen of her time, she had been taught the rudiments of swordplay,
for when married, she would surely be caled upon to defend her husband's castle a onetime or
another—and she had learned afew spells, though none but she and Aunt Maude knew of them.

Someone knocked at the door. "Enter," she called, not caring who it was.

Two soldiers, hardly more than boys, wrestled a huge log in through the doorway. "Y ou called for wood,
my lady?"

"Aye. Setitinthegrate." Rosamund drew her shawl about her again, once more shivering.

The soldiersrolled the log onto the andirons, then bowed and |eft the room. She barred the door behind
them, drew the curtains closed, then took off her gown so as not to dirty it, and somehow, she never
knew from where she found the strength, wrestled the huge bak of timber out of the fireplace. When it
lay upon the cold stone of the floor, Rosamund walked its length, waving her hands in the pattern her
great-aunt had shown her so many years ago and chanting the antique words she had memorized, only
haf avare of their meaning.

Mist seemed to gather about the log. Asthough it were heated wak, its form wavered, remolded itself,



bleached— and a naked duplicate of Rosamund lay on the cold flags, so lifelike that it made her gasp.
She glanced at her body to make sure she still stood. Reassured, she walked back dong the stock,
waving anew set of patterns and chanting the second spell. Then she turned anxioudy to seeif she had
succeeded.

The molded eydidsfluttered, opened, revealed blue orbs so much like her own—but lifeless, dull.
An eerie feding washed over Rosamund, but she shook it off and commanded the stock, "Arisel"

The wood-woman stood, awvkwardly but well enough. Rosamund dressed it in her own gown, her skin
crawling at its touch. When she was done, she stepped back and commanded it, "If anyone knocks, say
‘Enter!” If they speak wordsto you, nod your head ever so dightly! When the room darkens, take off the
gown and go to bed. When the room lightens, arise and put on a different gown from that rack." She
pointed to awardrobe.

The stock began to take off the gown.

"Not yet!" Rosamund snapped, and ran to open the drapes. She turned and gasped, for in the light the
stock looked even more like hersalf—and if it seemed dead and lifelessinsde, what matter? None would
care, least of dl King Drustan!

Turning to the wardrobe, she took out atraveling dress, boots, and a hooded cloak, and dressed. Then
she positioned the stock by the door where it would be hidden by the opening of the panel and
commanded it, "When the guard lifts his helmet, strike his head!" So saying, she rapped upon the door
and stepped back.

The guard camein, frowning. "My lady?'
"Do you not uncover and kneel when you speak to your princess?' Rosamund demanded coldly.
The soldier sighed at the woman's whims and knelt, taking off hisiron skullcap.

The stock stepped forward and struck with itslittle fis— small, but still of wood. Without asound, the
soldier'seyesrolled up, and hefdll.

"Guard!" Rosamund called in pretended exasperation, "show thisfellow his mannerd™

But no one came. Grestly daring, she peeked out, and saw the hallway empty. Elation soared; the soldier
would waken and see only the stock and the door, closed now, and think himsalf afool for submitting to
her whims—but he would never daretell how his prisoner had outwitted him. Most likely he would curse
the stock and take up his post again, and no one would know.

Then Rosamund stepped out into the hallway, looking to left and right, and crept away, her heart
hammering. Whét followed was a harrowing haf hour as she crept from darkened doorway to dim-lit
hall, thankful that it was raining and the whole castle dimmed thereby. Thrice she bardly hid intime as
guardsmen passed; twice she amost stumbled upon a servant carrying wine and mest to the count, or
scrubbing the floor. At last, though, she dodged through the screens passage and out into the cold, sharp
air of thewaning day. Wet or not, it tasted of freedom.

Sure enough, the pot-boy had left hislittle skiff tied by the kitchens. She stepped in, loosed it from its
mooring, and set the oarsin their hole-pins, remembering afternoons on the river with her father. As
slently and quickly as she could, she rowed across the moat, praying to &. Judeto aid her. He must
have heard, for she gained the farther shore without a single cry from the grange. She set the oarsback in
the skiff and shoved it away into the moat; people would think it had smply pulled loose from its pier



during the storm.

She could have shouted with triumph, but reminded herself that she was ill far from free. Off she went
into the rain, welcoming the drubbing it gave her, blessing the mud that squel ched benegath her boots, off
into the dimness of the weather until she cameinto the shelter of the deer park, tal trees gathering close
to hide her. There shelet hersdlf rest for afew minutes, let the shivering of close escape take her, then
remembered that she should fed victorious, for she was free, and no matter what dangers she faced, they
could not be worse than King Drustan and his puling son.

Off into the wood she went, the rain only the occasiona drop striking through the leaves, off to hide
herself in the degpest forest she could find, and remember all her father had ever tried to teach her about
hunting and fishing.

The footman poured mulled wine into the goblets, bowed to Alisande, and backed out of the room. She
watched him go, frowning and toying with her standing cup. "I do not know if this Latrurian conceit
pleases me entirely. A subject should be able to bow and turn about so that he can see the door through
which he goes”

"It isamark of respect, my dear,” Mamareminded her.

"Respect? If King Drustan had doneit to me, it would mean only that he did not trust me behind his
back!"

"Wise of him," Papasad.

"Indeed." Alisande's lipsthinned. "But are my subjects not to trust me? No, | think | shall return to my
father's protocol. | never asked for this, after al."

"Odd that your noblemen should fed the need for more elaborate ceremony,” Papa said.

"They have begun it only because Queen Petronille inssted they behave so to her—but she was reared
much closer to Latruriathan 1. No, I think | shdl ingst on northern ways.”

" She has played havoc even with your domestic arrangements,” Mama sighed.

"What greater havoc could she play than beguiling my husband and your son away from us?* Alisande
demanded, then softened. "Though | cannot fault the poor dame, when she haslost ason of her own!™

"I cannot believe she had anything to do with hismurder,” Mama stated.

Papanodded. "By the guards report, she stayed in her chamber from the finishing of our conferencetill
the horrible news of the tragedy came, and she quarreled with King Drustan for thefirst hour of that
time"

"Only thefirgt?" Alisande caught the discrepancy immediately. "Did they finish their dispute so quickly?!

"| doubt that it ever ends," Papasaid with irony, "but King Drustan did stalk out in wrath, to walk abroad
for most of the second hour."

"Surdly that would not have been time enough for him to murder his son and come back!"

"I should think not," Papa agreed, "and the guards have inquired, and assure me that he did not pass
through the gatehouse or the postern in that time. Wherever he staked, it wasinsde the castle.”

"Prince John wasin his chamber dl thewhile," Mamasat alittle straighter, her whole body expressing



disapprova. "We have awitnessto the fact.”

Alisande glanced at her, caught the message of her body language, and did not ask for particulars. "And
Prince Brion?'

"Sofar asl cantdl,” Mamaanswered, "he went out wenching with his brother, but was too much imbued
with theideds of chivary to patronize aprodtitute.”

"But perhaps not too chivarousto stab his brother in the back?' Alisande shook her head. "It isfar too
unlikely. Did no one see him at the Inn of the Courier Snail?*

"None| have talked to saw him there," Papatold her. "1 can only think that he went to adifferent inn."

"Or camein digguisewith adirk,” Mamasaid, troubled. "1 think he loves Rosamund, but will not admit it.
Stll, Gaheristreated her most rudely, and Brion might think of killing Gaheris as defending Rosamund's
virtue"

"He might have been right to have thought s0," Alisande said grimly. "Did no one see the stabbing?'

"None," Papasaid. "The assassn struck from behind, and none saw the blow itsalf. We only know that a
Bretanglian guarded Gaheris back aslong as he could. Minutes after that soldier fell, Gaherisdied.”

"Brion, inasoldier'sgarb?" Alisande shrugged. "If they were to disguise themselves as commoners, it
would have been the habit he would have preferred. Still, | cannot believe he would have fought to
protect his brother one minute and stabbed him in the back the next.”

"Itishard to believe," Papa said noncommittaly. "Still, on the face of it, none of Gaheris family struck the
fata blow."

"Nor did Rosamund,” Mamasaid, "for she, too, wasin her chamber dl that time. None actudly saw her
deeping, but none saw her come out, either.”

"| think we must assumethat if any of the family wereinvolved at dl, it was by hiring the assassin,”
Alisande sad, "and Matthew's Man Who Went Out the Window is still the most likely to have been the
actud killer, no maiter hisdenid."

"What murderer would boast of his deed to the queen's husband?' Mama agreed.
"Or her Lord Wizard," Papa seconded.

There was aknock at the door. There were severa knocks, then astorm.
Alisande rose and turned to face the portd, cdling, "Enter!"

The door opened; the guards stepped in, and between them came a man in stout broadcloth leggins,
tunic, and cloak, still coated with dugt, hisface lined with fatigue. "Y our Mgesty!" He sank to one knee
and dmogt fell.

A guard caught him.

"Rise" Alisande commanded, and the guard hel ped the courier to hisfeet. "What news?' the queen
demanded.

The man'swordsfairly tumbled over each other in hisurgency. "The war isdone, Y our Mgesty!"



"Done?" Alisande stared. "It has scarcely begun!”

"The king met the queen in thefidld, with an army six times her number,” the messenger told her. "Prince
Brion ambushed Earl Marshd on hisway to the battlefield, but the marsha struck him down, vanquished
his men, and took the princess sword."

"Helet Prince Brion live, though?' Alisande demanded.

"He did, though unhorsed—and before the marsha’s men had ridden from sight, aknight in blue armor
came riding out of the mists and dew the prince. Earl Marshd carried his body to the battleground, but
someone soleit away during thefighting.”

"Stole adead body?' Alisande stared. "Why?"
The spy shook hishead. "Y our Mgesty can imagine the reason far better than 1."

"I canindeed.” Alisande's face darkened. "We shall soon hear rumorsthat the prince was not dain, but
lives, and gathers an army in the hinterland to free his mother and claim the throne. Queen Petronilleis
imprisoned, isshe not?"

"Shemight aswell be," the spy told her. "The king has sent her to Castle Durif, where she will have a
score of servitorsand every luxury but freedom.”

"A gilded cage" Alisande said grimly. "What of the king and Prince John?'

"Prince John stands by hisfather'ssdein victory, even ashedid in battle," the spy told her, "though
Rumor says he fought like a cornered rat, not like aloya knight.”

"What €l se does Rumor say?"'

The spy tossed hishead in disgust. "That Prince Brion's body was stolen away by fairies, which | highly
doubt..."

"But thusis discontent kept aive and given hope,” the queen said, "and the next rebellion born. What
es=?'

"That the king won by sorcery,” the spy said, "and will repay the sorcerers by letting them spread their
heathen rites across the land.”

"What need for sorcery, with sx-to-one odds and the Earl Marsha by your side? Speak on!"
"There are folk who wonder why the Earl Marshd spared Prince Brion'slife," the spy said darkly.

"Why, because the marshd isachivarousknight and aloya servant of the king who would not day his
suzerain's son! What does Rumor hint?!

"That the marsha had amore persona reason. That isdl, only ahint, but it will grow.”

"Soon we shd| hear that the earl was secretly in league with the prince, or left him aive because he had
hired amurderer to day him," Alisande said with scorn. ™Y ou do not believe any of this, do you?'

"Not ahit," the courier confirmed. "I know no details of the battle, but | would not bdievethemif | did. It
will take weeksto thresh the kernels of truth from the chaff of gossip.”

"Isthere any rumor that you do believe?'



"One," the spy said dowly, "that Princess Rosamund is a prisoner in amoated grange near the king's
castle at Woodstock."

"Alas, the poor child!" Alisande squeezed her eyes shut. "Isthere word of her betrothal to Prince John?'

"Not even rumor, Mgesty—but thereisgossip asto the king'sintent in keeping her so near to his
cadle”

"Even | do not need to hear the substance of that gossip!" The queen spun away to her writing desk and
took up aquill. "1 shall send to demand the princess be returned to me at once, since sheisno longer
betrothed to any prince of Bretanglial" She paused with quill on parchment and turned back to the
messenger. "Gresat thanks for your news, good fellow. Take food and drink, and deep for afew days.
Then back to Bretangliawith you, for | must have more news of what transpires there!”

"AsYour Mgesty wishes." The man bowed his head, hisddight at her praise glowing through his
weariness.

Heturned away, but sumbled, and Alisande told a guard, " See him to food and a bed.”

The guard took the agent away, but Alisande directed the other guard, " Send word to the Chancellor of
the Exchequer to lay asde ten pieces of gold for that man, and to send him anote saying it is held for
him."

The guard bowed and stepped out, closing the door behind him.

Alisande scribbled anote, sanded it, and said, "That will be set into proper form in the morning, and
dispatched to the king."

"Do you not risk war?' Pgpa asked, frowning.

"Risk?" Alisande laughed bitterly. "Drustan will declare war on us himsdlf, as soon ashe hasralied his
forces and buried the dead. He has sought an excuse to capture away from us those provinces he fedls
should be his. It will probably do no good to demand the return of Rosamund, but it can do no harm,
either. At least this spat between himself and Petronille has won us amonth or two more to prepare for
war."

"That will not help the princess, though,” Mama pointed ouit.

"Yes, and if the rumor of her imprisonment istrue, shewill need help most sordly.” Alisande scowled.
"What can | do, though?"

"For onething, we can discover whether or not that rumor istrue," Mamatold her, "or whether sheis
safely gaoled with Queen Petronille.”

"I doubt that," Papa.said darkly.

"I, too," Alisande agreed, "and | am troubled about these 'details that my agent did not yet know. Mind
you, he did right to bring me the great news a once—but the small news can hide greet problems.”

Mama glanced at Papa; he nodded. She turned back to Alisande. "'If you wish, we can go among the
people of Bretangliaand learn what newsthereis.”

Alisande froze, glowering down at her desktop.

"| didike leaving you done,” Mamasaid gently, "but surely the Situation is now grave enough to ask Saull



to come guard the castle from evil magic.”
"It isgrave enough that | need you here! Let the Witch Doctor go among the people!”

"Heisyoung," Mamaexplained, "and less killed a prying information from the unwary. Then, too, folk
aremorelikely to confide in mature people.”

Alisande had to admit that was true—Mama's motherly air had induced her to confide more than once,

"Then, too," Papa said, "it is perhaps more important that we do what we can to keep war from coming
to Merovence, than help to win it once it does."

"Keep thewar away?"' Alisande looked up, frowning. "How can you do that?"

"For one thing, we can find our son and make sure he doesn't work himsdlf into greater trouble than he
can handle," Papasaid with asmile. "Moreto the point, we may be able to find waysto distract King
Drustan—say, by usng magic to free Queen Petronille and spirit her away."

"Hewill not attack if he fearsrebellion a home while heisgone," Alisande admitted. Her voice gained an
edge of desperation as she asked, "But why must you both go? Surely PapaMantrell is enough of aspy
by himsdf!"

"Heis quite capable, of course" Mamasaid carefully, "but you know aswell as | that women know
things men do not, and are reluctant to speak of them to any but other women. Matthew certainly will not
be able to learn such secrets, nor will my Ramon.”

"Thereistruth in what you say," Alisande admitted, "particularly news regarding Queen Petronille and
Princess Rosamund. Y es, there is some chance you may be able to keep Merovence safe from war.”

The older couple relaxed. If it was better for her country, the queen would let them go.
The queen went to the door, opened it, and told the guard, " Summon Ortho the Frank."

Mamasmiled at Papa and squeezed his hand. Ortho was Matt's assistant, and a powerful wizard in his
own right. If he pronounced the castle safe in their absence, they would go.

When Ortho came, helistened to Alisande gravely, then Sghed. "Ah mel War again! Well, if we must
faceit, wemust. But surely King Drustan will give us some warning—an embassy with adeclaration,

perhaps.”
"Heis chivarous enough for that," Alisande admitted.

"Then | shdl send to inform the Witch Doctor of events, and ask him to hold himsdlf ready to come.
Therewill be time enough to send for him once war is declared.”

"But if evil magicisdirected againgt usbeforethat?' Alisande couldn't help glancing in the direction of the
nursery.

"I can ded withit,” Ortho said, with aquiet smile that bespoke awedth of confidence, "or should | say
that | believe | shal be able to cope with any magicksthat arelikely to be thrown againgt us, especialy
with the new spdlls Lord and Lady Mantrell have taught me. Surely if enemies attack, the ones that
conjure defense by the name of El Cid should be particularly useful.” He acknowledged his colleagues
with abow of his head.

They returned the nod, smiling. Mamasaid, "The Song of the Emperor Hardishane, which you have



taught us, will doubtless prove most useful if we encounter difficulties, Magter Ortho.”

"Let it be done, then,” Alisande sighed. "Go forth in disguise, lord and lady—go forth to protect your son
and my husband and to discover the true nature of what passesin Bretanglia" Then her face creased with
anxiety. "Though Heaven knows, | shal missyou both sorely!”

Mamarose and went to her, and Ortho had the good sense to leave without asking his sovereign's
permission.

Three days after Rosamund's escape, the guard threw her door open and bawled, "His Mgesty the
King!"

King Drustan marched in, resplendent in velvet cloak and satin doublet, crown on his head and agleam in
hiseye. "My dear, good news We have won!"

He saw Rosamund standing at the window in a cream-colored gown embroidered with pale roses—only
gazing out at the moat, nothing more.

Drustan frowned at the lack of response. "Do you not rejoice with me?”
"Regoicewith you." The voice wasdull; itsowner raised dull eyesto his.

"Come now, isthat any way to greet the conquering hero?' Drustan chided. He stepped over to her,
snapping at the guard, "Close the door!" Asit shut behind him, he cupped Rosamund's chin and lifted her
lipsto his. They were cold, unresponsive, but not repelling him, either. Somewhat surprised, hetried a
deeper kiss, and again received no rebuff, but no response, either. Still, the flavor pleased him and he
drank deeper.

His hands began to shake with years of desire as he caressed her more and more intimately. The taste of
her was swest, though it would have been sweeter if she had returned his ardor or, better ill, tried to
fight him off. Nonetheless, hewas glad of her resignation, glad that he would finaly make her hisown, no
matter who married her. With trembling fingers he stripped her gown, caressing as he went, stepped
back to admire her naked body—though its contours were not quite asrich as he had hoped—then
swung her up in hisarms and carried her to the bed. He was amazed at her weight.

Shewatched him calmly, with acomposure that was almost unnerving, as he undressed, and seemed to
find the sight of hisnudity neither repelling nor inflaming. Drustan frowned, determined to make her gasp
with pleasure, and lay down be-sde her, saying, "Y ou'll learn now the delights of royd lovemaking, my
dear, and I'll not let it ceasetill | hear you moan with longing.” He reached out to touch her breast asthe
fast rays of the setting sun colored her pale flesh, pale flesh that suddenly hardened, roughened,
darkened, and Drustan froze, staring at shaggy bark. He shot a glance up a Rosamund's face, but saw
only asingle knothole and the roughly sawn end of thelog.

CHAPTER 10

Superdtitious fear froze King Drustan for several moments. Then he sprang from the bed, shouting angry
CUrses.

The guard hammered at the door, his muffled voice crying, "Maesty! Areyou wdl?'

"Well enough!" Drustan cried, and dovefor his clothes. Dressed, he turned to the door, then with alast
thought turned to kick Rosamund's gown under the bed. He turned back to yank the bar off the door.
The guards tumbled in, weapons at the ready. "Who dares strike at Y our Mgjesty?'



"A witch!" King Drustan pointed atrembling finger at thelog. "Or perhapsthat puling Lord Wizard of
Merovence!"

The guardsturned to stare, then paled with fear of the supernatura, making signsto ward off evil.

"Oh, be done with your womanish feard" King Drustan snapped in disgugt, al the greater because of the
reminder of hisown brief terror. " Send men out to seek for the princess! Send more to discover who has
kidnapped her! Find me awizard of my own, to discover whose work thisigl"

The soldiers bowed and ran from the room, al too glad to get away from the scene of witchcraft.
Drustan stood his ground, glaring at thelog and fuming. He didn't redlly believe that Matthew Mantrell
had done this, but he would learn who had, and they would suffer for his embarrassment!

It was another night and another inn—but thistime they werein Bretanglia, for during the day, they had

crossed the Caver River, the border between Bretangliaand Merovence. Matt was constantly on edge
now, and acting al the more casua because of it, very much aware of being an dienin hisenemy'sland.
At least he was accompanied by aknight who had acquired the accent of Bretanglia's nobility, when he
choseto useit, and a peasant who had been born with the burr of the village folk of the North Country.

The common room wasfull, peddlers and carters jostling elbows with the local farmers as serving
wenches threaded through the maze of tables with handfuls of mugs and laden trays. The companions
elbowed their way through to afew seats and wedged their way onto the benches.

"Good €ento you, travelers” A jovid carter raised hismug in welcome. "Have you comefar?”'
"From Bordestang, good fellow," Sir Orizhan told him.

The man sobered a hearing his accent. "A weary trip, Sir."

"Weary indeed,” Sir Orizhan agreed, "but liable to prove unhedthy, if we had stayed.”

"So!" The carter raised his eyebrows. "The rumors are true, then?”

"Which rumors?' Sergeant Brock asked.

"That Prince Gaheris was murdered in Merovence, and King Drustan may make war upon Queen
Alisandein revenge?'

"True enough,” Sergeant Brock said, "though who can tel how aking thinks?"

"But theré's no proof that he has call for revenge," Matt said. "The killer might not have been aman of
Merovence."

The carter turned to him, frowning. "Y ou've an odd way of spesking, friend. Whereisyour home?”
"l grew up far to thewest," Matt sad, "very far."

A peddler next to the carter leaned in and said, "We have heard it was a Merovencian sorcerer what
struck the prince."

"It might have been a sorcerer,” Matt agreed, "and it might have been aMerovencian—but the truthis
that no one saw it happen, or who did it. They only know that aman legped out the window right
afterward, and he was both a sorcerer and aman of Bretanglia."

"Was hel We've not heard of that!" the carter said.



But the peddler frowned. "Where have you heard this, fellow?!

Matt forced himsdf to ignore the "fellow"”; after dl, he was disguised as a peasant. "From those who saw
it," which wastrue enough.

"Did they?' Another peasant leaned in, hishood still up. "How did they know he was a sorcerer?”

"Someone saw himwork magic.” Mait didn't fed obliged to say whom. "Asto hisbeing aman of
Bretanglia, that was his accent.”

"Phaw!" the third peasant said in disgust. "Any man can fake an accent!”

Matt shrugged. "It'sal just rumor, as our friend the carter said. But what news have you heard? There
must be some folk come down from the north with word of the war there.”

"Ah." The carter glanced to left and to right, checking who wasin earshot, then leaned even farther
forward and said in a congpiratoria tone, "They say that when the Earl Marsha |eft Prince Brion aone,
on foot and unarmed, one of histroopers turned back and saw a blue knight come riding down upon the
princeand day him."

Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock sat stiff with shock, but Matt's mind |egped past the emotion and onto
what was, to him, just asimportant " Prince Brion was dain? And merewas awitnessto it?"

"Aye, but he saysthe prince claimed the right to know who dew him, and the Blue Knight raised his
visor."

Matt braced himsdlf. "Wheat face did he see?'
"None." The carter's voice was hollow with dread. “The helmet was empty. Dark, and empty.”

The other peasants muttered and crossed themsal ves—but the one with his hood still up howled as
though he'd burned his hand and legpt up from the table, stalking away.

The other peasants stared, watching him go. Then one said, "What bit him?"
"Guilty conscience, maybe." Mait watched, too. "He's got awfully hairy hands, hasn't he?’

They dl looked and nodded. "Most marveloudy hairy,” said the carter. "I know aplowmanwhoiis
amogt asbad.”

Matt made amental note that the bauchan was dlergic to the Sign of the Cross, then redized it would
probably do no good if he deliberately used it as aweapon. He sighed and braced himself for more
mischief,

Apparently it was going to be delayed, though. A sudden commotion of talk swept through the room.
Everyoneturned to everyone e se, either asking or telling.

The carter leaned over to the next table. "What has happened?'

"A mingre!" afarmer told him. "He hasjust said that Princess Rosamund is gone from her moated

grange!”
"A mingrd! Will hesing of it?'

"Not until he hasfinished—therel He has swallowed the last bite of hisdinner!"



Themingtrel stepped into the clear space near the hearth, lifting hislute. As he tuned it, the bauchan, on
hisway out the door, stopped and turned back to listen. Asthe strains of the lute grew louder, the people
gradudly fdl slent, and Buckeye settled down, leaning againgt the wall.

Mait made another mental note—that the bauchan liked music—for it might comein handy, whether he
meant to use it asacharm or not.

The mingrel beganto sing.

"Queen Petronille was asick woman,
And afraid that she should die,

So she sent for amonk of Merovence
To cometo her speedi-lye.

King Drustan called down hisnoblesal,
By one, by two, by three,

Then sent away for Earl Marshd

To cometo him speedily.”

Themingtrel dipped into adightly higher voicefor King Drustan.
"Do you put on onefriar's coat,

And I'll put on another,

And we shdl to Queen Petronille go,
Onefriar like another."

The women in the crowd exclaimed in indignation, and the men muttered in agreement—everyone
seemed to think that hearing confession under fal se pretenses was pretty low.

"Now, God forbid, said Earl Marshal," the mingtrel sang in adeeper voice,

"That such athing might be.

Should | beguile madame the queen,

Then hanged | would bel”

A murmur of approval ran through the crowd. The true knight had remained true.
The bauchan looked up and turned his head, frowning at the crowd'sideglism.
The mingre dipped into Drustan's voice again.

"'l pavnmy living and my lands,

My scepter and my crown,

That whatsoever Queen Petronille says,



| shal not writeit down!"

"Which conveniently explains any lack of evidence," Matt muttered to Sir Orizhan. The knight looked
surprised, then nodded dowly.

Themingire went on.

"So thus attired, they both did go

Till they cameto Whitehall,

And the bells did ring, and the choristers Sing,

And thetorches did light them all.

'‘Are you of Merovence,' she said, 'As | suppose you be?

For if you are Bretang!'n friars, Then hanged you shdl be!* "

"They redlly like hanging peoplein your country?' Matt muttered to Sergeant Brock.
"Just amingrd's nonsense," the sergeant said, but he didn't look all that sure.
" 'Were monks of Merovence,' they said,

'AS you suppose we be,

And we have not been to any Mass

Sincewe cameover thesea'"

Matt frowned. "Why's that important?"

"Monks say Massevery day," Sir Orizhan explained, surprised. "They had only arrived thet day, and
after Masstimes.”

"Oh, of course," Matt said, abashed. "Silly of me."
"Thefirg vilesnthat €er | did, Toyou | shdl unfold..."

Indignant or not, everybody |eaned forward, eager for gossip. Some sixth sense made Mait look at
Buckeye just in time to see the bauchan's lips moving as he made an intricate, double-handed gesture
toward his mouth, then blow akiss toward the minsirel. Mait turned back to watch, his ssomach roiling.

Themingrd sang onin hgppy ignorance.
"...Earl Marshd had my maidenhead
Undernegath thiscloth of gold." "

The whole room broke into a furious hubbub, everyone denouncing such avile accusation—but doubt
shadowed many faces. The minstrel himsalf looked shocked &t his own words, but hislips kept moving,
asthough of their own accord.

Matt glanced at the bauchan and saw him grinning. He didn't know how thiswas going to rebound onto
himself, but he braced for the worst The minstrel began to sing in the King Drustan voice: ™



‘That isavilesn, said theking,
'God may forgiveit thee!

'Amen, amen,’ quoth Earl Marshd,
With aheavy, heavy heart spoke he.
"The next vilething that €er | did,
Toyou | shdl uncover—

| poisoned fairest Rosamund
Therein her Woodstock bower." "

The crowd went wild, and the minstrel clapped his hand over his mouth, appalled. People were on their
fet, shaking their fists at him and shouting angrily—but he was a veteran and redlized that he had to get
them under control somehow. He kept playing until they had quieted alittle, then called out over the
noise, "1 only sing what | have heard, good folk! But if it offendsyou..." He stopped playing and started
to swing the lute over his shoulder.

Matt had to admire the man for agraceful exit from an explosive situation. It most worked.
"No, no! Go on!" adozen people cried at once.
Themingrel hestated, looking uncertain.

"A penny to Sng ustherest!" one man cried, and a copper flew through the air to land near the minstrel's
feet.

"A dlver penny!"
"A shilling!"
Coinsrained on the singer. Reassured, he took up hislute again, playing while he waited for silence.

"Nicetechnique,” Matt said dowly. "I can see mingrels are going to be singing this version of the song dl
over the country, if it bringsthem that kind of cash.”

"There are afew townsloyd to the queen,” Sir Orizhan said noncommittally.

"So they won't perform there. | wonder how this song would have sounded if the minstrel could have
sung it the way heintended.”

Sergeant Brock stared a him. "What makes you think he does not?”

Matt jerked his head toward the bauchan. Sergeant Brock |ooked, saw, and went tiff.
The mingtrel, not oneto let agood thing go, lifted hislute again and took up the song.
"'Thatisavilesn, saidtheking,

'‘God may forgiveit thee'

'‘Amen, amen,’ spoke Earl Marshd,



'And | wish it so may be'

" ‘Thenext vilething that €er | did,
Or for which lad my plan—

| brewed abox of poison strong,
To poison King Drugstan!" "

The crowd took it in stride, exclaming in tones of delighted horror but staying in their seets. The mingirel
managed to look nonchalant, as though those were the words he had planned to sing. When they quieted,
he went on.

" 'And do you see yonder'slittle boy,

A-throwing of that ball?

That is Earl Marshal's son,' she said,

'And | love him the best of dl!" "

The crowd erupted into exclamations of excited condemnation.

"That conveniently explainswhy Earl Marshd let Prince Brion live," Matt said, thin-lipped. "Very neat.”
"Who could have invented such calumnies?' Sir Orizhan protested.

"The bauchan." Sergeant Brock nodded toward Buckeye.

Sir Orizhan sared at the spirit, then whipped his gaze back to the mingtrdl. ™Y ou mean the creature
makes the words come out of the minstrel's mouth?!

"No, he can't do that." Matt frowned, suddenly aert. "1 thought he was just putting the thoughtsinto the
mingtrel's head, but... Watch the singer'slips, closdy!"

His companions stared at him as though he were mad, then shrugged and turned to watch the minstrel
again. The man sang,

" 'And do you see yonder'slittle boy,

A-catching of that ball?

That isKing Drustan's son,’ she said,

'And | love himtheworst of dl!""

"By my troth, it'strue!” Sir Orizhan exclamed. "Hislipsform sounds we're not hearing!"
Matt nodded. "Buckeye is blocking the words the minstrd's redlly saying."

" So the bauchan is making up the words we do hear?' Sergeant Brock guessed.

"Maybe." But Matt wasn't so sure. He was a good American boy who had grown up on commercias
and politicians promises, and he was very much aware how well the song fitted King Drustan's purposes.
Hewondered if it was redlly the bauchan who was making up those words, after al, though he didn't



doubt it was Buckeye's mischief that opened achanne for whoever redlly was broadcasting them. He
had asudden vivid image of the mingtrel asaradio, picking up signas from someplace farther north.

The mingrd sang on:

" 'Hishead islike unto abull,

Hisnoseislike aboar!’

'No matter for that,’ King Drustan said,

I'll love him the better therefore!" "

Then the king pulled off hisfriar'srobe,

And appeared dl inred.

She shrieked, she cried, she rubbed her hands,
And she said she was betrayed.”

Who redly was transmitting? King Drustan was suddenly no longer the obvious source—that last verse
favored Prince John too much, asthe legitimate heir. Somehow, though, Matt just couldn't believe such
an obviousloser could have the intelligence to compose abalad like that, let done think of broadcagting
it magicaly to any minstrelswith nothing on their minds—or coming out of their mouths, asthe case might
be. Also, John was a prince, not a sorcerer.

The mingrd was gill Snging. Matt concentrated on hiswords, hoping for aclue.
"Then the king looked over hisleft shoulder,

And agrim look looked he,

And hissad, 'Earl Marshd, but for my oath,

Then hanged thou wouldst bel" "

He struck afinal chord, and it echoed in aroom suddenly slent, as everyone stared, appalled, at the
thought of one of the most chivarous knightsin the land suddenly transformed into atreacherous villain.

It numbed Matt, too. Somebody was trying to destroy the credibility of one of the pillars of goodness
and principlein Bretanglia. He suspected sorcery in abig way—but who was a big enough sorcerer?

The Man Who Went Out the Window.

Suddenly, he was back at the top of Matt's suspect list. Matt began to see that, no matter who logt, the
sorcerer won.

Then the crowd rose in one roaring monstrous wave, rolling toward the mingtrdl.
The man blanched and shrank into the nearest corner.

The reaction took Matt by surprise. He sat frozen for a second, appalled at the transformation from
shouting to charging.

Then the shock wore off, and he legped out of his seat, running to put himsdlf between the minstrel and



the crowd, then spinning to face the customers, drawing his sword. A second later Sergeant Brock was
at hisleft with his quarterstaff up to guard, and Sir Orizhan was at hisright with his sword out and ready.

The sght of naked stedl gave the crowd pause, even asecond of slence. Matt took his opportunity.
"Freedom of speech!”

A roomful of blank looks answered him—the phrase was nonsense to medieva peasants.

"Let him sing what he pleases,” Matt explained, "and anyone who can argue the queen's side, go ahead
and argue! Therest of you use your common sense and decide who'sright!”

"We know who'swrong!" A man legped into the front rank, aman with his hood up and avery hairy
forefinger pointing past Mait at the mingrd. " Stop him! He's going out the window!"

"That doesn't make him guilty!" Matt shouted, but hisvoice waslogt in the roar asthe crowd charged.
Cudges gppeared, striking at the knights swords, then snapping back as Matt and Sir Orizhan dashed.
Sergeant Brock was beating a mad tattoo on three other staves and taking afew knocks himsdlf. Matt
stepped in front of him and snapped, " Out the window!™

Sergeant Brock was too experienced asoldier to argue with an officer under battle conditions. He went.
Matt cut off acouple of cudgdls, then snapped at Sir Orizhan, "Out!"

"l shdl not leave you— Ouch!" The knight took ablow on hisleft shoulder.

"That could have been your right! Get OUT!" Matt stormed, and as the knight faded behind him, he
whirled his sword in afigure-eight. The commoners pulled back at his sudden ferocity, pulled back but
waited—wisely, too, because Maitt couldn't have kept it up for long. On the other hand, he didn't need
to.

"Away, away! For | will fly to thee, Not through the window where you've clambered hard, But on the
viewlesswings of poesy, To land besde Sr Or'zhanin the yard!”

Hefdl afoot and ahdf asthe candldight disappeared, but he was ready for it and only stumbled. He
looked up, saw Sergeant Brock and Sir Orizhan staring at him, and beyond them, the mingtrdl. "Don't
just stand there," Matt told them. "Run!”

"What from?" Sir Orizhan demanded.
"From the mob!" Matt cried, exasperated. "Who do you think I'm running from—Keats?

They ran.

They had agood enough head start so that they were dready lost in the shadows of the village huts
before the vanguard of the crowd came charging out of the tavern, howling for blood. They ran about
thirty feet, then dowed, stopped, and milled about, baffled and enraged. Thewind blew Matt and his
companions shreds of conversation.

"Where did they go?'
"Through the huts toward the south road, most likely!"
"Road? That was a sorcerer's spel !

"Ayel How esecould they dl disappear likethat?"



"What sorcerer ever had need of aroad?’
"Disappear?' Sir Orizhan stared back at the maob.
"We climbed out the window!" the minstrel protested.

"They saw me disgppear, and found an empty corner,” Matt explained. “They jumped to
conclusions—no surprise, since that's what they've been doing al evening. Let's make tracks while we
can, gentlemen. It'sgoing to be another cold night.”

An hour later Matt hated and pronounced them far enough away to be able to risk camping. He and his
companions set about their usud tasks without even discussing them. He was surprised and pleased to
seethe mingrd pitch in and hel p— gathering wood, clearing afirering and rolling stonesfor it, and
cutting boughsfor deeping. The wood he chose was very dry, so their minima campfire gave off very
little smoke. The minstrel pulled out asmall kettle and went to fill it with water from anearby stream. By
the time he came back, Sergeant Brock had rigged a greenstick pothook to hang the kettle over the fire.

"| think we could dl use awarm draft." Matt took out some dried herbs and crumbled themin. His
companions shied alittle, so hetold them, "Don't worry, it'sjust chamomile. Congratul ations on your
performance, mingrel.”

"I've seldom sung with so great an effect,” the snger said with awry amile. "'l hope | can remember the
words."

"Y ou made them up on the spur of the moment, then?' Sergeant Brock hunched forward, intent on the
answer.

"Made them up?1 didn't even sing them!” the minstrel shuddered. "Thewords| did sing were only the
tale of the queen'sregretsfor her son's death and her ward's kidnapping.”

"Kidnapping?' Sir Orizhan pressed close.

The minsgtrel looked at hisface and shrugged uneasily. "How else explain her disgppearancefrom a
moated grange?”’

"Escape.” Sir Orizhan leaned back. "My lady isfar more resourceful than most would think, to look upon
her—s0 pae of complexion and hair, and so quiet in her manner.”

Themingrel looked keenly a him. "Y our lady?"

"He'sfrom southern Merovence—the princess home didtrict, in fact,” Matt said quickly. "But about your
song, minstrel—could vow hear the words you were Singing?'

"Not those | sang mysdlf, no. | knew what words | meant, knew which sounds my mouth shaped—bt I,
too, heard only thistreacherous dander of the queen's confessing an adultery she never committed.” The
minstrel shuddered again. "'l cannot wonder that my listeners should be so angered!”

Sir Orizhan frowned. "Why should they suddenly attack, though? These same people had aready
listened to the earl being blamed for deflowering the queen, though dl know King Drustan was her
second husband and wedded to her before she ever met Earl Marsha. Worse, they had heard him
named as Prince Brion'sred father, both with nothing more than shouts of outrage. Why should they turn
violent so suddenly?'

Within Matt's head, Memory recited, Peace. The charm'swound up. Aloud, he said, "I think it was



another effect of the spell.”
"Spell?*" The mingrel sared, eyesamos bulging. "What foul magic wasthis?'

"Well," Matt said, fedling sheepish, "I'm afraid part of it came from a spirit who has picked me out asthe
target for hismischief."

"Spirit?" Themingtrel began toinch away from him.

"A bauchan," Matt explained. "1 picked him up by accident when we camped in adeserted cottage. Now
hewon't leave usdone."

"Aye. Suchistheway of bauchans." The mingtrel kept inching.

"He could have created the illuson of different words coming out of your mouth," Matt said, "but | don't
think he could have made up those verses.”

"Indeed!" exclamed an indignant voice behind him. "Do you think I'm lacking in cleverness, then?’

The minstrel froze, staring, as Buckeye stepped out of the shadows to hunker down by thefire, dressed
only in hisown hair, which admittedly wastota cover. He fixed Matt withamaevolent glare. "Y ou
should know by now there's no end to my deviousness.”

"Being devious doesn't mean you can craft verses." Matt thought of Auden and wondered about that. He
glanced at the mingtrel. The man had stopped trying to get awvay and was following the conversation with
fascination. Matt could dmost hear him thinking, What agrest song thiswill make! Hetried to ignore
unwanted publicity and went on. "But clever or not, be honest for once. Did you make up those words,
or did you just say thefirgt thing that came into your mind?’

Buckeye glared at him, but admitted, "Thelatter. | thought the verses quite inspired, mysdlf.”
"Quite," Mait said dryly. "The question is, who inspired them in you?'

"Why, mysdf!"

"Wasit?' Matt chalenged. "Or did somebody put them in your head for their own purposes?!
The bauchan reared back, affronted. “"Who could invade my mind so?"

"Well, for thefirgt part of the song,” Matt said, "I thought it was some sorcerer who was working for
King Drustan, since the words made Queen Petronille look so bad—but by the end, the lyrics added up
to making John look like the only legitimate heir. Maybe he has a sorcerer who worked on you.” Even as
hesad it, hefdt athrill of discovery—John having a pet sorcerer would explain an awful lot.

"No sorcerer or wizard could scramble my thoughts so!* the bauchan spluttered. "I am a creature of the
land! Bretangliaitsdlf protects mel”

Inspiration struck Matt again. "Unless the sorcerer was himsdlf a creature of theland.”
The bauchan glared at Matt.

"It'strue, isn't it?" Matt pressed. "If the sorcerer was using magic that had grown up in Bretanglia, or if he
was the descendant of generations of Bretanglian village magicians, he might be able to meddie with
Bretanglian spirits, mightn't he?'



Buckeye glared at him slently, but the mingrel found hisvoice. "Aye. He could.”
"I I did not craft the verses mysdf!" Buckeye sngpped. " Credit me with someintelligence, wizard!"

"Wizard?' The mingre glanced at Matt, wide-eyed, then a Sir Orizhan, who gave aone-inch nod. The
minstrel's gaze snapped back to the bauchan.

"If you think you're such agreat poet,” Matt told him, "proveit.”
"l will'" the bauchan cried, and began to recite, "Whan that Aprille, with her flowers soote—"

"Foul!" Métt cried. "How do | know you're not reciting that from memory?"' In fact, he suspected the
bauchan was doing just that—or Chaucer had alot of explaining to do.

Buckeye shut up and glowered at him. "How would you have me prove my cleverness, then?"
"I'll giveyou aligt of words," Matt suggested. "Y ou have to make averse that uses them.”
"What words did you have in mind?" the bauchan asked waxily.

"Oh... lef'ssay..." Matt thought fast." 'Self, pelf, send, bend, spice, sand, ice, and land." "

"Hal Nothing easier!" the bauchan crowed. "Y ou've made them rhyme yoursdlf! Let methink... | haveit!
I'll craft the stave!

"My powers!'ll bend

Tofavor my sdf

Andfairly send

Bone, blood, and pelf

By spicy sand

Toicy landd"

"Therel" Buckeye dapped hisknee, staring at Matt in triumph. "I can craft averseaswel as—Y AWK!"

He disappeared so quickly that air whooshed in to fill the space his body had occupied. Somehow the
companions were left with the fading impression of eyeswide and appalled in arubbery face.

Sergeant Brock stared. "What happened to him?”
CHAPTER 11

"Hemade averse," Matt said, "and it worked—worked magic, that is. It trangported him somewhere
very far to the north—or maybe very far south, where theré'sice and snow dl year 'round. Don't worry,
he'sbuilt for it. All that body hair..." Matt wondered if bauchans were related to yetis.

Themingrd grinned. "He forgot that verseswork magic, didn't he?'

"Right," Matt confirmed. "He was s0 intent on trying to make agood verse that he didn't pay much
atention to what it meant—Ilike alot of poets|'veread.”

The mingrd gave him asharp look. "I think it'sjust aswell | didn't tell you my name. Y ou were most



restrained with him, wizard."
Matt shrugged. "No need to do anything more."

"Y ou might have done something that would make him fear us enough to stay away," Sergeant Brock
sad. "Asitis, hewill only use hismagic to find hisway back to us. Why did you not punish him sorely?*

Mait shrugged again. "Thiswasal | needed—to get him out of our way for the night. Besides, it was
more fun to trick him into sending himsdlf onalong trip.”

"But he sat that crowd againgt us, for surely he must have known you would legp to the minstrel's
defense! Could you not have punished him enough to teach him to cease meddling?'

"No, | don't think s0," Matt said dowly. "It'shisnature. Anything | did would only have made him
determined to have revenge." He looked to the minstrel, the authority on loca folklore, for confirmation.

The minstrd nodded.

"We have trouble enough from him when he'sjust being mischievous," Mt said. "Can you imagine how
bad heéld be if he redlly wanted to get back at me?

Sergeant Brock shuddered, and Sir Orizhan said fervently, "Y our act of mercy was not only chivarous,
but wise"

"Thanks," Matt said, "but you and | both know that chivalry iswisdom, in thelong run.”
Sir Orizhan looked up in surprise. "'l did not know you were aknight aswell asawizard."

"Oh, I've been knighted, yes." Matt decided it was best not to go into the details. "Of course, in the short
run the chivalrous action often looks foolish—for example, letting an enemy live”

"It s;eems 50, yes," Sir Orizhan agreed, "but if you can turn that enemy into afriend by your mercy, itis
the wiser course of action.”

The mingtrd stared. "Y ou don't mean that you can turn abauchan into an aly!"

"I'd better," Matt said. "He won't stay gone, after dl. It'll take him sometime, but helll find away to
magic himsdf back to us—so let'shope | can find away for usto be useful to each other. After all,
bauchans aren't dways mdicious, arethey?"

"Wdll, they have been known to help their hogtsif the peopleredly needed it,” the minstrel said, but
added, "There's no way to know, of course. They are completely unpredictable.”

Prince John was playing chess againgt himsdlf, moving al the pawnsinto the center of the board one
move at atime, then having the knights, bishops, rooks, and queens take turns demolishing the little men.
Even with hisimagination putting the faces of his brothers on the pieces, it was till boring—hée'd doneit
too many times before.

"Y our Highness."
The princelooked up, mildly interested—anything to break the boredom. "Y es, Orlin?"

His squire was pale of face—bad news. This might be more interesting yet. If nothing else, it could be an
excuse to beat the chap.



"Highness," the young man said, "thereisword come from Woodstock.”

Prince John frowned. He didn't particularly care for Rosamund, but he did lust after her, and treasured
the notion of crushing thelook of disdain from her haughty festures and replacing it with total, abject fear.
Besides, she came with the crown—and vice versa. Betrotha would strengthen his claim, and he knew
enough of court intrigue to know that, even with Gaheris and Brion dead, he would need every bit of
strengthening he could gain, to make the barons accept hisreign.

"Highness?' The squire's voice trembled with fear.

John smiled, liking the sound. Everyone knew hisfather's rages and feared hiswould be every bit asbad,
once he had power. "Y our news had better not trouble me," he warned. " Speak."

"The princessisgone, Y our Highness."
"Gone?" John frowned. "What do you mean, ‘gone?"

"Disappeared, Y our Highness." Squire Orlin swalowed heavily. "The newsisthat the king went to bring
her the news of victory himself, and found alifeless likenessin her place— awooden statue.”

John smirked, having some idea of theway in which hisfather had intended to bring Rosamund the news,
and gloating over hisdiscomfiture. "Where was the true princess?"

"Nowhere." Orlin was used to John's ability to ignore what he didn't wish to hear. He took a deep breath
and said, "She had vanished.”

"Vanished?" John frowned. "How? She had guards at her door, awall around her grange, and a moat
around thewall! How could she have vanished?"

"I havenoides, Y our Highness."

John finally registered the fact that hisintended—uwell, he had intended to have her, anyway—was gone.
"Say not S0, knave!" He siwung backhanded at the squire. Orlin knew from long practice just how far to
|ean back—enough to take most of the sting out of the blow, not enough so that John would think he had
missed. He fell down for good measure.

"Poltroon and liar!" John raved. "Gone, do you say? Let her jailersbejailed! Let her guards be
imprisoned! How could they have falled so in their duties?' Then hefroze, eyeswidening, "Witcheraft,
that's how! Stolen away by witchcraft— and that means Mother!"

"But—But the queen is hersdf imprisoned!” Orlin protested from the floor. " The queen is not awitch!™

"Not awitch? Fool, could she have cost Father so dearly in battle if she were not? No, it must be
Mother's doing!" John turned away, glowering, rubbing hisleft hand around hisright fist " She hasfound a
way to cheat me of my prize again, to cheat me of my rightsagain! But | shal have my due! | shal be
revenged”

"Upon your own mother?" Orlin gasped.

"Of course not!" John turned back to him, scowling. "What fool would risk his mother'slove? No, I'll be
revenged by finding the princess!"

Orlin reflected that John had lost his mother'slove long ago, but was wise enough not to say so.

Mama and Papawa ked the high road dressed as peasants, but Papa's staff was of rowan, and would



focus his spelswith the accuracy of arifle. Mamal's hazel wand was hidden in her flowing skirts. Neither
expected to use them, of course— they'd found that broadcast spells worked much more effectively,
though with lessintengity. Still, it never hurt to be prepared, and peasants weren't alowed swords.

Papa frowned at the trees about them. " Strange to see so much ivy! | hadn't known that England grew it
by themile

"It doesn't,” Mamatold him with certainty, "at least, not in any of the herba booksI'veread. And so
much moss”

"I knew England was wet, but not so soggy asthis," Papa agreed. " See how many of thosevinesare
mistletoe! Almost as bad askudzu in our universe!™

"Migtletoe?' Mamalooked more closdly. "Yes, itis. | didn't know you had taken up botany, husband.”

"I haven't." Pgpaturned to her withagleam in hiseye. "Buit if thereisone plant | will recognize, itis
midtletoe.”

Mama blushed and turned away, but reached out for his hand nonetheless. Lifting her gaze, she looked
for achange of subject. "They are asthick as ever, Ramon."

"The ravens?' Papalooked up, frowning. "Yes, | know. | would have expected them to cluster thickly
around old towers, but there seem to be adozen of them on every tree, too."

"And the nights are filled with the hooting of owls” Mamasaid. "I could swear someone doesn't want us
to deep.”

"Don't swear," Papasaid quickly. "Y ou never know what it will bring, here."

"Of course," Mamasaid with scorn. "Oh, look! A crossroads, and avillage. It will be good not to have
to eat biscuit and jerky again.”

But asthey came near the village green, avoice behind them caled, "One sde! Make way!"

They had been in medieva Europe long enough to know what that meant. They scurried to the side of the
road and watched the knight come trotting past, grinning, with adozen men-at-arms behind him. Severd
of them leered at Mama, but apparently decided she wastoo old, and turned away with scorn.

"Y ou may relax, husband,” Mamasaid gently. "They could see | was old enough to be their mother.”
"Redly?' Pgpaturned to her with asmile, relaxing alittle. "To me, you dways ook to be nineteen.”

Mamagave him aroguish amile, then turned serious. "L et usfollow quickly, husband. Thereis something
about that entourage that troublesme.”

Theknight drew up in front of theinn, crying, "A fabulousvictory! A grand triumph! | stood beside
Prince John as he cut down the Count Haltain! | was his shield mate as he hewed and hacked like a
madman! Theking istill king and haslocked the queen into a castle for aprison! Bretangliaiswhole

agan'”

"How did he spell that?* But Papa spoke absently; he was watching the parents and sons of the village
crowd around the warriorswith loud cries of praise while the young women turned away, not daring to
run. Taken by surprise, they could do no better than turn their facesto the nearest wall.

From his mount, the knight caught sight of aform that was shapely even in the baggy peasant skirt and



blouse. He pushed his horse through, grinning at the lone despairing cry, and leaned down to catch the
peasant girl by the shoulder and turn her around. "Here, lass! Let's have alook at your face!”

Thegirl tried to twist away, but the knight caught her chin and held it fast. He wet hislips and nodded.
"Not bad, not bad at al." He dropped her chin, caught her by the arm, and tossed her to one of his men.
"Here, Sergeant! Bring her to my chamber! Landlord, take meto your finest room, and quickly!”

But the girl managed to twist free from the sergeant's hold and dodge behind the broad back of the
innkeeper. "Father, no! Hide me!™

"Oh, she'syour get, isshe?' The knight grinned, reveling in the double pain he would cause. "Well, you
should be honored to send her to aknight.”

"Nay, sr!" theinnkeeper protested, looking up at the knight. “Sheisgtill avirgin!™

"What, a her age?’ the knight said in scornful disbelief. " She can have one of me or twelve of my men,
innkeeper. Choosal”

"Why, you scoundrel!" Mama cried, and ran to put hersalf between the knight and the innkeeper. "How
dareyou cal yoursdf aman of chivary when you would debauch avirgin?'

Papa stiffened in darm, but the innkeeper, with vast relief, turned to aboy nearby and snapped, "Friar
Thomas! Run asyou never havel”

The boy sped away, even asthe knight turned purple and roared, "How dare you so address a belted
knight, fishwife? Asidel" He swung abackhanded blow &t her.

It struck hard against Papa's staff. The knight howled and cursed, then caled to his men, " Strike down
thisimpertinent cur!™

Mama whipped out her wand and chanted a quick Spanish couplet.

The men-at-arms shouted in anger and charged Papa—but he swung his g&ff in acircle, hand over hand
like an airplané's propeller, and a series of knocks sounded as the first three men reached him. They fell
back into the men behind them, who jammed back againgt the six il trying to get forward, and the
whole dozen churned into a scrambled, shouting mass.

"Witcheraft!" the knight cried, whipping out his sword.

"Overconfidence, more likely," Papareplied. "Haven't you taught your men never to underestimate an

enemy?'

Theknight froze with his sword high, glowering down from his mount in suspicion. "Y ou do not talk likea

"A man'srank should make no differenceto atrue knight,” Papalectured. "Chivalry extendsto all
regardless of rank, and avirgin peasant should be as sacred to you as any lady of the highest station.”

Anger warred with warinessin the knight's face. "Who are you to school me so?"

"A schoolmaster and scholar indeed,” Papareplied, and probably would have gone on at some length if a
lanky man in abrown robe hadn't come running up, the top of his head shaved in atonsure. "Here now,
Sir Knight!” he scolded. "Would you break your vows of chivary by robbing awoman of her virtue?'

The knight looked up in surprise, men darted aglare of pure venom at the innkeeper. He turned to the



friar, snapping, "It isno concern of yours, shave-pate!”

"Thewefare of every soul inthis parish ismy concern!™ The friar took up astance between Mamaand
the knight. They stood four deep between him and his quarry now—the friar, Papa, Mama, and the
innkeeper. "Y ou arein my parish this moment, so your soul, too, isin my carel Remember the
Commandments, O Man of Might! Remember especialy the Sixth Commandment!”

"Sheian't married, if shestruly avirgin, as her father says" the knight grunted. "That's not adultery.”

"No, but it isfornication, which isamost as bad, and the despoiling of avirgin makesit far worse! Then,
too, if sheisnot willing, which she plainly isnot, you speak of rape, which isworse than either! Our Lord
Himself has commanded usto refrain from fornication—and scanda! If your actionslead achildinto sin,
it would be better for you to be cast into ariver with amillstone tied around your neck!"

Theknight swung his sword high with an oath. "Who says so?'

"Our Lord said s0!" Thefriar stood tiff and unflinching before that blade. "What, Sir Knight! Will you
imperil your immortal soul for mere amusement? Will you send yourself to an eternity of torturefor afew
minutes pleasure?’

Theknight sat his horse, sword poised, wavering.

Mamamade asmal set of gestures, and her lips moved, but her voice came from the middle of the
crowd, behind the knight's back:

"Amazing grace,

How sweet the sound

That saved awretch like thee!
Y ou once were log,

But now are found,

Were blind, but now you see!”

Everyone looked up and about, startled by the sweet sounds, eyeswidening asjoy burst within
them—and even the knight's face was transformed. He sheathed his sword, nodding in acceptance.
"Even asyou have said, Father! Nay, let the lass stay whole—and | thank you for saving my soul!™

Heturned to hismen. "Away and go! Well spend this night at another villagesinn!™

A murmur of relief swept through the crowd as the entourage rode awvay—abut the friar beckoned the
little boy to him and said, "Take two friends and run to Renved Village by the bedine through the woods.
Tel Friar Nollid there to wel come these men as they come into his parish, or there may yet be mischief
thisnight.”

The boy dashed off, feding very important, and the friar turned to the innkeeper. "Y ou are safe now,
Goodman Ddran, Maid Darsti."

"Y es, thanksto you, friar!" The innkeeper wrung the clergyman's hand, then turned to Mamaand Papa.
"And to you, good friendsl By what magic you held the knight at bay until thefriar could arrive, | know
not, but | thank you deeply!"



Darsti caught Mamal's hand and covered it with kisses.

"It was our pleasure,” Mama assured him. "No woman should be subject to the whims of such abully,
virgin or not!"

"No woman should be forced, most certainly,” the friar said with fegling.
"Y ou must be my gueststhisnight!" the innkeeper said.
"It shal be my honor to serve you mysdlf,” Darsti assured them.

Mama and Papa exchanged a glance; then Papaturned to the innkeeper. "Under the circumstances, |
think we will accept your kind offer, mine host—but we were glad we could help.”

A few hours|later they finally managed to close the door of aprivate room on ther grateful hosts. Papa
poured them each aglass of wineand said, "A most interesting afternoon, my dear.”

"It wasindeed,” Mamaagreed. "At least the brutes till respect the clergy.”

"'Sill'istheword,” Papacautioned. "1 have difficulty believing the knights of thisland have aways been
such oafs”

"Not inthisuniverse,” Mamaagreed. "Not if Bretangliahas been agodly kingdom for centuries, aswe
have beentold.”

"Ah, but you are speaking of the past,” Papa pointed out. "King Drustan has, wittingly or not, unleashed
theforces of cruelty and oppression upon his people.”

"He has," Mamaagreed, "but they are not very far gone in decadence yet. Friars can still defend the
wesk from the mighty but corrupt.”

"Y es, but only because the knights and their men gtill have enough respect for the clergy to heed their
words," Pgpasaid. "How long can that last, my love?'

"How thickly can the ravensflock to thisland?' shereturned.

"Up, lazybones!" the voice shouted in Matt's dream. "Why do you lie here deeping when you should be
seeking my murderer?'

Even in hisdream Matt came up fighting. "'Y ou dare to wake me up! Y ou dare to deprive me of deep
when I've been hiking dl day and seeking whatever scraps of information | can to—"

"How dare you talk so to aprince!”

"We've been through that dready,” Matt said through histeeth. "Do | have to recite an exorcism verse
and kick you out of my head so | can get some deep?”!

"No, no!" Gaheris ghost said quickly. "Not that!"

"Sure, because once | kick you out, you can't get in again.” It didn't take much figuring. "So far I'm
leaving the menta door open because you might be able to give me information about the crime. No, |
don't have anything to tell you yet— but | do have ajob for you."

"A job?" the prince cried, highly insulted. "For a prince?’



"Any ghost would do, but you're most likely to know the party in question. Tell me, has Prince Brion
showed up on the other Sde?’

"Brion?' Gaheris pounced on the name. "Has he been dain, then?"

"That'swhat I'm trying to figure out,” Matt told him, "and the reports aren't exactly conclusive. It would
help alot if you could tell me you've seen his ghost roaming around looking for that tunne of light you told
me about."

"It would seek out him, not heit," Gaheris said quickly, "but he would be no quicker togo into it than I, if
he'd been murdered. No, | have not seen him here..."

"Sure you might not have missed him in the crowd?"

"There are not so many who can or wish to resist that last journey, wizard! Besides, those of usrelated to
one of the newly dain are drawn toward his ghost—several here havetold methat! | assureyou, if Brion
were here, | would know it!"

"That helps." Of course, Matt suspected Brion might have been more likely to seek out that tunnel of
light, and its exit to the afterworld, than Gaheriswas, especidly sincefor him it would probably be the
express route to Heaven, or at least to ashort stay in Purgatory. Still, Brion was worldly enough to want
justice for hisown murder. "Y es, that helps. Okay. Thanks. Check in now and then, and I'll let you know
if | learn anything solid."

"If!'Y ou had confounded well best learn something or I'll—"

"Bekicked out of my head," Mait said, cutting him off. "Now get out of here, before| do my daily
exorcises.”

"But |—*
"Out!" Matt dream-shouted. "Go 'way and let me degp!”

"Gone?" Petronille stared, her face ashen. "From a moated grange with adozen guards and jailers? How
could she be gone?!

"l know not, Mgesty." Lady Ashmund spoke with tearsin her eyes; shetoo had been fond of the
princess. "1 know only the news | have been given—that the king went to bring her the news of his
victory himsdf..."

"And | am sure how he meant to celebrateit!” Petronille snapped.
"Perhaps, Mg esty, but he found only awooden statue. Of the rea princess, therewasno sign.”

"No sgn, isit? No sign of which he darestdll theworld!" The queen turned away to thetal, multipaned
windows and stared out at the courtyard, unseeing. "He has spirited her away to some secret bower
where he can have her at hismercy for aslong as he wishes! Oh, apox upon this gilded prison!™

Sheturned to catch up aporcelain vase and hurl it into the fireplace. The crash echoed hugdly in the
stone-walled room, in spite of dl the tapestries and thick carpets; Lady Ashmund suppressed a start of
shock.

The queen strode the length of the solar and back, raving, "1 have silks and satins, | have grandeur and
slver and servants, but | cannot go to find the poor child who needs me! Curse the day that ever | met



that snake Drustan! Curse the day that | sought a southern princess for my son! How could | ever have
believed that she could aloy his spirit with some gentleness, some courtesy, some grace? All that has
happened isthat Gaheristaught her his roughness and hardness, and that my husband has set his
lecherous course toward her! Alas, the poor lady! How shadl | ever save her now?"

Lady Ashmund sought for aword of hopeto give her. "Might it not be that the Lord Wizard of
Merovence has rescued her by hismagic?'

The queen turned to give her astony, contemptuous glance. "Y ou know nothing of the old, old sorcery
with which thisland isimbued, my lady. Even |, who have learned some magic, can only guess at the
weight and mass of this cold northern runimancy! It is heavy enough to drown any magic | seek to work,
| know that, and | cannot believe that the Lord Wizard could fare better than I! Oh, apox upon thisfalse
husband of mine! A murrain upon him, for the cruel ox heid™

Lady Ashmund blanched at hearing the curse.

The queen raised her fists before her, caling out, " O elves and sprites of Bretanglial O pouks and ghasts
and night-walkersdl! If you hear me and can do it, strike down this false king who has foisted himsdlf
upon your land! Pouks, smite him! Ghagts, fill his deep with nightmares! Elves, aim your boltsat his
temples! One and dl, hear thisforeign queen he has brought to misery! Save the southern princess, save
theland, and lay him low!"

The king was a dinner the next night, with Prince John at hisright hand and Earl Marshd at hisleft. Two
dukes and their duchesses sat at the head table with him, the lower tablefilled with lesser aristocrats.
Drustan wasin high good spiritsin spite of the nasty surprise Rosamund had |eft him—he was, after dl,
the victor, and knew that the queen who had caused him so much frustration and pain with her
deprecating remarks and encouragement of his enemies was now egting her heart out in isolation.

The Duke of Boromel, sensing His Mg esty's mood and its reasons, rose and lifted his cup, crying, "A
toast!"

"A toagt!" the others cried, and rose, then fell silent with their cups on high.

"To our sovereign liege, who dines upon therich fare of victory in glittering company—and to our queen,
who drinks the bitter wine of defest in solitude!”

There was a moment's shocked silence, and Earl Marsha frowned—it was amost ungalant toast. Then
the king crowed with ddight, surging to hisfeet and lifting his cup. "To the queen!™

The other aristocrats took up the cry with relief. "To the queen!™ they cried, and laughed and drank.

Theking set hisgoblet to hislips, tilted its base high—then turned rigid, eyes bulging, and let out asingle
hoarse cry ashefdl, the goblet dipping from hisfingers and dashing wine al over Prince John.

There was another moment of shocked silence. Prince John broke it with acry of distress and dropped
to hisknees by hisfather, lifting the older man by the shoulders and fedling for his pulse.

For himsdlf, King Drustan knew only sudden darknessthat after awhile lightened. He seemed to float in
avoid of migt, hearing voicestak around him.

"Yes, Your Highness, | am surehewill live"
"Praisesbel" said John'svoice, though it was shaking. "But will he bewell?"



"Ah! Nicdly asked," the older voice sighed. "No physician can answer that while he degps. We can only
wait and see how he fares when he wakes."

"I am awake," King Drustan grumbled—»but why were the words so dow to come, so hard to form? He
forced his eyes open and saw Prince John and Dr. Ursats, staring a him. Behind them he saw the
tapestries of his own bedchamber, and the curtains between them and himsdlf were those of hisown
tester bed. He sat up, assuming his most arrogant posture— then redlized that he hadn't, that he had
scarcdly stirred. Panic gripped him, and he hid it by shouting. "A pox upon you! Do you not hear me? |
am awake!"

Thistime, though, he heard his own voice—only agargling mixed with asort of braying, amouthing of
vowelswith scarcely a consonant. The panic surged higher, and he would have screamed, only John
stepped up to him, gripping his hand. "He wakes! How are you, my father?'

"What nonsenseto worry!" Drustan said, mallified. "I am perfectly wel!™

But he wasn't, and he knew it. He couldn't hear the words he had spoken, heard only a sort of cawing in
their place.

Now the doctor stepped up on his other side and took his hand. "1 am relieved to see you conscious, my
liege. Do you remember what happened?’ Then, before the king could answer, "Allow meto remind you.
Y ou were about to drink atoast to the queen when you fell down, unconscious.”

Theking frowned, remembering.

"Suffer my impertinence, Mgesty." The doctor leaned over and lifted first one eydid, then the other,
garing intently into each orb in turn. Then he straightened and said, " Squeeze my hand, Mgesty.”

"What idle gameisthis?' Drustan snapped, but heard again only an ass braying. Appalled, he resolved
that he would never talk again. He did, however, squeeze the doctor's hand, and Ursats nodded,
satisfied. Hetook the king's other hand from John and said, " Squeeze with this hand now, Mgjesty."

The king repressed the urge to make awithering comment and squeezed.
The doctor's face was completely neutra. "Have you squeezed my hand, Y our Mg esty?'

"What the devil sort of question..." Drustan heard his own cawing and clamped hisjaw shut. Heforced a
very giff nod.

"Yet | fdt nothing,” Dr. Ursats said sadlly.
"What does thismean?" John cried.

"That HisMgjesty has been ef-shot,” Ursatstold him, then to Drustan, " Some mdicious sprite has aimed
his miniature crossbow at you, Mgesty, and struck your temple with histiny dart. Country folk find their
minuscule arrowheads in the dust of aroad sometimes, after athunderstorm. This barb haslodged in
your brain, though, and will be some timeworking itsway loose."

Theking stared, and tried to ignore the fear that threatened to overwhelm him.

"Until it does," Ursatswent on, "your speech will be durred, and the whole right side of your body will
move only with difficulty, if at dl.”

Theking brayed denid.



"Peace, Your Mgesty." Dr. Ursats patted his hand. "Is not the life agreater thing than the body, and the
body itsdf greeter than the ability to walk without alimp?"

"No!" the king shouted, and thistime they understood him.

The doctor smiled. "You see, Y our Mgesty? With effort, you can still make yoursalf understood! With
practice and work, you shal one day speak again, dmost aswell asyou did before.”

"But my leg!" Drustan howled. "My arm!™

Ursats explained as though he had understood. ™Y ou shdl have to work as hard asyou did when first
you learned sword-play, practice as diligently as when you strove to magter jousting by riding a a
quintain. But with constant effort, you shdl gain in strength and smoothness as the arrowhead worksiits
way free. Then, someday, you shal wak again, perhapswith only the dightest of limpd!"

"Learn to walk, asthough | were atoddling babe?' The king howled at the injustice of it.

John gripped hishand again. "Y ou shdl not face this daunting prospect adone, Father! | shdl be here
beside you every day, hereto comfort and sustain you! Only tell me what you need, and | shall seeit
fetched!"

"Don't patronize me, boy!" King Drustan snarled.

John frowned. " 'Don't’ ... ?'Y ou said something el se, then 'boy."

The doctor looked up with keen interest. "Can you understand him, then?”
"A little, | think. Was| right, Father?"

Drustan stared at him, gears meshing in his brain. Slowly, he nodded.

"We captured the Count of Tundinin battle," John reminded him, "but hisyoungest son fought in Earl
Marshd's entourage. Shall we hold both father and son attainted, then?”

Drustan scowled. "Why spesk of such triviaat atimelikethis?'

"Agan, moredowly," John urged, and Drustan redlized what the boy wastrying to do. Sowly and with
great effort he said, "Attaint the father. The sonis Count.”

"Y ou say thefather is attainted?’

Hope thrilled in Drustan; he nodded.

"But the son? What of the youngest son?"

Trying even harder to be clear, Drustan said, "He is now Count."

"Did you say that you declare the youngest son to be Count of Tundin?' John asked with greet intengity.
One corner of Drustan's mouth lifted in aleer intended to be a smile. He nodded.

"Excdlent!" John squeezed Drugtan's hand with both of hisown. "Thus shdl you rule till, my father! |
shall cometo you with dl the questions of state, and listen until you have made yoursdlf clear! | shal bear
al your commandsto your ministers, and seethat eachis carried out asyou would wish it! | shall come
to talk to you twice aday, threetimes aday, as often as it takes—and at |east once, at supper, only to



enjoy your company!" He shivered. "For you must know, Father, how much afraid | am, without your
shield to ward me! How badly | need your presence to give me the strength of will to face your
miniserd”

Compassion flowed; for afew minutes Drustan's own fear submerged under concern for his son—the
only son left him now! He squeezed John's hand and muttered, "Be brave, lad! | shal be herefor you,
ever a your call! How could | desert you, when you do my work?"'

John smiled, reassured, and gave as good as he got. "Courage, my father! Y ou have beaten many
enemies, greet enemies— surely now you can defeat one o tiny!”

Half an hour later John returned to his own gpartments. He closed the door behind him and let out along
ggh, folding in on himsdlf.

"Wasit asdifficult asall that?' asked aresonant baritone.

John snapped upright, remembering the rendezvous he had st. "It went well enough, Niobhyte. It went
just asyou sadit would.”

CHAPTER 12

John went to the Sde table, his steps unsteady, and poured agoblet of wine with hands that trembled
from the release of tension. "The spell worked as you said it would—I understood him, but no one dse
could. How did you persuade the elves to shoot him?"

"There are some things sorcerers must not confide.” Niobhyte didn't tell John that the stroke had been as
much of asurpriseto him asto everyone else. He had been quicker to take advantage of it, though. "Did
| not promise you that you would rule within six months of our pact?’

"Youdid," John acknowledged. "I had not known it would come &t the price of awar, though.”

"The war would have comein any event,” Niobhyte said easily. "Y our parents would have made war
upon Merovenceif not upon one another. Asit is, you can blame the éf-shot on the Lord Wizard, and
clam hedid it to keep Bretangliafrom atacking his queen and wife."

John's eye gleamed. "Yes, | can seethat would serve.” He sat in achair opposite Niobhyte's.

"| regret that your road to power came at the cost of the lives of your brothers, and your father'sillness.”
Niobhyte's expression said that he was anything but sorry.

John waved away the haf gpology. "Believe me, it scarcely tearsa my heart. | would have dain my
brothers mysdlf, for al Gaheris hurts and Brion's arrogance and condescension. Asto my father, he has
suffered only afraction of the hurt due him." John's hand tightened on the gobl et as he remembered his
mother's furious denunciations of mistress after mistress. They must have been true, for his mother had
sdit.

"I understand.” Niobhyte nodded. " Always the youngest, dwaysthe smalest. It isonly your dueif, after
dl,yourisetorule”

"Yessss." [t was more a hissthan aword as John gazed into his cup.
"You ruledready,” Niobhyte reminded him, “infact if not in word."

"Yes, | must have the shadow of my father behind me for some few weeks more,” John agreed, "until al



the barons have accepted my authority. Of course, | will only ddliver those of my father's commands that
serve my own interests, and if | issue afew orders of which Father knows nothing, who will care?’

"Quitetrue," Niobhyte agreed. "However, you do indeed need your father for sometimeyet, if your only
power isas hisregent.”

"True, very true." John's nose wrinkled as though at afoul smell. "Curse Brion for having made his body
disappear! If | could prove hisdeath, | could be king in my own right.”

"Beieve me, he could not have trangported his own corpse avay from us," Niobhytetold him. "I would
suspect the Lord Wizard of Merovence of the deed.”

John darted aquick, suspiciouslook a him. "Y ou blame him for al my troubles, don't you?'

"And with good reason," Niobhyte maintained. "His purpose isto keep Bretanglia too weak and too
disorganized to attack Merovence. The more confusion he can create, the less the danger to hiswife.
No, Highness—Majesty that will be—you must wait until you have consolidated your power over the
nobles and the Church before your father can passto his reward. Whether you are crowned or not, they
will rebd againgt you if they can. Even King Drustan has had to put down rebdlionsfrom timeto time,
though the people love him for making the land safe and prosperous.”

"Oh, | shal make it safe and prosperous, too," John purred, gazing into thefire. "l shal makeit safeand
prosperous indeed—for mysdf.”

Two nightslater Matt and his companions found an inn as the sun was setting. Asthey were about to go
in, Matt noticed something. He stopped Sir Orizhan with ahand on the shoul der.

"What troubles you?' the knight asked, then followed the direction of Mart's gaze.
"The bird." Matt pointed.

Looking, his companions saw abig black avian, like avery oversized crow, sitting on awindowsill and
peering into theinn.

"It hopesto beg acrust or two, | doubt not,” Sir Orizhan said.
Sergeant Brock nodded. "1t was ever the way of ravensto wait for what was left.”

"If you say s0," Matt said, with misgivings, and started to follow them in, when the bird turned and fixed
him with abright black bead of an eye. A chill passed through Matt; he felt that he had never seen such
malicein abird's glance, such sheer gloating malevolence and eagerness to pounce.

Then the raven turned its attention back to theinterior of theinn, and it was only alarge black bird again.
Sowly, Mait followed his companionsinto theinn.

They walked into ablast of noise—conversation, laughter, snatches of song, and the clattering of wooden
platters. Serving wenches swive ed through the crowd, trays held high. Glasseslifted in toast.

"Quite aparty,” Matt observed. "What do you think they're celebrating?'
Sir Orizhan shrugged. "Life."
"Do you think we will be able to stay the night thistime?' Sergeant Brock asked.

"We can only hope," Matt sighed.



"I mean no offense, Lord Wizard," Sir Orizhan said, "but this bauchan of yoursis proving to be amost
pernicious nuisance.”

"Not s0 loud,” Matt hissed. "He might hear, and takeit asacompliment.” Then, in amore normal voice,
"I'mredlly sorry abouit this, guys, but heisn't my bauchan—not willingly, anyway."

"So long as he does not take usfor your family, | suppose we will bewell enough,” Sir Orizhan said. He
surveyed the room and shook his head. "We have come late—there is no table empty.”

"Thereisonein the back corner." Sergeant Brock pointed. "Thereisonly theoneman at it."
The one man in question was hunched over, glowering at histankard and muttering to himself.

"Not the world's most savory company,” Matt said warily, "but it's the only table with any room. Brace
yourselves for an unpleasant med."

"I would say that we should go on to the next village and chance theinn there," Sir Orizhan said, "save
that we have dready done so, and the darkness is upon us. It may be that you should stop urging usto
just one morevillage, Lord Wizard."

It was getting to be arunning argument. "But were going so dowly asitis," Matt protested. "Werun into
SO many ddays.”

Sir Orizhan sighed. "Then we shdl have to suffer the company of adrunkard.”

"Pooh! WEell only listen for the space it takes him to drink three more stoups of de," Sergeant Brock told
him. “Then hell fal edeep and well berid of histalk."

"Oh, redly?' Maitt regarded the drunk with ajaundiced eye. "How is he going to get three more stoups?'
"Why, you will buy them for him." Sergeant Brock grinned. "Isit not asmdl pricefor peace?!

"l suppose s0," Matt sghed, "and money's no problem yet. Gentlemen, be seated.”

Sir Orizhan sat with him, but Sergeant Brock stared, offended. He started to speak, but caught himself.
Mait frowned up at him. "What's the matter? Sit down.”

The offense turned into disbdlief. "But | am not a.gentleman!™

Mait felt asurge of guilt as he remembered that no one below the rank of squire counted as a gentleman
inthismedieva world, and gentlemen did not dine with lower classes outside of common rooms. He
started to correct the error, but before he could speak, Sir Orizhan beckoned the man close. "Y ou are
my squire for the space of thisventure. | raise you to it, and shall makeit lasting with al due ceremony if
we succeed in our venture.”

Conflicting emotionswarred in Brock's face for amoment— disbdlief, joy, and apprehension. Matt could
understand it— peasants were almost never raised to the gentry, and if they didn't succeed, thisamazing
prize might be snatched away from the sergeant. But he must have remembered that if they didn't
succeed, they'd probably be dead, because the joy won the skirmish, and he sat down beside Sir
Orizhan, bowing his head. "I thank you, Sir Knight. From the depths of my heart.”

"Y ou honor measmuch asl you," Sir Orizhan said generoudly.

"Honor!" the drunk acrossthe table snarled. " 'S only a'scusefor killin‘agood onezh!" Helifted his



tankard, glare defying them to disagree. "L ong live Prince Brion!™

The three companions exchanged glances. Then Mait said, "Long life, and well drink to it as soon aswe
et mugs”

A serving wench overheard and swirled by their table. "Would you have de, Srs?’
"Y es, and mest and bread,” Matt told her. "Dinner, infact.”

"Assoon as| may," she promised, and whirled away.

"Busy placetonight,” Matt commented.

"'Saminshtre," the drunk informed them. "Camein f'r shupper. Landlord fed 'im while he shent boyzh
out t' tll ev'yone."

"So the whole village crowded in to be ready to listen by the time the minstrel finishes" Matt nodded.
"Smart businessman.” Then he turned to Sir Orizhan. "Does it seem to you there are an awful ot of
mingtrels running around these days?"

"Far morethan | am accustomed to seeing,” the knight agreed. "One might amost think them to be
troubadours, and usto bein the south.”

A man dressed in bright clothes stood up and struck an off-key chord on hislute.
"Or perhaps not,” Sir Orizhan amended.

The mingtrel tuned a string, then struck the chord again. It was much better, and he nodded in
satisfaction.

"Tdl usthe news ere you sing, mingtrel!" one man called, and a chorus of voicestook up thecry. "Aye,
the newd Firdt, the news"

"Well, my songs are news enough in themselves," the mingrel said, laughing.
"If they have tunes, that isnewsindeed," Sir Orizhan muttered.
"Just my luck," Matt Sghed, "traveling with acritic.”

"Stll, 'l tell you the most recent in short sentences,” the minstrel went on. "Which will you have firg—the
bad, or the good?’

"The bad!" adozen voices cried with relish.
"Thewors of it, then, isthat King Drugtan hasfdlenill.”

A furious babble broke out as people asked each other if it could be true, and assured that it could be,
wondered about the benefit-to-damage ratio of the results.

When they had quieted, and begun to redlize that the damages might well outweigh the benefits, the
innkeeper caled out, "Then what isthe good news, mingtrel ?*

"Thegood,” the mingtrd cried with false heartiness, "isthat our loya Prince John has assumed rule as
regent! The king has spoken through his son, and appointed him to carefor usal!"

The announcement was greeted with stunned silence. The mingird tried to grin around at them all, but his



gmilefatered. Then the murmuring began, dark, ugly, and apprehensve.

"I've heard of it," atinker told his neighbor, much too loudly. No doubt he'd been disgruntled at having to
give up the attention of the crowd as news bearer.

"What have you heard?' awoman at another table asked.

"Why," thetinker said in avoicetofill the room, "that thereismoreto HisMgesty's il iness than meets
theeye"

"How do you mean?' The mingrd'stone was threatening; he didn't like having histhunder stolen, either.

The tinker's tone sank to a dramatic whisper—one that carried to most of the room. "There's some as
say the queen poisoned him."

"Ridiculoush!" the drunk exploded. "Queen couldn'tve! She been in prizhon!"

Matt started to edge farther away from the man. So did Sergeant Brock; they converged on Sir Orizhan,
who sat across from the drunk.

"Worght of 'em dl, that Zhon!" the drunk grumbled. He glared into his ae, but his voice grew louder and
louder. "That Gaherish, he wazh amean 'un, but wazhn't apuling little coward, at leasht! An' who wazh
that blue knight that did in Prinsh Brion, en? Just ashuit of armor with nothin’ in-shide? That'sh bad
magic, | tdl yuh, bad! Sumthin’ redly bad, when only the sniveling dug of agrubby little coward’zh left
truleush!”

Out of the corner of hiseye Matt caught movement. He turned just in time to see the raven fly away from
the window-sill. Somehow, it gave him avery bad feding. He stood up, tugging a Sir Orizhan's shoulder.
"Comeon. | don't think | want to stay and hear this."

"Give up housen again?' Brock protested.

Sir Orizhan gtarted to object, too, until he saw the look on Mart's face. Then he nodded and stood up.
"Yes, of course. Thereis bound to be another inn down the road.”

"Oh, I'm not good enough fer yuh, hey?' the drunk caled after them. "Jus cauzhe o' Dolanzh tdlin‘a
truth, nobody wantsh 'im aroun’.”

"Might have moreto do with how much de you've drunk,” Matt told him as he hurried hisfriends toward
the door.

The innkeeper rushed to intercept them. "No, goodmen, by your leave! Stay! I'll toss out that fool Dolan!
| should have doneit long ago!”

But Dolan had no doubt been paying for hisdrinks. Still, three dinnerswould bring the innkeeper more
than adozen stoups of de.

Sergeant Brock sighed. "1 would dearly loveto stay in aninn for the night,” he said.

"All right, well stay." But Mait felt atwinge of sympathy. "Y ou don't have to kick him out, mine host. Just
tuck himinto theinglenook, okay?'

"And keep feeding him ae," Sergeant Brock added. "My... employer will pay for it." He nodded at
Matt.



"Well, if it'sthe price of agood night's deep, okay," Mait said, and they went back to the table. The
landlord preceded them and hustled Dolan off to the inglenook, protesting every inch of the way. Asthey
sat down, Matt wondered if maybe he really would have been doing the man more of afavor to let the
landlord kick him out.

He thought so even more after dinner, when the soldiers burst in.

They camefollowing ahound that |ooked to be more wolf than dog, its cry more ahowl than abark. It
padded straight toward the inglenook. The patrons exclaimed in horror and fright and lesped out of its
way, overturning chairs and tablesin their haste.

Dolan looked up and saw the hound coming. “"Nooooo!" he wailed, hands up to shield him. " Save me,

goodfolk!"

But the dog stopped inches from him, growling athreat. Dolan climbed up on his stool and pressed
himsdlf back into the inglenook, still wailing hisdenia and staring at the beast in terror.

"Down with you, then!™ A soldier struck his knees with a spear shaft, and the poor man fdll with a
scream.

The soldier yanked him upright, and Dolan yammered, "Buit I've done nothing!"

"Y ou've spoken againgt the princel” The sergeant's voice rang through the grest common room. "Don't
try to deny it! Weknow!"

"Sit down, my magters,” Sergeant Brock muttered, yanking at Mart's deeve.

Maitt looked down in surprise; he hadn't even redized held stood up. Sir Orizhan stared, too, looking
down at himself.

"We can't et them haul him away just for being drunk,” Matt muttered, but it was halfhearted.

"Y ou can't throw away akingdom for asingle drunken fool!" Brock hissed. "Sit down, my masters, for if
you fight the king's men-at-arms, everyone will know you for what you arel”

It was apoint well taken—they couldn't compromise the whole mission, and risk the war they might
prevent, to save one single man. Matt forced himself to st, and Sir Orizhan, equally reluctantly, sat, too,
and watched the soldiers drag Dolan out, wailing and weeping.

"Becdm, Sr Knights," Brock muttered. "We do not know what punishment they will give him, after dl.”

"True" Matt said stiffly. Since Dolan was just a drunken loudmouth, presumably the punishment wouldn't
beterribly severe.

"Itisnot asthough he were redly talking treason, after al,” Sir Orizhan muttered, but he didn't look
convinced.

The door closed behind them dl, dog, soldiers, and victim, and the patrons turned back to talking to one
another, trying to strike up conversations again—but their efforts were subdued and listless. Findly the
innkeeper caled, "Y our songs, mingrel! Areyou not one who hasthe gift of raisng folks spirits?*

"I shdl try, minehogt," the minstrel answered, and struck some chords from his lute, then beganto sing
"Queen Petronilles Confesson.”

"Amazing how that song is getting around,” Matt said in an undertone.



"Yes, but it is even more amazing how carefully that mingtrd singsit,” Sir Orizhan answered, "asthough
he were afraid each and every word might bring that hound of menace back again.”

It wastrue, and Matt saw that the minstrel, dong with everyone e se who had witnessed the scene, had
redlized its meaning—that there was to be no freedom of speech of any kind, not even the dightest hint,
in Regent John's England.

Just across the border in Merovence, Mama and Papa were hearing the same song in avery smilar inn
that same night.

Papa frowned as he listened, and considered how to talk to Mamain public without worrying about
eavesdroppers. He couldn't speak the English of his own world'—being his native tongue and the first
words that answered the impulse of speech, it emerged here as the language of Merovence. Then he
realized that French wasn't a native language to either of them, and should emerge here aswords no one
€lse understood. "Macherie, comprends-tu cette langue?' My dear, do you understand this language?

Mamalooked up in surprise, then realized what he was doing and smiled with delight. She answered in
the same language, "Y es, | understand. So we can speak French here, though we cannot speak English?
How clever of you to think of it!"

"Thank you, my dear. What do you think of this song we have just heard?"

"That it isdander,” Mamasaid ingtantly, "and the proof of that isthat it makes John out to be the
legitimate heir, even if Brion hed iill been dive.”

"I knew it was dander, but | didn't think of the purpose,” Papatold her. "Do you think there can be any
truthtoit at dl?'

"That Drustan might have disguised himsdlf to learn Petronill€'s secrets, | might believe," Mamatold him,
"but Earl Marshal isfar too chivarousto stoop to such adeed, even if his sovereign commanded him to
doso."

"Heisindeed," Papaagreed, "and too chivarousto commit adultery, even if he had beeninlove with
Petronille—the kind of love the troubadours praised was love from afar.”

"Well, sometimes not,” Mamademurred, "but when it was anything el s, it involved years of courtship.
No, | think we can safely rule out Brion's being anyone's son but Drustan's— especidly since John needs
to sway the peopleto hisside, and it would be amazingly convenient for him if Brion, the people's darling,
turned out to be a bastard, dead or not."

Papanodded. "A propaganda piece, then. And to think our politiciansthink they invented muddinging!”
Mamastood up, blazing with indignation. "We must tell everyonethetruth!”

"No, wait." Papaforestalled her with ahand on her arm, and jerked his head toward the rafters. Looking
up, Mama saw two ravens sgquatting on the beams, glowering down at the people.

"Hugi and Munin?' she guessed.

"Likethem, at least. They may not be spying for Odin, but | feel sure they are someone's eyes and ears.
We know thereisasorcerer involved in this affair somewhere, my dear.”

"Y es, we must assume the worst." Mama sat down and looked out over the room with a stern gaze.
"And we dare not put those birds to deep, or we will reved that there are master wizards here.”



"I had not thought of that, but you are certainly right,” Papa said, frowning. "No, my dear, for thetime
being, I'm afraid we must watch and learn, and wait for the time to use our knowledge.”

"And hope those ravens do not speak French,” Mamareplied.

The road opened out into a huddle of huts before the companions, and Brock reminded Maitt, ™Y ou said
we should stop at the next inn.”

"Y es, but there'sagood two hours of daylight left!" Matt protested.

"Who saysthat they will be good?' Sir Orizhan asked airily. "Besides, we might not find another village
with aninn before midnight.”

Wdll, Matt doubted that—the villages tended to be about two hours apart, even by the back roads they
were traveling— but he gavein with asigh. "Okay. If therésan inn here, well stay the night.”

They sauntered down the single dusty street, with wary eyes watching them from every window and
women's cries warbling from every door. Children heard and scurried for cover behind their mothers.

Sergeant Brock grinned. "' Cautious, but not frightened. The war has spared this place.”

The cottages opened out into the village green, with atwo-story thatched inn at one side and the church
at another. In the center of the green aman in white robes and sandals stood atop asmall knall, his head
wreathed in mistletoe. He held high astaff carved into a snake as he cried, "Come at sundown, come!
When your day'swork is done! Cometo the gods of your ancestors! Take up again the Old Worship!
Comewith Bandix the Druid, to honor Toutetis!"

A score of villagers surrounded the man aready, and housewives were drifting closer. The men comingin
from the fields looked up with interest.

"What have we here?' Sir Orizhan looked up, on his guard.

"Someone trying to bring back that Good Old-Time Religion,” Matt said dowly. "Tak about areviva
mesting!"

"Heisadruid," Brock said with certainty.

Something in the tone of his voice made Matt turn to study him. He was somber, but not angry or
contemptuous—and Mait realized he had expected the sergeant to be so. Why? He looked at the
so-cdled druid again, and caught the flash of something bright at hisbelt. ..

A gilded Sickle.

Suddenly Matt remembered the sicklein Sergeant Brock's pack. If the soldier really had fought these
latter-day druids, he should be angry at the mere sight of Bandix, the more so because the man was
gtanding boldly forth in broad daylight and openly cdling peopleto hisrdigion in defiance of the Church.

"The Old Gods knew the ways of war!" Bandix orated. "They shall protect you from the bloodthirsty
hordes of Merovence!"

Sir Orizhan dtiffened. Matt took umbrage himsdif.

"The Old Gods shdll lend skill to your hands and show you once again the use of wegpons, not merely
the handles of aplow! Cometo the Old Gods! Grow strong again!”



"Youlie, rogue!” thundered a voice from the church, and the village priest came striding forth, hisface red
with anger. "Thereis great strength in the Christian God, but His strength is tempered with mercy!™

"Strength?' Banalix turned to meet the attack with ardish that spoke of success; he had meant to
provoke this cry of defense. "When did the Christ ever wield aswvord?!

"He stood barehanded against blades, for He told usthat any who live by the sword must die by the
sword! Y et He had the courage to stand unarmed before soldiers!™

"Surrendered himself meekly, you mean!" Bandix sneered. "When did He ever fight?'

"When He threw the moneychangers out of the Temple! To cleanse the House of God! For agood and
godly reason, Christ fought, as must we dl!" He turned to the crowd, raising hisarms. "Fight againgt the
seduction of thisman'slies Fight in your heartsfor the salvation of your souls!”

"Fight?' Bandix jibed. "What wegpon did your Christ ever use? Only awhip of knotted cords!”

"That, and the force of His anger, against which no man can stand!" the priest declared. "Beware,
impostor, for that anger shall be directed againgt you!"

"l am not an impostor!” Bandix cried, reddening. "I am atrue druid!”

"There are no true druids anymore,” the priest shot back. "They al died, because they had no worshipers
to wait upon them and feed them!™

"Asyour worshiperswait upon and feed you!" Banalix returned.
"| feed my flock, not they mel™

" 'Tistrue!" an old woman cried from the back of the crowd. "Friar Gode sees that none of the poor
sarvel"

"Say that your neighbors and the viscount feed you, for it isthey who give mefood to bring you." But the
friar flashed the old woman asmile of gratitude. Then he turned back to Bandix. "Thisisthe strength of
the Chris—that people care for one another, help one another in their hour of need!™

"Carefor one another? Aye, and daughter one another in battles!”
Thefriar smiled. "1 thought you said that Chrigtians did not know how to fight!"
The so-cdled druid scowled. "How many of your sheep could fight off awolf?'

"All the men practice at the archery butts every Sunday, asyou know!" Friar Gode turned to the crowd
again, hisarmsupraised. "Y ou have heard it! He will say any lie hefindsto blind you, then counter it with
another lieto confuse you! Thisisno priest of an ancient religion, but arogue who seeksto endave you
by using only those parts of the heathen faith that entice you!"

"So you admit the Old Gods are enticing!" Bandix snapped, eyes glittering.

"Say rather that it isyou who make the Old Gods seem enticing—all your doing, for the heathen gods
never existed as anything more than storiesto warn children!”

The people moved back alittle, muttering fearfully a such adenial.

"But your enticement lasts only until you have them endaved!" Gode turned to the crowd. "Then he will



tell you that his gods demand blood! Y ou have dl heard the news, eveniif it is only whispered, never said
openly—how hiskind kidnap virginsto day on their bloodstained dtardl”

"They are hard gods, but they bring power and prosperity!" the "druid" thundered.

"They bring desth and destruction to those who worship them,”" Friar Gode countered, "or their false
priestsdo!”

"Beware," Bandix cried, "for my sickleisnot false, but sharp and hard!"

"Whoever heard of gold that was hard, or could hold an edge?" the friar returned. "It may be gilded, but
itisnot gold—fdse, likeitsowner!"

Matt glanced at Sergeant Brock. The man's face wasimpassive, hard as rock.

"False?Y ou dare call mefalse, when you worship aman whose disciples stole hisbody and claimed it
had come back to life?' Banalix was getting carried away now. " Disciples who made up stories about his
walking on water and feeding thousands with seven loaves and two fishes? Aye, you must know
fasehoodswdl!"

The people murmured and backed away farther, fear sharpening.

"Thosewereno lies, but true miracles!" Friar Gode returned. " True miracles, such as His saintswork
even today by His power! Now you are not only aliar, but a blasphemer aswell!" He folded his hands
and looked up to Heaven, silent for amoment as he calmed his soul and focused his thoughts on prayer.
All the villagers were mute with gpprehension, for in thisuniverse, afriar's prayers were powerful indeed.

Brock leaned close to Matthew and muttered, "We must stop thig!™
"We can't let them know who weredlly arel” Matt muttered back.

"O God!" Friar Gode cried. "O Great and Powerful Father of Alll O Jesus, Who art both Man and
God!"

Banaix began to swing hishand in acircle, muttering.
Matt gtiffened, and began gathering versesto chant.

"Suffer not untruth to prosper, | pray thee!” thefriar cried. "Exposedl lies, srike down al enemies of
Right!"

If Matt hadn't been watching closely, he wouldn't have seen Bandix's | eft hand open the small ceramic
box at hisbelt, wouldn't have seen the right hand dip in, then circle twice more before he hurled afireball
at Friar Gode.

The ball struck, and flame exploded over the friar's robe. He screamed, running, batting at the
flames—and, of course, making them worse,

"Behold the power of Belenod" Bandix cried in triumph, but the crowd only pressed away from the
burning friar, moaning.

"Help me!" thefriar howled, running toward his parishioners. The flames roared higher, and the villagers
flinched even farther away, moaning.

But Matt was running, too, shouting, "Fal down, friar!" and whipping off his cloak.



Themonk didn't hear him over his own screaming, only went on running from one villager to ancther.
Matt knocked him to the ground and dropped his cloak over the man, rolling himinit and rolling again
and again until dl theflameswere out.

" See how Bdenos triumphs over the Christ!" Bandix cried.

"With the help of alittle naphtha." Matt wrinkled his nose a the smell coming from the poor burned friar.
"Do you question whose magic is more powerful ?* the false druid demanded of the crowd.

His answer was alow moan.

"Cometo the worship of Toutatis and Belenog!" Bandix urged. "Return to the gods who are strongest!"

Mogt of the people started toward him, then glanced at their neighbors and hesitated. Everyone hesitated,
infact. Then the whole crowd pulled back, shame-faced and sullen.

"How fearful you are!” the druid said scornfully. "But | warn you, Belenos wrath is moreto be feared
than the disapproval of your neighbors or the scoldings of your priest!”

Even burned and in pain, Friar Gode managed to turn hismoansinto acry. "Already he beginshis
thrests!"

Thevillagers glanced at him, startled, then frowned at Bandix, unsure.

Thefasedruid at least knew held pushed it asfar ashe could. "I shdl go now, but Belenos shdl stay with
you! Toutatis shall watch you! Y ou shal never befree of your ancestors gods—but then, you never have
been!”

One boy stepped closer to Bandix, greetly daring, no doubt urged on by hisfriends—and asthe false
druid turned away, his hand flashed out and caught the boy by the arm. The child yelped with fear and
tried to pull away, but Bandix pressed something into his pam. The boy froze, staring at thefirst gold
coin he had ever seen—tiny, but redlly gold. Banalix drew him close and said something softly to him,
then turned him around and sped him on hisway with a pat. Then Bandix strode off toward the woodlot
beyond the village, head high, moving swiftly, certainly appearing to beadruid. Thevillagers gave way,
pulling back to leave achannd down which Bandix went, between the huts and into the woods. The
people stared after him, silent amoment, then began to drift away to their huts, talking in low tones. One
or two glanced guiltily at thefriar but saw he wasin someone's care, even if that someone was asiranger,
and took the excuse to hurry away to their homes.

Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock, though, came closer, their faces grave. They winced at the friar's groans
and wrinkled their noses at the stench of the naphtha.

"A bucket of water, please, Sergeant,” Matt said, then turned back to stripping the remains of his cloak
off thefriar. "Lend ahand, Sir Orizhan."

The knight stepped closer, face amask againgt the sight of the burns, and hel ped Matt strip charred
scraps of thefriar's own robe from his body.

"Not my loing!" thefriar cried. " Sweet modesty!" But he stirred too much as he said it, and cried out with
pain.

"By your leave, friar, we have to hed the burnswherever we find them," Matt told him.



Brock came up with the bucket.

"Pour it everywhere you seeaburn,” Matt told him, "but gently, mind you."
Brock poured, and Matt sprinkled a powdered herb on the wet flesh, muttering,
"Chest and arms,

Grow skin, new skin!

Thighsand groin, hed cold!

Back and sdes and calf and shin,

Be hedled of burnsand scalds!"

He kept muttering and sprinkling asthe friar's groans dackened, until every burn had grown new skin and
thefriar sat up, looking at hisarms and chest, amazed.

Sir Orizhan'slips shaped a soundless whistle, and Sergeant Brock stepped back, the whites showing all
around hiseyes.

Thefriar stared up at Matt. "What manner of man are you?'

"A heder, among other things." Matt figured the obvious couldn't hurt. ™Y ou were lucky we got to you
quickly—though the burns were only superficid, or I might not have been able to mend them so fast."”

"Not luck, but Providence!" The friar started to stand up, then remembered his nudity and sank back
with acry of distress.

"Yes, thereés still some pain,” Matt said grimly. " Sir Orizhan, could the good friar borrow your cloak for a
littlewhile?| seem to havelost mine"

"It shall be replaced!” the friar assured him.
"Cdl it adonation," Matt told him.

Sir Orizhan held up his cloak, and Mait helped the friar riseinto itsfolds. He cried out asit touched his
shoulders, then clamped his mouth shut.

"I know, it ill hurts," Matt commiserated. "Be careful, fria—that's new skin, and it will be very sengtive
forawnhile"

"| shall be most careful indeed! Blessyou, stranger, for agood Samaritan!™
"I have astakein your cause," Mait told him.

"My cause!" Thefriar buried hisfacein hishands, moaning. "I have failed my Lord! Both my Lord and
my flock!"

"You haven't faled yet," Matt said grimly. "Thiswas a béttle, friar, not awar. No, not even a battle—just
askirmish."

Sergeant Brock looked up in surprise. Sir Orizhan looked up, too, but only smiled and nodded dightly.
Thefriar sared a Maitt, and hope began to risein his eyes again. Matt turned him away gently and began



to walk him toward the church. "Lucky your feet weren't burned.”
"Thisisnot the end of the matter, then?" the friar asked. "Have you any rea knowledge of that?'

"Sure" Matt said. "Y ou pushed that Banaix to hislimit, friar. All he could find for an argument were
clichesthat were worn thin by the time the gospel s were written. He had to resort to trickery to shut you

up.”
"Trickery?' Thefriar hdted, staring up a him. "Not true magic?'
Sergeant Brock stared, too.

"Not abit," Matt assured them. "1 saw him pull that ball of wax out of his deeve while he was making
those sham magica passes. | saw him light it in the coa-box at his belt, too, and | know what he mixed
with the wax to make it burn that way—I recognized the smell on your charred robe. Believe me, there
was no way you could have won that encounter—that would have taken ared wizard."

Both his companions looked up, Sartled. Matt gave them awink and adight shake of the head.

Friar Gode turned away and started walking again, head bowed in thought. "But why wasn't prayer
enough?' he asked, bewildered.

"Y ou should know the answer to that one better than |, friar." Matt smiled. "It's because we have free
will—so God and the saints leave usto fight our own battles, and won't interfere directly, though they'll
giveusdl the help they can. The Devil doesn't fed any such scruples, though. The only thing that stops
Hél's minionsfrom coming out in the openisthat if they do, the saintsfed fully judtified in gepping in
themselves. So the Devil keeps hisimps hidden, and the saints watch ready to pounce, and that leavesiit
up to usto fight the battle. But the Devil gives hisagentsall the ammunition they need—inthiscase, a
recipe the Greeks knew but most people today have forgotten.”

"Save my peoplefrom thisdruid!"
"I'll dowhat | can. Shouldn't be too hard; Hell wouldn't be helping aredl druid.”
Friar Gode'sfacelit with relief and joy. "Y ou, too, think the man to be an impostor, then?"

"I'm sure of it. The druids were very rdigious peoplein their own way, and the Devil'strying to destroy
religions, not help them.”

Friar Gode froze, staring a him in shock.

Matt kept on waking, though dowly. "I'll bet Banalix doesn't even speak Gaelic, and that sickle was only
gold plate over very red stedl. Besides, red druids didn't usefake fireballs."”

Thefriar hurried to catch up with him, then looked up at the church. "We are come to the House of God.
Will you take supper with me? It isal thethanks| can show."

The thought of food suddenly sounded very good. "Why, yes, thank you. Sir Orizhan, Sergeant Brock?'

The sergeant looked wary, but the knight said easily, "I shal accept your hospitaity with thanks. If we
areto have another night in acold field, hot food would be ablessing.”

"Inafidd?' Thefriar looked up, Sartled, then glanced at the inn. " Of course—you cannot be sure of
your welcome at the hostel now, can you? Well, | have only the one hard bed, but if you wish to spread
your blankets on my floor, | would be honored.”



Inspiration struck. "Thanks very much, but, uh ... would it betoo much to ask if | could deepinthe
church?'

"In the church? But the floor isstone, asisdl the building!" Thefriar gave Matt a searching glance. " Of
course, if youwish it. The House of God isopento dl, at al hours.”

It made anice contrast to late-twentieth-century America. "Thanks. | think I'll deep much better there.”
"I'd liefer have awooden floor, if youwill dlow it," Sir Orizhan said.
"I, too." Sergeant Brock seemed relieved.

"Then let us dine. My housekeeper should have the evening medl reedy.” Thefriar'slipsquirkedina
sardonic smile. "If she till cooksfor me, that is"

She il did, and though the meal was Spartan, it was hot and very good—only breed, fish, and de, with
cheese and apples after. When they were done, Matt took the friar aside and said, "'If you don't mind,
mine hogt, | know afew smple spells which might be of useto you in thefuture.

"Spells?' Thefriar sared. "Areyou awizard, then?'

"Every traveler should know enough to repel bandits and guard againgt night-walkers," Mait told him.
"Now, here's adefense againgt firebdls, since weve seen you may need it..."

Friar Gode proved to be a better student than Matt was a teacher, and within the space of an hour could
repest the verses and gestures of four spells perfectly. He could quench fireballs, ward off maice and
Spite, protect himsalf against weapons of any kind, and, most importantly of al, cancel the effects of
spdlscast to harm him.

"I'll fed alittle better about you living on your own now," Métt told him.

"You are not agues, but ablessing!” thefriar declared. ™Y ou must have my bed—I shdl deep onthe
floor!"

Matt smiled. "Wéll, thank you, friar—but I'd till rather deep in the church. It's dark now, though, soit
must be your bedtime. If you don't mind, I'll take alittlewak before| deep.”

"Anything that pleasesyou!" Friar Gode turned to Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock. "Please, my friends,
do not delay on my account! Spread out your blankets and rest!”

"| thank you." But Sir Orizhan's gaze rested on Mait. " Perhaps you should not walk aone, my [—good
ar.”

"Oh, I think I'll be fine. Y ou two lie down and deep while you can. Don't worry about me, I'll be safe as
houses."

"Houses of God, at least." Sir Orizhan smiled faintly, but his eyeswere till worried.

Matt went out and began his stroll, listening to the night sounds for the hoot of an owl. When he heard it,
he took a packet of powder from his belt and sprinkled a sparse, dmost invisible stream beside him,
chanting,

"Around this church and cottage low

The certain knot of peace be bound,



That rest to care and balm to woe

And deep in safety may be found.

Let holy wardersin the dark

Protect this building consecrate

That ministers of grace may mark

A place where crooked paths go straight.”

He walked around the church and the hut of arectory attached to it, Sfting powder and chanting rhymes.
He had dmogt finished the circle when avoice beside him said, "That won't do much good, you know."

Inside his skin, Matt jumped amile. Fortunately, the outside of his skin stayed right where it was and
kept on chanting and moving its feet as he sprinkled powder.

"That charm, | mean,” Buckeye said. "Thereisno spell you can lay that can keep me from you, no
warding circle | cannot cross, for you have bound meto you by the naming of magic.”

Matt closed the circle and wrapped up the packet of powder, tucking it back inside his pouch.

"Y ou cannot keegp me out.”" The bauchan sounded miffed by Matt's silence. "Not even ignoring me can
fend me off, the more so as| know you hear."

Findly Mait turned to him, grinning. "Who said | waslaying the warding circle against you?"

"What... 7' Buckeye stared, taken aback. "But—But— what €l se has beset you?' Then anger gathered.
"Does someone else wreak mischief upon you? Nay, tel me the name of that foul spritel™

"Not on me," Matt corrected. "I do occasionally take the side of someone €l se who's being bullied, you
know."

"Someone €lse?' Buckeye stared. "When you yourself are not hurt in any way?" The concept was clearly
foreigntohim.

"Even when it doesn't affect me at al." Matt frowned, thinking that over. "No, that's not true—I have the
naive notion that anything that affects anybody e se has some effect on me, too, no matter how small.”

"Outrageous!" Buckeye struggled with the concept, and lost. "What a positively outlandish notion!™

"Well, at least you redlizeit's pogitive.” Matt pointed to the rectory. "There'sagood man insdethere, a
friar, and afake druid hasjust popped up to plague him. He threw afireball at Friar Gode this afternoon,
and I'd like to make surethis Bandix can't hurt him againin any way."

"Bandix!" The bauchan'sfacewrinkled in disgust. "A fase druid indeed!”
"Oh?' Maitt looked up with interest. "How do you know?"

"Och, | remember the true druids, morta! Five hundred years ago and more, and they were the salt of
the earth, the sap and the fruit and the branch of the forest, and the forest of them! They treated me with
the reverence that was my due, asthey treated dl the spirits! But they are gone, aas, except for the few
left in that ide off the western shore—gone, and only you milk-blooded folk in their place, who idolize the
plow and try to deny the forest!”



"Wll, fanning does provide more food, and thereby keeps more of usdive." Matt spoke bravely, but he
shivered insde at the thought of talking to a creature who wasfive hundred years old. He clung to the
onefact that offered some promise. "Y ou've heard of Bandix, then?"

"Of course! Would | let something so obscene asafase druid dip by me? Heis bound for the oldest oak
in the center of the woods this minute, for he has spread word through the village thet al the folk who
wish to bring the Old Faith to life again may meet him there!™

Matt just stared at him for aminute—two minutes, four.
Buckeye actually grew nervous. "Wizard? Have | hit upon words that can turn you to sone?”

"No, I'm attuned to acompletely different kind of rock,” Matt told him. ™Y ou know, | wasjust going out
for an evening stroll before bedtime anyway. Which way did you say this old oak was?"

CHAPTER 13

Mama and Papa woke with the sun and were on the road early, but the peasants were dready in the
fields. The couple |eft the village, following the track, talking happily with one another, for it wasa
beautiful morning and they were both feding at peace with nature.

Just beyond the village, though, the road crossed asmadll river. There was aford, the water only two feet
deep and the riverbed floored with extra stones to give afirm footing for crossng—but at the moment the
women of the village had gathered there to do their laundry. There was a cheerful hubbub of talk asthey
lathered the fabric with soap and scrubbed it on the rocks.

"Washing day! What a happy chance!" Mamacried.
Papa frowned. "For what?"
"For gossip! Quickly, Ramon, give methe shirt off your back!"

"Alwaysand willingly, my love," Papa sighed. He shrugged out of the shirt, pulled hisvest back on, and
stepped asideinto thetrees. "l assume it would be just aswell if | were not seen.”

"Y ou are so understanding.” Mamastretched up to kiss him on the cheek. Then she turned away, singing
alittle song, and Papafaded back under the leaves, watching.

As she came up to theford, silencefell, and the women looked up at her.

"Good morning,” Mamatold them cheerfully. "Thisisfortunate—I have been wondering how | should
wash my husband's shirt when we are traveling every day."

"Traveers?' A young woman looked up with keen interest "Be till, Meg," an older woman snapped, and
the girl turned away, reddening. The older woman said to Mama, with alittle frown, "Y ou are of
Merovence, by your speech.”

"Of Merovence, yes," Mamasaid, kneding down and taking off her pack. "We have lived there for three
years. But we came from much farther away, to the west."

"Ibile?" Meg looked up, eyes wide with excitement.
"Theirsismy native tongue," Mama hedged.

""She has come along way, Judy,” another woman said.



"Very long." Mamawet the cloth and the soap.
"What could have brought you so far?" afourth woman asked.
"Thisis not the safest of times,” Judy added.

"Indeed not, with the poor queen locked up in her castlel" Mamasaid indignantly. "But when my
husband's father was young, he was afootman at the castle of Petronillesfather, the old Prince of the
Pykta, and would never forgive Ramon if he did not go to deliver what help he could.”

"A noblethought, Alys" Judy said.
"Aye" Alysanswered, "but afoolish one, for her hushand has come too late to be the queen's soldier.”
"Why would he bring you with him on so perilous ajourney?' agrandmother asked, frowning.

Mamagave her adazzling smile. "Y ou do not think | would let him go without me, do you?' Sheturned
back to rub soap into the shirt. "Besides, our sonisgrown, and | waste away a home.”

"Y ou are young to have agrown son!" afifth woman exclamed, saring.

Mamagave her awink. "It ismore amatter of washing the skin every day, and staying out of the sunlight
whenever you can.”

"Only the one son?' The grandmother spoke in tones of pity.

"Only the one child,” Mamasighed. "We wished for more, but God gives as He gives, and Heaven
knows| am grateful that He gave me my Matthew!"

"Indeed, each child isablessing.” The older woman looked smug. "I havefive."

"And your husband il lives, Jane," Alysreminded her.

"We'redl blessed in that, especidly with another war just rolled past us.”

"l have heard it was your queen who brought that war,” Mamasaid, frowning. "I could not believeit.”

"Asyou should not!" Jane exclaimed indignantly. "Was it Queen Petronille who took one lover after
another? Was it she who tried to deny her second son his heritage?"

"The Pyktawas her birthright,” Judy maintained. "By what right did theking giveit to hisyoungest?"

"Aye," Jane agreed. "Any woman would be right in taking any measures she could, to defend her child
Soll

"And punish so wayward ahusband,” Alyssaid darkly.
Meg only listened, eyeswide.

Mama could dmost see her revising her ideas about marita love, and interjected quickly, "Did Petronille
lend no fud to the quarrd? | have heard she has a sharp tongue." Had heard that tongue's sharpness
hersdf, in fact, but shedidn't say so.

"A gueen should have a sharp tongue, if her husband seeksto lord it over her!” the grandmother said
Soutly.



"We are poor, defensaess creatures,” Judy said, "and must try to make our way through thisworld in any
way we can."

"I cannot agree to so sweeping astatement,” Mamasaid. "'l have heard her sonswere lacking in chivary,
except for Brion™

The women exchanged glances. The grandmother said, "I have never thought it good to lavish praise on
one child, and tell all the othersthat they should seek to be like the favored one.”

"Itistrue" Alyssad. "She did make Brion most obvioudy her favorite, paying little attention to Gaheris
and amost noneto John."

"Who can blame her for that,” Judy argued, "when the eldest is so odious, and the youngest such ahorrid
little man?"

"Perhaps they would not have been," said the grandmother, "if she had given them more love."

"It was amazing she gave as much as she did to Brion," Judy countered, "considering that her husband
was forever dragging her dl about the redlm, and off to the Pykta or Deintenir with no warning. It was al
she could do to bring onelad with her!"

"The otherswere safer here a home, in Dunlimon Castle" Alys agreed.
Meg, listening wide-eyed, shivered at the thought. "To be separated from her babesfor so long!"
"They had excdllent nurses,” Judy told her.

"Still, she might have let them take turns accompanying her,” the grandmother pointed out. "Sheis skilled
in hedling, after dl—surely she must have some notion of the hurts given the heart!"

"Sheisawisewoman, not awitch,” Alys said scornfully, "aheder, not a sorceress.”
"Could not awoman so skilled heal also her sons hearts?' the grandmother countered.

"Thereare Kkills, and there are other skills," Mamasaid. "Skill with herbs does not mean awoman has
the kill to read the hurtsthat do not show."

"Thereis sometruth to that,” the grandmother admitted. "Still, sheis supposed to be so very adept, even
in df-lore and spirit-lore, that | should think she would be skilled in the matters of human spiritswhile
they are il within their bodies.”

"Or perhaps out of them,” Judy said darkly.

Thewomen fell quiet, and the grandmother looked up, frowning. "What rumor have you heard that we
have not?"

Judy glanced about, as though to make sure no spirits were listening, then whispered, "1 went to thewise
woman yesterday, for her potion to ease my monthly pain—and she told me that Prince Brion was not
quite dead when the marsha |eft him under guard on the battlefield. She said that it was Queen
Petronilles men who stole him away, and that when the battle was done, she fanned the cod of hislifeto
aflame”

"Surely you do not mean that she was so skilled a hedler that she could raise the dead!” Mama
exclamed—but aso in awhisper.



" She said the prince was not quite dead,” the grandmother snapped.

"Not fully dead," Judy agreed, "nor could the queen bring him fully to life. She sent hisbody secretly to
the cathedrd at Glastonbury, where he degpswhile he waitsfor a greater sorcerer to waken him."

Haf an hour later Mama was waking down the road toward the next town, telling al the gossip to Papa,
who seemed somewhat dazed by it. He did manage to say, though, "Thus legends begin.”

"And thusthey grow,” Mamaagreed, "as they are passed from person to person.”

Papa smiled, amused. "Before long, they will have the deeping Brion be waiting for lovesfirg kissto
waken him."

"No doubt,” Mama agreed, "at least, according to Rumor."

Matt never knew where Buckeye had hidden his peasant's clothing. He only knew that he looked up
toward a nightingal€'s song for haf aminute, and when he turned back, the bauchan was wearing his
disguise. Matt blinked, but knew better than to ask. Besides, it would probably gal Buckeye no end
when hedidn't.

An owl hooted amost overhead, making Matt jump, but when he looked up, he couldn't see any kind of
bird anywhere. He shivered and waked alittle fagter, alittle closer to Buckeye—he wasn't the only spirit
abroad in the wood that night.

Then it occurred to Matt that the deeper they went, the nearer to primeval forest they came—the forest
that had been there athousand years, oaks that had harbored mistletoe for the original druids. He
shivered again and stepped up right behind the bauchan, wishing for alittle light. It occurred to him that if
Buckeyeredly had anasty sense of humor, the bauchan could just disappear and leave him stranded in
the midnight forest.

Fortunately, the bauchan seemed to be planning on amore el@orate joke than that. He led Matt slently
onward until suddenly the wood opened onto a broad clearing with aghost floating at one end,
surrounded by fairy lights. Ancestral superdtitious fears yammered in Matt for a second before
twentieth-century skepticism cameto his rescue and made him look more closely. Thefairy lights were of
course only fireflies, and the "ghost™" was a synthodruid in awhite robe made luminous by moonlight,
standing atop some sort of pedestal or platform, as dark asthe huge old oak behind it. Matt stared—that
certainly was agrandfather of atree, at least five feet thick, its branches covering the whole far end of the
cearing.

He scanned the rest of the open space, noticing there were fireflies dl through it—then saw what else
was there, with a nasty shock. Faces, scores of faces. Moonlight-scatter showed him their clothing, a
darker mass benegth their faces. Therewas at least a quarter of the village there.

"A comforting Sight, isit not?' Buckeye asked, grinning.

"For whom?' Matt demanded. "Belenos?'

"Isthat what they would cal the human who has organized and begun thistravesty of the Old Faith?"
"l don't know." Mait turned to him with afrown. "What would you cal him?"

"'Your Mgesty, perhaps?"' the bauchan suggested.

Matt stared, then said, "I very much doubt it."



But it did make sense, when he thought about it. The Church always had been the biggest single obstacle
between the Crown and absol ute tyranny—a counterpower that served as arestraint upon the despotism
of amonarch. How more easily to remove that obstacle than to replace it with ardigion of your own,
securely under your control ?

Of course, that was assuming that after the synthodruids became established, they wouldn't try to assert
their power themselves, to counteract the king's—maybe even to try to control him. On second thought,
it seemed like along shot.

The druid raised hishands and called out, "People of Belenos! For so you are; your forefathers were,
and you are of them, so you must be of Belenos, too."

The people murmured to one another in surprise, then apparently decided they were indeed people of
Belenos, and turned back to the druid with abit lesswariness.

"People of Belenod! It has been long since anyone from this village worshiped as you should! Therefore |
shdl lead you in prayersto the Old Gods, and you who do not understand the rituals may watch without
the need to pray.”

"Good way for him and them to pretend they belong here, when they'reredly just fedling it out,” Matt
muttered to the bauchan. There was no answer, and Matt glanced over at him, surprised to discover that
Buckeye had disappeared. He couldn't suppress ashiver of apprehension, and wondered what kind of
mischief the bauchan was preparing.

"Do you know thissong?' the druid asked, and sang for them,

"Summer isa-comingin,

Loud sing, cuckoo!

Groweth seed, and bloweth mead,

And springs the wood anew."

The people stared, then nodded, and afew began to sing with the druid.

"l seethat you know it!" Bandix cried. "Sing it with me, then!”

The people joined in for the second verse and a chorus.

"That isasong of the Old Godd" the druid cried, and the people exclaimed to one another in wonder.

Matt wondered, too—at the man's audacity. "L hude Sing Cucu" had been a hit song only a hundred
years before, and the druids had known it about aswell as they had known Gothic cathedrals.

Bandix let them talk afew minutes, then cried out, "Aye, of the Old Gods, asong for May Day, asacred
festiva! But since it mentions none of the Old Gods by name, your Chrigtian priestslet you keepit! Sing
ital, now!"

Heled them in arousing rendition of the song, and Matt had to admire hismusica abilities, or those of
whoever had arranged this particular verson—it had a driving beat he would never have expected.

When they finished, the "druid” cried, "Belenod™
The peoplefdl slent.



"Come, come," Bandix urged, "if you do not believe in them, you are only making noise! Shout their
nameswith mel Belenod™

"Belenos," some of the people muttered.

"Y ou can cdl moreloudly than that!" Bandix urged. "Belenodl”

"Belenos!" the people answvered.

"I cannot hear you!" Bandix cried. "Louder, now, louder! BELENOS!"
"BELENOS!" the people thundered.

"Good, good! Now seeif you can call asloudly for therest! TOUTATIS!"
"TOUTATIS!" the people cried.

Bandix pulled aflask out of hisrobes. "Behold the holy dixir, the mead of the gods! Drink of this brew,
that it may elevate your spiritsl" He tossed the wooden bottle down to the front row. A man caught it,
unstoppered it, sniffed suspicioudy, took asip, then took alonger sip. His neighbor took it from his hand
and drank even more.

"Another for you, and for you!" Bandix pulled bottle after bottle out of his robes, tossing them down to
the people. " Pass them from hand to hand and quaff asyou chant the names of the gods! LUGH!"

"LUGH!" the people shouted.
"MORRIGAN!" Bandix caroled.
"MORRIGAN!"

Heled the people in roaring out the names of the gods asthey drank from the bottles of holy dlixir.
Curious, Maitt stepped in among them and noticed that Banalix kept tossing down bottle after bottle from
an gpparently unlimited supply—though he was taking them from a pile in the shadows now, not from his
robe. Someone passed him a bottle, and Matt sniffed warily, then took asip and let it roll acrosshis
tongue as he passed the bottle on. 1t was swest, very sweet—Bandix hadn't been kidding when he called
it mead. It did seem to be made of fermented honey, but the aftertaste flared along Mart's esophagus and
lit aglow in hisstomach. The drink may have been honey wine at some point, but it had been boiled and
condensed into something much stronger, asort of honey brandy. Matt wondered who had invented
ditilling here, and had anaotion it hadn't been thered druids.

Bandix had worked the crowd up to aregular chant now, reciting the names of the Druid gods, not
shouting, but caling only alittle louder than their normal spesking voices, with ahard driving rhythm, and
Matt redized what Banalix had done. The ceremony thus far had been carefully designed to makethe
people stop thinking asindividuals and start thinking as amob. They'd be much lesslikely to worry about
right and wrong now.

"The gods have given you their blood!" Bandix cdled. "They have givenit to you in the bottles you have
held, and it has been sweet. See, now! | give of my blood to the gods!" He produced atwisted dagger,
carved to look like a snake, and pricked hisfinger, then squeezed and | et the blood drip down to the
grass of the meadow.

A murmur of wonder ran through the crowd.



"Those of you who wish to givein return for what you have gained, do likewisel" Bandix called. "Step
forward, those of you who have the courage to give of your blood to the gods, so that al may seeand
honor you!™

That was obviousy too much. No one would go that far so soon, Mait was sure—until he remembered
theliquor. Even so, he stared in disbelief as half a dozen men stepped forward right away and pricked
their fingers, then let blood drip onto the grass.

"Behold the haly libation!" Bandix cried. "Who e se wishesto do asthey have done?'

A dozen more men stepped forward, and even three wild-eyed girls, old enough to be caught up in the
communa mania, young enough not to know better. Knives pricked in the moonlight; drops of blood
weled to the grass.

"Honor what they have done!" Banaix beckoned, pamsupright. "Hail, O Grateful Oned Hail, they who
givefor usdl! Hall! Hal!"

"HAIL!" the crowd roared. "HAIL!"

Matt had dways known some people would do anything for attention, and Banalix made sure they
received it. A score more of people stepped forward, drawing their knives, but Banalix was moving on.
"Now dance," he cried, "for dancing pleasesthe Old Gods! It is part of the worship they desire! Dance
likethigd" He hed hisarms curving up, sngpping hisfingers as he moved | ft foot acrossright, then right
behind left in achain. He stepped back and reversed the chain, men stepped forward, completing a
rectangle. "It issmple, but it honorsthe gods!™

The ceremony, Matt realized, had been made up out of whole cloth, and the pattern-maker had designed
it like atdlevison commercia, showing dl the good things about the "old religion” and none of the
unpleasant onesthey might find distasteful. Well, not none—there was that bloodletting, but it was minor,
and no one had redly seemed to mind. In fact, they had started competing for the honor and the praise of
their fellows. But step by step he was leading them away from reason and independent thought, and into
agroup-mind, group-body state. How far would he lead them tonight? He had brought them from group
chanting to individua bloodletting, but now was |leading them on into group movement, the dance
inducing everybody to move as one.

Bandix jumped down off his platform—only avery wide ssump, Mait redlized—and strode out into the
midst of the crowd. "Form acircle about me! Aye, for the circleisthe sign of the whole and of
emptiness, of totdity and annihilation, of dl and of nothing!"

Murmuring in wonder and confusion, the people lined up in an oval, filling the clearing.
"Musc!" Bandix cried.

A piper stepped from the crowd with asmall set of bagpipes—dance pipes, not the great drones of
war—and began to play.

"Fancy just happening to have apiper at hand,” Matt muttered, then remembered that the bauchan had
disappeared, and foreboding struck. After al, who else knew he was here, let alone where he was? Matt
began to move around the clearing as dlently as he could, but didn't for aminute think he was fooling
Buckeye.

"Dance, then!" the druid told the people. "Dance to honor Toutatis!"

They stared, amazed at the notion of dance as worship— but this jury-rigged ceremony was so dien



from anything they knew asrdigion that they began to move their feet as he had shown them, intime to
the dow urging of the pipes.

"Move around the circle as you dance!" the druid cried, and indicated the direction of turning with a
finger. "From west to east, so that you may move time back to the days when the Old Gods held sway!”

The people swayed indeed, and the whole circle began to rotate dowly, opposite to the sun's path—but
Matt knew that direction as widdershins, and its associations with evil magic. The bottles passed from
hand to hand, too, also widdershins, faster than the people danced. The piper began to play faster and
faster, and the circle accel erated with the music. The druid danced with them, smiling and nodding. Then
he gestured to the piper, and the tune ended. The circle stopped, the people murmuring, confused.

The druid held up hishands. "O People of Toutatis! Let not your cares mask the joy of life that rises
within you! Sing and dance, caress and kissl Know that life should be pleasure, and pleasure lively!”

Murmurs of incredulity ran through the people, and benegth it, concern.

"I know, | know, you are troubled by the thought that children might be born of your pleasure, and bring
shame upon you!" the druid cried. "But for the Old Gods there can be no shame in a child coming into the
world, for the more people there are, the more worshipersthey have! Dance, drink, laugh, and love, for
this pleases Toutatis, pleases Belenos, pleases dl the gods of the Gaglsl™

The people exclaimed in wonder, and the druid gestured to the piper, who began to play again. The
people joined hands and began to dance again, faster and faster and wilder and wilder. Men gave
women lascivious glances, and the women blushed and lowered their gazes, then looked up, their eyes
huge. Women batted their eyelashes at men, glancing a them sidelong with inviting smiles, and the men
grinned and moved closer in the dance. The circle broke up into smaller circles, with here and therea
couple dancing alone. More and more couples stepped aside to dance, their movements becoming more
and more erotic, while here and there a pair dipped away among the leaves.

Matt redlized that thiswas one cult that was sure to catch on. Give people what they wanted—a sense of
bel onging mixed with booze and free sex, plus an excuse not to fed guilty about any of it—and they
would join in droves. How the women would fedl about it nine months later was another matter. Besides,
Mait had a suspicion that where the letting of human blood was involved, no matter how voluntary,
sooner or later human sacrifice would follow, and the victimswouldn't be dl that willing.

He couldn't et things go that far. Stepping away into the bushes, he stripped off his doublet. Then he
yanked down avine from the nearest oak, hoping it wasn't poison ivy— and saw with ddlight that it was
mistletoe! He twisted one end into acrown, set it on his head, wrapped it to frame his face, then looped
the rest of the vine around his arms and torso. A good beginning, he decided, but not impressive enough.
He looked about him, found afirefly, and tracked it with cupped hands until he clapped them shut around
it. Then, peering through the aperture between histhumbs, he chanted, “Little fly of fairy light, Lend your
glow to methisnight! Tinge me with your photon essencel Make me shine with phosphoresence!™

His hands began to glow, and as he watched, the shining spread up hisarms and all over hisbody.
Somewhat shaken, helet his diminutive captive go with amuttered word of thanks, then turned to
confront Banalix on hisown territory.

Exactly on hisown territory, asit turned out—his edging around the clearing had brought Matt up behind
the grandfather oak. Using it to shield him from the dancing, chanting crowd, he sprinted first to its huge
trunk, then edged around and dashed to the broad old stump that Banalix had used for a speaker's
platform. Mait climbed up on it, then dowly raised hisarms, chanting to himsdlf,



"Now by chambers of reverberation,
Make my voice ahuge sensation.
Amplify each word and phrase
With echoes often short delays!™

Then heraised hisvoice and cried, "Now | cal HALT!" Hiswords reverberated through the clearing,
loud as a thunderclap, and the people stopped and stared in sudden fear. Even the piper stopped his
droning, and Banalix looked up and froze, wide-eyed.

"People of Morrigan and Lugh, give heed!" Matt called. "I, who love the trees and dwell in and by them,
tell you to cease this blasphemy! Y ou desecrate the spirit of the forest!™

A low moan began among the crowd. It jolted Banalix out of his stupor. Hisface contorted in anger.
"Desecrate! It isyou who desecrate our ceremony! Who are you who dares interfere!

Matt's brain shifted into high gear, searching for aname and finding one. "I am he who standsfor Oak,
Ash, and Thorn! | am he who knows the heart of the woodlands! | am he who knows how the true
druids worshiped—and knows what amockery you have made of their services!”

"Liar!" Banaix screamed. He didn't use dramatic gesturesthistime, only pulled the ngphthaball from his
deeve, yanked thelid off the coal-box, and lit it as he shouted, "No one living can remember the
ceremonies of the Old Ones! Deceiver you may be, but you cannot lie your way out of this! The ball
burgt into flame. Bandix hurled it, and he had a good arm—but Matt was dready reciting,

"If I quench thee, thou flaming minister,
| can again thy former light restore.

Y et why should | your firerekindle?
Bedark and cold forever more!"

Thefireball shrank in onitself asit cooled, men flickered and went out. No one else could see the dark
little ball that bounced off Mart's chest. A murmur of awe passed through the crowd.

"Charlatan!" Bandix bellowed. "Tagte true magic now!" He gestured, reciting something that sounded like
Gadlic, and Mait redlized, with a chill, that he was pantomiming the tying of anoose. Matt remembered
that one of the druids forms of human sacrifice had been hanging, then throwing the body into a pest

bog. Quickly, he chanted,

"Naked to the hangman's knot

A neck's set for abuse.

But vertebrae should stack intact.

Be good! Rope, be no noose!™

Something seemed to brush bis neck, tried to tighten, then was gone.

Bandix stared, fear shadowing hiseyes.



"Cease your cowardly attacks!" Matt boomed. "They avail you naught!”

Bandix's eyes narrowed. He blustered to hide hisfear. "Coward yoursdlf, coward and trickster! By what
magic you opposed my spells| know not, but taste this assault!"

Hislips poured out atorrent of words as he pantomimed tossing, stiff-fingered, Ieft hand, right hand, 1ft
hand, on and on.

Matt didn't know what he thought he was throwing, but he did think it was agood ideato turn aside
anything he couldn't see.

"Deflect! Avaunt!

Come nowhere near!

My unseen shield, hold sure!
Whatever's thrown shall thus be seared
By wards both tough and dur!"

Hedidn't even fed theimpacts. All anyone saw was a sudden burst of lightsin front of Matt as unseen
misslesflared againg his shield and burned out.

The crowd murmured in fear and pressed away from Banalix. The false druid stood panting, staring &
Matt, suddenly haggard.

Matt knew his chance when he saw it. "People of the Church! Y ou have seen thisimpostor for what he
is, afeeble and powerlesstrickster! Avoid his snares, avoid hisweb of deceit, for you know the source
of liesand traps! Go now, go quickly, and never hearken to thisman or any like him again!”

That gavanized Bandix into action as he saw dl hisgains dipping away from him. "Decelver yoursdf!" he
screamed. "'Y ou claim to be of the forest? Then let it judge you!" He chanted in the foreign language
again, pointing up at the ancient oak, and a branch the size of agrown tree groaned downward to swat at
Maitt.

CHAPTER 14

With ahorrendous cracking, the branch began to split from the trunk. It wasn't just going to Swat at Matt,
it wasgoing to fall on him! Quickly, he chanted,

"Oh, will thislimb regjoice, or bresk?
Decide this doubt for me!

Close up the wound without an ache,
And hedl thisfractured tree!"

Thefdl of the branch dowed, then stopped, one huge burl only inchesfrom Matt's head. Then,
incredibly, it started to rise again, the base cleaving to the trunk, shaking, trembling, then stilling, and the
branch gtretched out whole again. Matt told himsdf he must have been imagining the huge sigh of relief
that seemed to surround him.

The crowd burst into cries of awel—and fear. Those closest to Bandix tried to crowd farther away.



Thefase druid pointed at adead tree behind Matt and screamed averse. A groan began, softer, then
louder and louder, asthetreeleaned to fal on Matt.

"I leaned my back unto an alk,

| thought it wasatrugtietree,

But first it bowed, and now it cresks,

To crush the one who made it break!"

He hoped Cowper's ghost wasn't listening.

The trunk seemed to roll, changing the direction of itsfal. Banadix stared in horror, then turned to run
crosswise, out of the path of the tumbling skeletal branches—but the tree swung about, following him,
tracking him, asit fell faster and faster, then dammed down on top of him. Banalix screamed in pure
terror, then screamed again and again, for the tree had enough branches left so that it hadn't crushed him,
only formed a prison around him. He grabbed the dry old sticks and shook them, trying to break them,
but they must not have been quite as dead asthey seemed, for they held him penned in.

"Go now, quickly!" Matt boomed. "Go back to your cottages, back to your beds, and never follow such
adeceiver agan!”

The crowd broke and ran, howling with fright. Their voices faded away, and the clearing was till, except
for the sobbing coming from the hollow tree,

Matt stood till, absorbing the whole of the night, |etting the adrendine ebb. When he trusted himself to
be gentle, he whispered,

"The gameiswon, the quarry'sfled,
The night regainsits peace.

Let effectsfrommy voicedl bebled,
And sound processing cease!™

"Can you hear me, Bandix?" he said softly, but the spell seemed to have worked—he could scarcely
hear himsdlf, and the druid kept whimpering with no Sgn of having heard him. Matt jumped down from
the stump and went dowly toward the dead tree, where he knelt down and gazed in at the prisoner.

Theman stared at him for afrozen moment, then recoiled, hands up to defend, crying, "Who are you?”

"A wizard," Matt told him, "one who's on the sde of the Church at the moment—and who knows what
you'retrying to do."

The man stared, then whispered, "For the Church? Y ou are agodly wizard, and you defeated the
powers of the Old Gods so easily?"

"Sure," Matt said. "They don't redly exi<t, you know. The only power you had was some minor spells
your boss taught you—and their impact comes from the music of the old language, not the strength of the
old gods."

Bandix began to tremble. "But he told me the Old Godslivel™



"Helied," Matt said smply. "He's out to gain power, and he saw that he could do it by reviving hisown
version of the old religion. He even put together amixture of excusesfor peopleto do al thethingsthey
enjoy, but that have bad effects later on—guaranteed to win him converts, and by thetimethey redize dl
their partying has brought trouble, your bossfigured held have them so securely under histhumb that they
couldn't get away if they wanted to."

He dmost felt sorry for Banalix as he watched the expressions that chased each other across hisface as
hiswonderful new world collgpsed around him. Findly he groaned, "l am lost!"

"You can find away to rebuild,” Matt told him. "For openers, tell mewhat | want to know, and Il
releaseyou.”

"Tel you... ?" A crafty look cameinto the druid's eyes.

"Don' think you have anything to trade," Matt said quickly. "I have plenty of other ways of finding out,
and | won't at al mind leaving you hereto starve.”

Thelast part was acompletelie, of course, but Bandix didn't know that. He stared a Maitt in horror for
aminute, then quavered, "The Chief Druid! Surdly you know that!"

"Yes, | guessed that much," Mait agreed. "Tell me hisname.”
"I dare not! Hewill discover it, hewill smite me down!™"

"You can't redly beievethat." Matt's smile held alittle contempt ™Y ou know that most of the 'magic' he
taught you was only trickery, don't you? And the few genuine spells are pretty feeble. | doubt very highly
that hell know if you tdl mehisname.”

Bandix stared a him amoment, then whispered "Niobhyte" very softly.

The name meant nothing to Matt, but he couldn't let Banalix know that. "V ery good. Now, tell
me—what's your real name?"'

The man flushed and looked away. "Jord," he said.
"Jord." It was a peasant's name. "And what did you do for aliving before Niobhyte conned you away?"
"l was aserf on the estates of Lord Manerring,” Jord said reluctantly.

Matt nodded. "Well, then, | would recommend you go back to your home village and stay there, at least
until thisisdl over."

"| dare not!" Jord sei zed two branches and shook them, trying to break out. "Niobhytewill day meif he
learns| have failed and gone meekly home!" He shuddered. "And | will roast forever in Hell, for | have
blasphemed and lured people away from God!"

Matt stared at the man amoment, then asked, "Y ou mean you didn't believe aword of what you were
telling those people?’

"I bedieved it," Jord told him, "but now that | have seen the power of the Old Gods so easily defeated, |
can believe no longer!™

"So you fal back on thereligion in which you wereraised.” Matt nodded. "Well, then, repent and confess
your sins, and you should be safe from Niobhyte's power."



"But heisasorcerer! A redl sorcerer! Repentence will not save mel”

"It will saveyour soul, at least." Matt was beginning to have misgivings about having busted up Bandix's
act—but could heredly have let the man suck other peopleinto the kind of tyranny he himsalf seemed to
fear?"1t might save your body, too, if you stay in the sanctuary of achurch until thisisdl over.”

Jord stared at him for amoment, then said, "Might."

"Thereare no guarantessin thislife, I'm afraid,” Matt told him, "especialy when the country isin such
upheavd. But | know a church that should be safer man most for the duration, and maybe when it's over,
Niobhytewill havelogt. If he has, hewon't bein aposition to hurt anybody.”

Jord studied hisface, redlizing what he meant—what the options were for where Niobhyte would be.
Findly hesaid, "I'll thank you, then, and hope. Take meto thischurch, and apriest.”

"Okay, then." Matt grabbed a stout branch and stood up, heaving with al his strength. The trunk rolled,
and Jord scuttled free.

He stared up at Mait, face paein the moonlight. "Y ou are as strong as aknight!"
"That's because | am aknight." Matt dapped him on the shoulder, turning him toward the village.

"A knight and awizard?I've never heard of such athing! Except for ..." Jord'svoicetrailed off ashis
eyeswidened and he realized to whom he wastalking.

"Keepittoyoursdf,” Matt told him severdly. "Weve got half amileto cover, and I'd rather not attract
any more attention than necessary.”

A wind blew up out of nowhere, moaning in the treetops.

"Too late," Jord groaned. " Some spirit has heard me, or heard the name of ... the Chief Druid. Heis
gathering his companionsto punish me."

"You'rereading an awful lot into abreeze," Matt snapped. “"Come on, |et's get going. Maybe we can beat
the torm.”

But it seemed to follow them, the wind moaning more and more loudly, though they didn't fed it at dl.
Tree branches began to whip about them, dapping at them from ahead in front, swinging at them from
behind.

"No wind makes them move that way," Jord cried. "The spirits are coming for me!"
"Then let'sgive them arun for their money! Come on!*

But the moon darkened, and Matt began to fed as though someone was watching him—someone, or
something. He hurried Jord along thetrail, glancing up to seeif he could catch aglimpse of the sky
between whipping boughs. It was clear asabell, stars bright in their scatter—but where the moon should
have been was only darkness. Matt didn't know how Niobhyte had doneit, but he was beginning to
hope he wouldn't meet the man—if he was aman. Even moreif he wasn't. They hurried down thetrail.
Matt caught sight of things moving at the edges of hisvision—huge dark forms, shadows within shadows,
not clear enough to recognize. He thought he could make out roughly human shapes—head, arms, and
legs—but wasn't sure; whenever hetried to look directly at one of them, he saw only darkness and
brush. He muttered,



"From ghosties and ghoulies

And long-legged beagties

And thingsthat go bump inthe night,
Dear Lord, preserve us”

Then the laughter began.

Low and ominous, it sounded behind them, and Jord started to run. Matt caught him, snapping, "Nol
Show fear and you put yoursdlf in its power! Walk fast, but walk!"

They strode on through the darkness, setting arecord for cross-country hiking, with the laughter building
to the 9des, then in front of them, findly echoing dl about. Other voicesjoined in, laughing maniacaly,
gloatingly, insanely, giggling, gibbering, and the dmost-seen shapes pressed closer, but seemed unable to
touch them. Jord began to whimper, and Mait felt like joining him.

Then, suddenly, they were out of the trees with cottages before them. "Hurry!" Matt snapped, and they
rushed down an aley between houses with the laughter dgpping off the walls and the unfelt wind howling
overhead.

"Can not the people hear?" Jord cried.

"I doubt it," Matt called back. "Besides, if you were safe insde ahouse and heard something like this,
would you look out?'

"| am afraid to look out aready,” Jord whimpered.

Then they were out of the cottages and crossing the village green. Jord looked up, saw the church, and
dug hisfeetin. "Y ou're taking meto the priest | burned this afternoon!™

"He's human,” Matt admitted, "but he's a priest, and he believesin forgiveness. Besides, | hedled his
burns. Move! Or do you want to stay here and wait for whatever's around usto closein?"

With awail, Jord gavein and let Mart'sarm pull him over the green and toward the waiting chapdl. Matt
gtill wouldn't break into arun, but he felt a presence following him, something bigger, something more
powerful, something much worse than the half-seen night-walkers that shadowed them to either Sde. He
muttered prayers under his breath, wondering if Banalix's mockery of aceremony, and hisown
interruption, had wakened some form of elementa with which Niobhyte had nothing to do. They strode
toward the church.

Mama and Papa came to the next town about noon—and atown it was, no mere village; they could see
down the main street to shop after shop with the emblems of trade hung over their doors—a half-dried
bush for the tavern, three gilded balls for the goldsmith's, ared-and-white-striped pole for the
barber/surgeon, and so on. The church's steeple towered twice as high asthat of any village chapel they
had seen, and there were four two-storied buildings with their lower halves built of stone. Asthey neared
the first hut avoice behind them shouted, "Make way! Make way for the Baron Fontal!"

They scurried to the side of theroad just in time, for the baron and his score of men-at-arms weren't
about to wait for anyone—they came galoping by, past Mama and Papa and into town.

Mamalooked up indignantly asthe last went by. "I know we are disguised as commoners, but the
aristocracy could gtill have more respect for their people than that!"



"Thereismoreto their hurry than arrogance.” Papa clasped her hand, frowning. "L et usgo quickly into
thistown, Jmena. | fear mischief."

Mamalooked up a himin surprise. "I thought | wasthe intuitivein thispairing.”

"You are, you are," Papaagreed, hurrying her down the road. "'Y ou have amazing intuition, my dear. |
only have hunches. Come, let ushurry.”

At least that explained their intuitive son. Mama sighed and did her best to match Papa’s pace.

By thetimethey arrived at the town square, two of the men-at-arms were dragging a tradesman out of
his shop while acrowd of his neighbors gathered—but at awary distance. The poor man bawled for
help, and as Mama and Papa came up, another merchant told asmall boy, "Fetch the priest, and
quickly!

The boy took to his hedls asthough his own life depended onit.

The men-at-arms dammed the tradesman up againgt the wall of his shop and held him pinned there while
three others gathered around, looking menacing. Here and there in the crowd, a man tightened his hold
on agteff or aflail, but aglance at the glowering men-at-arms still on horseback was enough to make him
loosen hishold again.

"Now, Magter Gilder," the baron said, "how isthis? My steward tells me you refused his request for a
loan of fifty pounds of gold, though it was givenin my name!”

"Gold?' Papaturned to Mamawith afrown. "He must be agoldsmith.”
Mama nodded. "Who e se would have such asum?”
"But—But Y our Lordship, | have given you such loans three times before!" the goldsmith protested.

"Nonetheless, | requireit again,” the baron said, histoneiron. "Do you dare tell meyou fear | will not
repay you?'

"|—I—" Gilder glanced at the halberd aimed at his middle and swallowed thickly. "What | fear, my lord,
isthelossof my trade! | have only forty-three pounds of gold left, and if | give you thet, | shall have
nothing left with which to craft theware | sdl to meke my living!"

"Then you shdl haveto do your smithing in silver,” the baron grated. "I require therest of your gold!”
"Onedde! Onesde”

Everyone looked up, to see the village priest come panting up. He was a middle-aged man, alittle portly,
and histonsure may have owed more to baldness than to arazor, but he looked to be as stalwart as any
of the men-at-arms. His robe was charcoa-gray, but aside from that, he |looked very much like any friar.

"How now, my lord!" he cried. "Do you seek to rob this poor man again?'

"Do not seek to catechize me, peasant!™ the baron snarled. "1 know far more of the world than any
shave-pate.”

The priest halted dead, staring, appalled by such disrespect. The crowd murmured, half in shock, hdf in
anger. Then the priest'sface darkened. " A peasant | may be, my lord, but | have learned to read and
write, and know thelaw of God! | must ingst that you leave off thistheft!"



"Theft?' The baron turned hishorseto the priest, adangerous glint in hiseye. "Do you cal me acommon
thief?"

"Not common &t dl," the priest protested, "but ill athief, for you have had three loans from this
goldsmith, and when have you ever repaid him an ounce?'

"He shal have hisduein good time! | promiseto repay, and thereforeisit aloan, and no theft!"

"If it were not theft,” the priest returned, "you would not need to do it at the point of ahaberd. Itisa
direct breaking of the Seventh Commandment, my lord, and therefore amortal sn! Worse, you threaten
the poor man with harm to his body, and that breaks the Fifth Commandment! For the welfare of your
immorta soul, | bid you leave off!"

"I am no Chritian anymore, priest, and therefore do not fear your Chrigtian Hell," the baron snarled.

The people burst into ababble of scandalized confusion. Mama and Papa stared at one another in shock,
then turned back to the baron.

"No longer a Christian?' The priest seemed as shaken as any of them. "Surely you do not deny the
exigtence of God!"

"Of the gods, say rather," the baron snapped, "for | have returned to the faith of my ancestors. My holy

men now are druids, who tended the souls of thisidand before your kind came, and who will tend them

again. And the Old Gods do not pretend that there is anything wrong with the strength of aman'sarm or
the edge of hissword! They bestow power and glory upon the warrior, and give him dominion over his

fdlows”

The priest recovered enough to glare. "Do you say that might makes right? If so, you are very wrong, and
your immorta soul—"

"My immortal soul shall rule yoursin the Land of the Dead!" the baron shouted. "Men of mine, | weary of
this priest. Shut his mouth for me, and be sure he shall not spesk again till | am done!™

Papa gtarted forward, but Mama caught his arm and shook her head, then nodded toward the
goldsmith's shop. Papa, understanding, nodded, and they faded back among the cottages, then moved
behind them.

One of the men-at-arms advanced on the priest. The people, seeing hisintention, closed rankswith a
roar, barring the way between soldier and priest with their own staves and cudgels. The warrior

hestated, but only long enough for four of hisfelowsto join him. Then they plowed into the crowd,
shouting battle-cries, and knocked peasants away to left and right. The priest stood his ground, glaring at
them and holding up the crucifix on the end of his rosary—but a pike butt cracked his knuckles and made
him drop it, and a second dammed againgt his skull, knocking him ouit.

"Now fetch out your gold!" the baron thundered at the goldsmith.

"Yes, my lord!" the man cried, amost tearfully. He glanced a hisfalen priest with apiteous expression,
then turned back into his shop. Two men-at-armsfollowed him closdly.

In they came, and the goldsmith stopped short, Staring. So, perforce, did the soldiers, seeing ashe did
the strongbox with the hasp and lock wrenched askew, turned on its Side with its top thrown open, its
emptinessfor dl to see.

Then the goldsmith ran to the chest with apiercing cry, dropping to his knees and running ahand around



itsingde. "It'sgone! My gold isgone! While your lord howled and berated a priest, athief camein and
golemy gold!"

Mama and Papa found awoodlot a quarter of amile past the town and hid in athicket. They werejustin
time; ten minutes later the lord and his men came thundering by. When they were gone, Mamasad, "We
can bring the gold back when it has been dark for an hour.”

"Y es, and check on the priest, too," Papasaid. "1 saw through the window how the soldier swung that
pike. | don't think he gave the reverend a concussion, but you never can tell.”

Matt and Jord were halfway across the green when the presence struck in the form of asudden baying
and tattoo of soft feet. Half adozen huge dark forms swept past them and dowed to ahdt in front of
them, gray fur luminousin the sarlight againgt the darkness of the night, teeth flashing agtartling whitein
long muzzles

"Wolved" Jord raised hisdruid's staff, but the baying was behind them, in front of them, al around them.

"Back-to-back!" Matt snapped, drawing his sword. The wolves drew back at the sight of cold sted,
giving Matt timeto pivot and set hisback against Jord's. At thisdight Sign of retreet, the wolves snarled

and leaped.

Matt dashed, and dark blood spurted. Behind him, he heard Jord howling with fear, but aso heard the
staff knocking against skulls. He hewed and dashed and chopped. Wolves fdl back, wounded, and their
fellows turned on them with amassed barking snarl, but more pressed in. He dashed and hewed, but his
arm began to fed heavy, tiring. He howled asteeth closed on hislower leg. He dashed, and the teeth
Sprang away, but more teeth soared at hisface, and he barely managed to swing his sword around in
time. The walf fell back, but another sprang and bit hisleft arm. He screamed and lashed akick into its
stomach.

The massed snarl sounded behind him; he knew Jord had lamed one of the wolves, and the others were
turning on it. It might give the false druid amoment to snatch a breath, but it wasjust a question of
time—there were so many of the blasted animals! How could the whole forest have held so huge a
pack?

Then something dark shot through the wolves, blurring with speed, and somefell. Their mates turned on
them, snarling and fighting over them, but the shadow whizzed among them again, and more fell dead.
Theres, findly scenting whatever it was, turned tail and ran howling with fear.

Matt let thetip of hissword fall, panting, unable to believe hisluck. "They're running, Jord! We're safel™

His answer was araging scream. Matt spun again, sword snapping up, and saw the former druid facing
him, staff swinging high to strike, hisface contorted with fury, amost demonic.

Demonic! In aflash Matt understood the tactic. If Jord dew him, that ended the thresat to the Chief Druid.
If he dew Jord, the Devil had one more unshriven soul in Hell. Niobhyte or Satan, the goas
coincided—to keep Matt and Jord away from that church. Somehow he knew it wasn't Jord himsalf who
wasin control of that body now.

He leaped back, sheathing his sword, and the staff whizzed by. Matt had to take it away, had to subdue
Jord, but Jord was swinging the staff in ablurring circle now and howling.

Mait took a chance, lunging in afeint. The staff whizzed down, and Mait darted back, not quite quickly
enough—the gtaff cracked againgt his shin, the sameleg that was bleeding from wolfbite. The leg gave



way, and Jord screamed with triumph, swinging the saff high for akilling blow. Hisarms, hiswhole
body, jerked forward—and jolted till. Behind him towered another dark form, holding the end of the
staff. Not seeing it, Jord strained againgt it, cursing. Matt snapped out of his daze and shouted,

"Thelog was burning brightly—
"Twasanight that should banish dl sin,
And dl evil spiritswhowith it

Try to block goodness from men.

"What! Would the spirit possessing
Wrestle with power obsessng?
Alliesunseen dl around us

Shdl gtrike with a strength to astound us!™

Suddenly the evil presence was receding; Matt could fed it speeding away. Jord's eyesrolled up; he
went limp and fell, crumpled at the feet of the dark form, which instantly shot away, blurring with speed.

Matt stared after it, not understanding his sudden rescue. Apparently the dark form had nothing to do
with the evil presence—of course nat, if it had been trying to restrain Jord and had scattered the wolves.

But the presence was till there, distant, gathering strength again. Matt recited aquick hedling verse:
"Mad dogs and Englishmen

Go out inthe midday sun,

But not aNorth American

Whose task is<till undone.

Mad wolves and hydrophobes

Go 'bout in the dark midnight,

So dso does their wizard foe,

Heded of dl ther bites"

He could fed strength returning to hisleg. Stooping, he managed to wrestle Jord'storso over his
shoulder, then ducked his head under the man's midriff, gathered awrist and aleg together, and heaved
himsdlf up, Jord over his shouldersin afireman's carry. Turning, he saw aflamein the night, then redlized
it was on the steps of the church. He lurched toward it, carrying Jord and wondering who or what the
dark blurring had been that had helped him.

As he went he heard noises gathering around him, the padding of huge feet stalking, approaching. Hewas
about to run when barking and roaring broke out, the snapping and cracking of brush, the impact of a
heavy body. He sumbled into arun, hearing huge claws tearing up the village green, coming closer and
closer—but they ended in a scream of rage and the sound of blows, then the impact of something else
huge.



Matt didn't stop to look, just lurched toward the church, blessing his unseen protector.

Suddenly, the fedling of the unseen presence was gone; suddenly he knew he was completely safe, and
knew he had crossed the line of thewarding circle he had laid himsdlf, hours earlier. He lumbered up the
steps of the church, panting and staring in amazement. "Friar Gode! How did you know we needed
you?’

"Therewasaded of noise following you," the friar answered. "1 could not see who fought whom, but |
prayed for those who love God to win."

"Y ou may have helped more than you knew." Matt rolled Jord off his shoulders and laid him out on the
stone step. "1'm about to put you to the test of your convictions, though, friar. Here'saman who needs
your mercy."

Gode dropped to one knee, frowning down, then stared. "It isthe false druid!"

"Yes, but he's seen the error of hisways," Matt said, "rather forcibly, too. He wants to repent—at least,
he did before—" He swallowed, remembering the demonic face behind the swinging staff."—before this

happened.”

Thefriar'sface turned stern, but he said, "If he wishesto repent, he shall have his chance." He patted
Jord's cheek gently. "Waken, brother! The night islong, but the day aways comes! Waken, and tell me
how your soul fares."

Matt looked up in surprise, and saw that the sky was indeed lightening. He wondered just how long he
and Jord had been fleeing through that nighttime forest Eyelids fluttered; Jord peered upward, frowning
againg the pain in his head. Then he saw who bent over him, and stared in fear and horror.

CHAPTER 15
Jord shrank into aball, hands up to protect hisface. " Spare me! Forgo your revenge!”
"Why, so | shdll," Friar Gode said. "Do you come to attack the church of God, or to pray?"

Jord peered over his hands, saw the gentle, grave expression on thefriar'sface, and lowered hisguard. "I
cometo pray."

Something howled out there on the village green. Something else answered it, yammering in anger.

Jord cringed. "'l cometo pray! | cometo repent! Save me, friar! Save me from the sharp whiteteeth in
thenight!"

Heavy panting sounded, coming closer, spreading wide on al three Sides.

Jord seized the friar's robe and pulled himself up, crying, "Save me! A fury filled my soul only minutes
ago, thirsting for blood, shooting agony through every part of mel My soul gibbers at the thought of being
S0 possessed again! Save me from that horror, friar!”

"Why, so| shall." Gently, Gode pried Jord's hands|oose and dipped arall of cloth from hisrobe. He
shook it out into astrip with a cross embroidered at each end, and placed it around his neck. Matt saw it
was astole, the badge of office that every Roman Catholic priest wearswhen heisadministering the
sacraments, the sgn that heisfunctioning in his officia capacity rather than his private one. Thefriar
looked up at Maitt. "Go farther off, goodman. | must see this man reconciled with God before he comes
into the church.”



Matt nodded and paced away, down the stepsto just inside the invisible boundary of the warding circle.
He gtiffened, feding the malignant presence return, towering over him, ready to fall on him, but he stood
his ground, glaring defiantly upward into the gloom. He never would have had the courageto do it in his
own world, but he had plucked up the nerve to face his enemiesin Merovence, and was knighted for his
pains. With the knighthood had come far more bravery than he had ever known, so he could stand with
narrowed eyes, trying to stare down amalignancy he could not see, even though he felt another gathering
closetoit on one side and athird on the other side, then another and another. But he stared unafraid, for
he stood on consecrated ground bordered by his own warding circle.

He paced its arc, hearing behind him Jord's murmured confessing of hissins. Matt tried not to listen, not
that he could have understood aword anyway—he was too far from them. The presences moved with
him, and he redized it was himsdlf they had come for, though if they did manage to overwhelm him, Jord
and thefriar would be engulfed right after him. He wished the former false druid would hurry up and finish
his confession. He a'so began to understand why the Devil tempted people to desecrate holy places.

Then, somehow, the malignancy seemed to lighten. Matt turned to stare outward, wondering what had
happened—and Buckeye stepped out of the gloom. "Y ou could at least thank me for safe conduct.”

Matt stared in amazement. " So it was you fighting off the monsters| couldn't seel”

"Y es, and you burned my hidefor it," Buckeye said indignantly, and turned his back to show Mait a
patch of singed fur. Matt swallowed, fedling horrible. "Sorry. | didn't know my hel per was vulnerable to
blessings. Look, &t least | didn't say whose blessing | was calling for.”

"Thanksfor small favors,” Buckeye sniffed.

Matt felt suddenly apprehensive—if the bauchan had been ableto defy theinvisible evil entitiesthat
surrounded him, it had to have stronger magic than he had thought. Matt hoped Buckeye didn't want to
get back at him too badly. "Did you fight off the wolves, too?"

"Wolves!" Buckeye said with contempt. "They are nothing. Know that we creatures of the forest
understand one another, mortal, and if | comprehend the viciousness of their packs, they in return know
the danger of my magic and my whims. The night-wakers, now, they are another matter, but thereis
enough malicein meto let me wak among them, and enough goodness to shield me. Spirits fear one
another, too, mortal man, and know one another's power."

"Standing up to them must have taken alot of courage, then," Matt said.

Buckeye seemed to still insde, and for amoment there was nothing of the bantering or mischievous about
him. "Some bravery, yes. | knew | could master any one of them, after dl, but | could not be sure they
would not league againg me." Then the moment passed, and his grin flashed forth once more. "But they
did not—they are creatures made solitary by their spite and jedlousy, and will not aly with one another if
they can avoid it. In this case, they were too dow to recognize necessity, as| had thought they would

be”

"It was till taking quite a chance. Thank you for braving therisk. Were they sent by the Chief Druid?’

"Chief mocker, you mean, if you spesk of Niobhyte," Buckeye said with contempt. "Nay. They were
sent by an evil far greater than his."

"For Bandix, or me?'

"For you." The bauchan grinned. "They thought to frighten you away from the protections of—" He



decided not to use whatever term held had in mind, and said instead, "—from your usual protections.
They did not know that you had aso the protections of aspirit far more earthly.”

"Meaning yoursdlf." Matt swalowed thickly. "Why did you help me?"*

The bauchan shrugged. "I was bored, and it lent the night some interest. Besides, who would | haveto
torment if you weredain and | had not yet met your family?'

"l see," Matt said dryly. ™Y ou were defending your property.”
Thegrinturned to aleer. "Y ou might say that, yes."

Matt decided held better keep his bauchan amused. Then his heart sank as he realized held thought of it
a"his"

"Goodman," Friar Gode called, "you may come back within."
"Coming," Matt answered, then turned back to Buckeye. "Thanksfor bailing me out.”
"| shall be glad to do so again." The bauchan's eye glittered wickedly. "If the whim should take me."

Matt was tempted to wish something else would take the creature, but he had the sense to throttle the
thought, if not the feding. He turned back to mount the church stepsin thefirst rays of sunrise.

Mait found Jord insde the church, thoroughly chastened and gazing about him in disbelief.
"Heisreconciled with God," thefriar said by way of explanation.
Matt said to Jord, ™Y ou look as though you'd never been in a church before.”

"All my life" the ex-druid returned, "until Nio—until the Chief Druid beguiled me away with tales of
power and pleasure.” A smilelightened hisface for amoment. "They weretrue, too." Then he frowned
again. "But hedid not tell me what awaited failure." He shuddered. "'l cannot say which was
worse—those huge padding feet in the night, or the hoarse breathing of they who walked."

"Thefeding of them ingde your mind and heart,” Matt told him.

"Aaied" It was short, but it was a scream, and Jord buried hisfacein his hands. "Heaven protect me
from ever suffering that again!™

Matt set a comforting hand on the man's shoulder. At least, it was meant to be comforting, but Jord gave
such agtart, Matt would have thought held been hit with ajolt of eectricity. He took hishand away.
"Don't worry, you're safe from them now, aslong asyou stay in here."

Jord calmed considerably, looking about him and drinking in the tranquillity of the church. "None can
comein here?'

"No spirits" Matt told him. "I made sure of that."
Friar Gode looked up at him, artled, but Matt gave him awink.
Jord, though, had caught the qualification. "But things that are not pirits can enter?”

"Evil men can,” Matt admitted. "There's dways the chance of that. Whenever pagans cometo loot, the
churchisone of thefirgt placesthey look.”



Jord shivered, but said manfully, "Even so, asyou say, there is always such danger. | must only hope that
the Chief Druid and hisfollowers dwindle and fade."

"They are the pagan threat of the moment, yes," Matt agreed. " The more we know about them, the more
quickly we can rid ourselves of them. What can you tell me about this Chief Druid?”

Jord was silent and began to tremble again.

"Come on, you know hell kill you just for losing the gamble to sted the friar's congregation,” Matt said,
"if he can. Help me make sure he can't.”

"None knows where he came from," Jord said, hisvoice low, "but he speaks with the manner and accent
of alord."

That, Matt autometically discounted—such things could be learned, as any good con man would tell.
"And he'sasorcerer?’

Jord shuddered. "Y es, amost powerful sorcerer! He taught us afew spells and promised us more, but
we knew he would never teach us even haf of what he knew."

"Us?" Mait picked up on theword. "Who?"

"The haf dozen of uswho sought to become druidsin our own right, not acolytesonly," Jord explained.
"That's how we began, as agroup of worshipers following Nio—hislead. He promised us power, and
his glowing accounts of the power and luxury, the silken bodiesin our arms and the acclaim of the
crowds, swayed us al to become druidsin our own right and go out to win more worshipersfor the Old
Gods. | have converted sixteen villages and four towns dready." There was atouch of pridein hisvoice;
then he remembered the preceding night, and hung hishead. "No more."

Matt wondered how long Jord would stay repentant, how soon the memories of willing women and
awe-filled men would sway him out to his own form of preaching again. He wondered, too, how long this
Niobhyte would let him live. "He taught you what he claimed wasthe Old Religion?’

"Y es—the names of the gods; the symbols, such asthe golden sickle, mistletoe, and holly; and the
ceremony of worship, of drinking to free theimpulses of the heart, dancing to please the gods,
copulation, and bloodletting.”

"Bloodletting, right. Completely voluntary, but when you have a congregation fully committed, the cuts go
deeper and deeper and the blood flows more fredly and lesswillingly, doesn't it?"

Jord nodded. "We have sacrificed deven virgins and haf a dozen young men aready. Niobhyte saysit
pleases the gods.”

"I'm sure it does, except that the only one he'sredlly having you worship isn't agod,” Matt said. "The old
godsareonly dreams, even inthis—" He nearly said "universe" but caught himsdlf intime."—land. How
does he say you should behave toward one another?'

"Why, that each man should strive for the highest position he can, and beat down those who seek to
throw him out— strive aso for wedlth, and the favors of the greastest number of women.”

Friar Gode'slips pressed into athin, angry line. Matt felt the same way, but kept his voice reasonable.
"How about if you want something someone ese has?'

"Why, you should takeit! If heistoo weak to drive you away, he deservesto loseit!”



Mait nodded. "How about copulating with someone e se'swife?!

"Again, if heistoo wesk to prevent you, it isthe way of Nature, the way of thewildwood, and it isright.”
Jord's eyes began to glow with the power of it.

"How about if your wife wantsto deep with somebody ese?' Matt asked.
"Say her," Jord said promptly. "Him, too, if you can."

Gode cried out in protest, and Jord turned to him, instantly contrite. ™Y our pardon, holy man! | would not
speak of such things, but this good man did ask.”

"I know, and you must tell him," the friar groaned. "1, too, must know what the enemy teaches—but it is
hard hearing of it."

"How do you behave toward other villages?' Matt asked.

"Why, you obey the King's Law—»buit if he bids you attack, you attack, whether it be another village or
the land of Merovence!”

"Just happened to mention Merovence, | see”
"These are no teachings of the old gods, but of the Devil!" Friar Gode burst out.

Jord swung to him, surprised, but Matt said, "Y ou figured that, too, huh?" Then to Jord, "The Chief Druid
hastold you to break every single one of the Commandments, except the one about the Sabbath.”

"Oh, on Sundays we are to work while the sun shines, then drink and make merry when it setd”

"Broke that one, too, | see," Matt said grimly, "and | don't think | have to ask what he taught you about
using the name of God as a swear word. Y ou do know who tempts you to do the opposite of what God
teaches, don't you, Jord?"

Jord's eyes widened with horror. "It isasyou say, it is as you say—he taught us to worship Satan! But
why then did he not call the Devil by name?

"Say it outright, and people would be warned, and stay away in fear and loathing,” Matt explained.
"Digguiseit, and they'll ligen. Inthe find analys's, though, you watch how they behave, and you'll know
what god they redly worship in their hearts" He felt rather uncomfortable saying it, thinking of peoplein
his own world, but he knew that the vast mgority of people were very easly fooled. Hewondered if PT
Barnum spoke of dl the peoplein al theworlds.

He put the thought aside and got back to interrogation. " Since we mentioned the king, let'sfollow it up.
What does King Drustan know about dl this?'

"Aslittle asyou did before last night, | suspect,” Jord answered, "though his son John is another matter.”
"John?' Matt sared. "That incompetent loser? HE'sin on the druid scam?’

"I do not know what a'scam'’ is, but | do know that John isa prince, and can aid the cause of the Chief
Druid mightily," Jord answered.

"Especidly since he's now heir apparent,” Matt mused. "Maybe he's not as dumb as he looks.”

"Dumb?Heisnot talkative, from al | hear, but heis scarcely mute," Jord protested.



"Lessand lessaswe go dong." Matt was revising his opinion of John by the second. "What does he have
to do with your Chief Druid?"

Jord shrugged. "Thefriarsand their fellow priests prevent the tax-gatherers from gouging all they may
from the peasants. They stand between the common folk, and the barons and soldiers who have won the
king'swar for him."

"Stand between? How?'

"Why, whenever the baron looses his soldiersto loot and rape, asistheir pay for war, adratted priest
gppears to command them to withhold in the name of the Lord!"

"Literaly stand between." Mait felt achill. "And John doesn't like that?'
"What prince would? How will he bring soldiersto his banner without expectation of such rewards?”

"Certainly not by the sheer generogity of his spirit, or nobility of hisbrow,” Matt agreed. "John isn't the
kind to command persond loydty. So your Chief Druid made him an offer?"

Jord shrugged impatiently. "I know nothing of what passed between them, save that the Chief Druid
disguised himself as a gardener, and thus found occasion to speak to the prince.”

Matt grinned in spite of himself. " And boy, wasn't he surprised when one of his gardenerstold him he
could get rid of this nuisance problem of interfering clergy!"

"| expect that he was," Jord admitted. "Nonetheess, thelong and the short of it isthat Prince John was
quite willing to give his support to the Old Religion if the druids could woo the people away from the
Church. He could only pledge such in secret at first, but has promised to become more open ashe gains
influence, and to make the Old Religion the faith of theland if he comesto power asking.”

Puzzle piecesfell together in Mart's mind. " So not only does he have a chance of actualy becoming king
someday— he has some help arranging it, and some definite plang!™

"With his brothers dead, it would seem s0," Jord admitted.

"I know little of the druids," Friar Gode said, frowning, "but | cannot believe that any clergyman would so
conspireto despoil hisown flock!"

"l can't believeit, either,” Matt said. "Thered druidswould never have approved of such behavior
toward their own people. Enemies, maybe—conquered foemen are another matter—but not toward their
own commoners.”

"They did sacrifice peopleto their gods,” Friar Gode reminded.

"Y es, but those were captured enemies, or volunteers from their own people, not kidnapped virging!
Beddes, that ceremony | watched last night was pure hokum, with no higher object in mind than luring
peopleto join up. | don't know much about the ancient druids worship, but | do know it wasn't like
thet!"

Friar Gode nodded. "Thereislittle that is real about these so-called druids.”

"They're asynthesis of power-mongering ideas from this century, together with al the most popular
human vices disguised as ceremony, mixed in with bits and pieces of Druid lore that everybody aready
knows about, so that the people will recognize the symbols and think the men are genuine druids,” Matt



sad.
"Almost amockery of them,” Friar Gode said grimly.
Jord stared from one to another, more and more scanddized with every word he heard.

"Y es, aburlesgque of the actual article,” Matt agreed. "Y ou might even say these synthodruids area
do-it-yoursdf religion. No matter what you cal it, though, it'sagreat cover for agrassroots takeover by
the forces of Evil. How can wefight them, friar?"

"By virtuousliving, and thus setting a shining example before the people.” Friar Gode spread his hands, at
aloss. "How dse, | cannot think."

"Thereisthe posshbility of telling the people what they're doing, by means of minstrels songs," Mait said,
"but | hesitate to think what might happen to those minstrels, and I'm not sure the people would believe

them anyway."

"There are men and women far more holy than 1," Friar Gode assured him. " Perhaps they can see how to
counter thisthreat to the Faith better than ahumblefriar like mysdf.”

"Wel, holiness doesn't usudly result in knowing how to fight,” Matt said, "but | supposethat in the
spiritua redlm, anear-saint might have ingpirations worth the listening. | don't know your country al that
well, friar. Who do you think might be agood consultant?"

"Thereisthe Abbess of the Convent of St. Ursula," Friar Gode answered. "Sheis said to be very holy,
yet amost redoubtable woman.”

Well, Matt had his doubts as to how useful the abbess holiness would be, but found her redoubts far
more reassuring. "Best lead I've got, | guess, and asking her opinion can't do any harm. Thanks,
fria—and thanks for the night'slodging, too."

"Y ou are welcome." Gode managed asmile. "Not that you seem to have made much use of the latter.”
Then hefrowned, concerned. "Y ou have had no deep, though. How shall you fare through the day?'

"Oh, | think | can keep going for aspel.”

The doors opened, letting in abright shaft of morning sun. "Lord Wizard?' Sir Orizhan asked. "Areyou
wdl?'

Jord's head whipped about; he stared at Matt as though he'd been betrayed.

"Of course," Matt said briskly. "Just because I'm up before sunrise doesn't mean I'm sick.” Then his
attention went to Sergeant Brock, beside the knight and very pale as he stared at Jord. "What's the
matter, Sergeant?"

Brock gave agtart, asthough realizing where he was. "Is not this the druid who hurled afirebdl at the
friar yesterday evening?'

"l was." Jord bowed his head, ashamed.
"A druid, in achurch?' Brock sounded scandalized.
"I have repented of my errors, goodman,” Jord told him, "and confessed my sins.”

That unnerved Brock even more than seeing Jord in thefirgt place. He turned away, obvioudy agitated.



Sir Orizhan stepped close to confide, "1 have seen this happen to soldiers before—discovering that their
enemies are not dways complete villains, and can even turn aside from their evil ways."

"It does give you abad turn,” Matt agreed, "having to revise your view of theworld. I think hell survive,

though.”
"I doubt it not,” Sir Orizhan agreed. "Shall we bregk our fast, my lord?!
"I have meal and water, and can make a porridge quickly,” Friar Gode offered.

Matt exchanged glanceswith Sir Orizhan, then turned to the friar, nodding. " That ought to get uson the
road fast enough. Thanks, fria—and maybe over amorning bowl we can talk about the route to the
convent.”

An hour later they started out, Matt with some misgivings. An abbess was an administrator, after al, and
he was well aware that top administrators don't dwaysrise to their positions because of virtue.

Toward noon afourth person fdll in with the three companions, douching aong beside them with his
hood pulled up and hisarmsfolded, with hishandsin hisdeaves. Thetrio stiffened, recognizing the
bauchan.

Matt tried to be offhand about it, though. " Good morning, Buckeye. Thought you'd be deeping it off."
The bauchan looked at him in puzzlement. " Slegping what off, Lord Wizard?'

"Your night'sfighting,” Matt explained. "Mind you, I'm grateful, but | thought you'd need arest.”

Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock |ooked up, staring in amazement.

"He fought off some evil spiritsfor melast night,” Mait explained, "not to mention adozen or so wolves."
Knight and squire transferred their amazement to Buckeye.

The bauchan shrugged it off, uncomfortable with praise. "Remember that I'm aspirit more than an anima,
wizard. | can manage without deep quite well. But you have had none at dl, and your mortal body must
be dragging at you. What spell have you chanted to flush energy through your body?"

"I borrowed an hour of deep from each of the next eight nights," Matt explained. "I'm probably better
rested now than I'll be then."

Knight and sergeant swiveled their gazes back to him, staring harder.

"Y our eyebals are going to dry out if you don't blink now and then," Matt told them. Then, back to
Buckeye, "So what brings you out to join us on the open road?"

"A beggar at the next crossroads,” Buckeyetold him. "I have gone ahead and seen that he will be of
interest to you. Do not pass him by without a glance or acoin, wizard."

Matt gazed at him, wondering whether it was abooby trap or atip. "Troublewith you is, | never know
when you're helping me or troubling me."

"I know." Buckeye grinned. "That's the delight of it. Take pleasurein your caution, mortal wizard" With a
bound, he disappeared into the roadside brush.

"Surely wewill not heed hisworddl" Brock protested.



"If it was good advice and we don't takeit, hell laugh his head off,” Matt explained.

"Theimp!" Sir Orizhan exclaimed. "He has us by the scruff, and he knows it! We dare not take his advice
and dare not ignoreit!"

"And he's chortling up his deeve about it this very minute," Matt assured him. "Maybe that's why he wore
clothesthistime. Shall we see what's at the next crossroads, gentlemen?”

They cameto theintersection. Matt stopped abruptly and cursed softly to himself.

Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock stared, too. The east-west road had been deliberately rerouted into an
S-curve, so that it crossed the north-south road at adant instead of aright angle.

"Prince John's taking the synthodruids alittle too serioudy,” Matt said. "He's changed the intersection to
avoid theform of aChrigtian cross.”

"Could heredlly have so transformed every crossroads in the kingdom?* Sir Orizhan asked, staring.

"Y ou can do amazing thingswith magic, if you have enough of it," Matt said grimly. "Come on—let's see
who that beggar is, leaning againgt the Sgnpog.”

The beggar was a bit better outfitted than most—his clothes were dirty, but not yet reduced to rags; he
hadn't been begging long. Matt stepped up, fishing in the walet behind his belt for asilver penny. His
shadow fell across the beggar, and the man looked up, holding out hisbowl in listlessroutine. Matt froze.
The eyeswere dull, the face bleak, but he recognized it, and the last time he had seen the man, those
eyes had been bloodshot from too much de.

"Lord Wizard?" Sir Orizhan said behind him. "What troubles you?'
"I've seen him before," Matt told him. "' So have you. We shared atable at an inn aweek ago."
"It cannot be!”

But Sergeant Brock pushed past and knelt in front of the man, then rose with hisface hard. "It is. When
the soldiers were done with him, they cast him out to wander the roads and beg.”

The dull eyes began to focus on them. The beggar frowned, trying to remember.
"Dolan!" Métt cried. "That was hisname!”

The man stared up at him.

"What have they doneto him?' Sir Orizhan whispered.

"Part of it isnot so hard to guess.” Brock gestured at a crutch lying beside the beggar. "He didn't need
that when they took him away."

"They lamed him?" the knight exclaimed in horror. "For nothing but drunken mutterings?”
"Drunken mutterings againgt Prince John," Matt reminded him.

Brock knelt and looked into Dolan's eyes. "How did they lame you, fellow? Y ou still have both your
legs”

Dolan pointed to alarge, dirty bandage on hisankle.



"Hishamdring,” Brock said, hisface grim. "One or both?"
Dolan held up asinglefinger.
Sir Orizhan began to look apprehensive. "Why doesn't he speak?”

For answer, Dolan opened his mouth and made a sort of cawing. Hislipswrithed, trying to mold the
sound into words and failing.

"He sooke againgt the prince, after al," Matt said quietly. "They gave him the punishment they thought
fitted the crime.”

"Histongue?' Sir Orizhan turned green.
Even Sergeant Brock rose and turned away. "1t would have been kinder to kill him outright!™

"Yes, itwould," Matt said, "but he wouldn't have been able to go hobbling through the land asawalking
warning to anyone who might be thinking of criticizing Prince John." At asudden thought, he looked up,
then relaxed. "For aminute there | was afraid | might find araven listening.”

"No fear," Sr Orizhan told him. "All the carrion egtersarein roya castles now.”
Matt tossed the slver penny into the begging bowl even ashe said, "We can't just leave him here.”
"We surdly cannot take him with usl™ Sir Orizhan protested. "We'd scarcely make amile aday!”

"Oh, | think we can move a bit faster than that." Matt knelt and clasped the beggar's shoulder. "Dolan, |
hereby adopt you! Sir Orizhan, Goodman Brock, you're my witnesses— from thisday forth, thismanis
my cousn!”

"A merebeggar?' Sir Orizhan stared. "Have you taken leave of your senses, my lord?"

"Not ahit." Sergeant Brock grinned. "After al, the poor lad isin need of help, if ever aman was. Surely
heisin no condition to suffer pranks.”

"No, he'snot," Matt agreed, and stood up to call, "Oh, Buckeye! There's somebody I'd like you to
megt!™

CHAPTER 16

The bauchan came out of the trees, looking very surly indeed. "I heard, wizard! It'safoul trick to play
uponme!”

"Hey, you were the one who told meto take notice of him," Matt reminded. "Buckeye, I'd likeyou to
meet my cousin Dolan. Dolan, meset the family curse.”

"Thisis beneath you, wizard," the bauchan complained. "Heis not of your blood and bone!

"All people are ultimately related,” Matt said smugly, "and for the time being, heésalegd relation, too."
Heturned to his companions. "Shadl we go, gentlemen?"

Sergeant Brock opened his mouth to object, then remembered that he'd been raised to the rank of
squire.

"Yes, let uswak," Sir Orizhan agreed. "Did not the friar say we should turn west at this crossroads?”



"Westitis" Mait followed the S-curve to the left, with the knight and squire beside him.

"Well, thereés no help for it then,” Buckeye grumbled. "Come, mortal, up with you!" He caught the beggar
by thewaist and sivung him high. Dolan squaled with fright and swung his crutch up as a club—but the
bauchan settled the man around his own neck and started after the companions, assuring the beggar,
"Fear not, | can carry ten times your weight. Y ou have naught to fear from me—but I'll be revenged on
that wizard ten times over!"

"I'm not keeping score," Matt called back.
"l am," Buckeye growled, and hurried to catch up, stretching hislegs—literaly.

Night caught them in the midst of open fieldswithout avillagein sight. Asthey set about pitching camp,
Sergeant Brock muttered,” 'Just one more village, Sir Knight! Surely there will be another inn only afew
miles down the road, good sergeant! Just one more, lads, one more!™

"Oh, stop grousing,” Matt told him. "1 thought soldiers were supposed to be used to roughing it.”
"When they travel with you, they are.”

"Hey, you've had dinner indoors three nights out of five on thistrip.”

"Y es, but have we been able to stay and deep? No, for we are four when we set out with three!™

"Careful, there—Buckeyeis positively gloating to hear you." Matt told himself the sergeant would fed
better with agood hot med insde him.

Whileit was cooking, he rummaged in his pack for ascrap of parchment and pulled astick of charcoal
from thefire. Then he sat down next to the beggar and said, "Time we did something about your
communication problem. If | make amark likethis, it means I'm supposed to make asound like this: duh.
And this circle means I'm supposed to say 'oh." Then this boot-shape tells meto say 'luh,’ and this
backward potbelly is either ‘eh’ or 'uh.'" He saw the question in Do-lan's eyes and said, "How can you
tell which sound?I'll explain later, when you've learned more letters. Thissignis'en.’ Now, see what
happens when | make all those sounds, one after another..."

By the time the partridges were roasted, Dolan was silently mouthing al the letters of the a phabet, eyes
round in wonder.

"What dllinessisthis, to put so much store by chicken tracks on shegpskin?' Buckeye sniffed.

"Aye" Sir Orizhan agreed, "and to show aman how to turn squigglesinto speech when he can no longer
tak."

"But he knows what the words are supposed to sound like," Matt pointed out. "He can till write out the
words he wantsto say, if he can just learn the symbols—and if anybody ever had motivation for it, he
I,mll

"It'safool'stask, to spend so much timelearning to do so little!”
"It'snot little," Matt protested, "and I'll bet hell be able to write complete sentencesin five days.”
"Fivefor the symbolsat your door," Buckeye snorted, and disappeared into the forest.

Matt had the right number but the wrong unit. Five hourslater Dolan was writing complete sentences and
working out asystem of sign language with Sergeant Brock, too. When he had alarge enough



vocabulary, hetold the sergeant along pantomime, and Brock came away |ooking pale and shaken.
"What did hetell you?' Matt asked, concerned.

"What the soldiersdid to him," Brock answered, and swallowed thickly. "It was my own fault—I asked.
Let ushope | have not given the poor fellow nightmares by dredging up hismemoried”

"Maybe," Matt said dowly, "but maybe not, too. Sometimesit helpsto talk it through, get it out of your
system. Just how bad wasit?"

"Asbad as anything I've ever heard,” Brock told him, and looked up a Sir Orizhan. "They tied him down
on therack for aday or two, and when it had stretched hisjoints to constant pain, they demanded the
names of those who had told him what he had blurted out. Poor lad, he'd been so drunk that he could not
even remember what hed said. They did adozen thingsto cause him more pain, and by your leave l'll

not repest them—but | will say that they brought in asorcerer to work aspell with some of his blood,
which wrenched his memories from him with blinding pain. His head ached horribly for days. Then, when
they had proved for themsalvesthat he knew no other names of folk who had spokenill of the prince,
they muted him and lamed him aswe see, and cast him out to live or die, they cared not which."

"A sorcerer?' Matt said sharply. "Not adruid?'
Brock gave him along, steedy look, then said, "1 shall ask.” He turned away to his pack.

Sir Orizhan watched him go, frowning. "How can he ask if the man was adruid, if Dolan has never seen
one?'

"Hisarmed band raided adruid sacrifice," Matt said, watching Brock. "He kept a souvenir.”
Sir Orizhan's eyebrows lifted in surprise; then he turned to watch.

Brock went over to Dolan and held up hislittle slver sickle. The beggar frowned at it, puzzled. Brock
made some gestures, and Dolan replied with an emphatic shake of his head. Brock gestured again, and
Dolan shook hishead again.

Then Brock made athird set of gestures, and Dolan's face went stony as he nodded.

Brock nodded, satisfied, and came back to his companions. " The man who tortured him did not wear
one of these at hisbet.” He held up the sickle. "Moreover, helaid his spdl in achant that chopped and
ground likeamill. The druids magic tongue flowslike aclear brook; I've heard it."

"So the sorcerer used alanguage that was full of gutturals and consonants, huh?' Mait filed the
information away for future use. "What did he nod about?'

"That the sorcerer wore adark robe with strange signs emblazoned on it. The druids wear white, asyou
have seen.”

"So Prince John isresorting to sorcery,” Sir Orizhan said grimly.

"Resorting to, yes," Matt pointed out. "He's got the synthodruids on one side and sorcerers on the
other—but heisn't adept enough to do the magic himsdlf, so he hasto bring in specidigts. I'll bet he
doesn't even know how to use them, but has a sorcerous adviser pulling his strings.”

"But you said he wasin league with the Chief Druid,” Brock pointed out, confused.

"l did, didn't I?" Mait said with an acid smile. "Apparently he'strying to play both ends againgt the



middle, sorcerers on one side and synthodruids on the other. What's going to happen to him when they
both demand their payoffs?*

The three were silent amoment. Then Sir Orizhan ventured, "' Can he truly believe he can set them to
fighting one another and himsdf emerge unscathed?!

" Sounds dumb enough to believe of him, yes" Mait said. "Or it could Smply be that he hasn't thought thet
far ahead. He probably thinksthat if he can just get to be king, hell have power over everybody."

"And while he waits, the false druids and the sorcerers shdl tear the land apart between them,” Sir
Orizhan sad grimly.

Sergeant Brock's face set like stone.

Mamaand Papawere hiking aong the high road when Mama suddenly stopped. She laid ahand on
Papas arm and pointed at alane that branched off, overhung by tree limbs, avirtua tunnd. "We must

take that byway."
Peapalooked at it. "Why, my dear? It doesn't look very promising.”

"l can't say why, | only know we must,” she answered.

"I will never argue with your intuition, epecialy in auniverse ruled by magic." Papaturned off with her,
and they gtrolled under the leafy roof. He looked up and about with adreamy smile. "'If nothing ese, you
have chosen a pleasant route for us."

"Thereisthat.” Mama pressed hisarm close, smiling.

Then they heard the hound.

It was astrange cry, more howl than bay, and it sent chills down their spines.
"Hurry!" Papa clasped her arm more tightly and started ahead.

But Mama pulled back. "No! We must bide instead!”

Papa reined in impatience and exasperation and tried to speak reasonably—»but before he could, he
heard the sound of hooves approaching with the baying. "Y ou're right—we can't outrun horses. We
hidel"

Mamafound asmall thicket and pushed her way through the underbrush. Papa came after her, walking
backward and doing what he could to erase the signs of their passage. Then helifted his staff to guard
position, with the sick feding that comes with knowing the battle islost before it has begun— but behind
him, Mamadrew her wand from beneath her robes.

The howl-baying passed the junction with the main road, though, and kept on going. The hooves
thundered up, mixed with the shouting of men's voices, then faded away.

Papa let out along shaky breath as he dropped the butt of his staff. " They're chasing someone el se, poor
soul!”

"No," Mama snapped, "they are chasing us—don't ask me how | know! It was only this turnoff that
deceived them, but their hound will redlize he haslost the scent al too soon! Quickly, husband! Thereis
safety at the end of thisroad, if we can only come there soon enough!” She pushed her way out of the
thicket and hurried down the lane.



Papa caught up with her. "What sort of safety?”

"I do not know, but | have never had presentiments so strong asthis before! Walk as quickly asyou can,
and we may come safely throughit!"

But twenty minutes |ater they heard the howling behind them again.

"Quickly, walk backward as much in our own footprints as you can!" Papaturned and retraced his
steps.

"Areyou mad?' But Mama caught up with him anyway. "Y ou are going toward danger!"
"Only ten minutes or so! | have seen another hiding placel Come!”

A few minutes back on thetrall, they came to alow-hanging branch. Papa made astirrup with his hands.
"Upwithyou!"

Mama knew better than to protest. She stepped in Papa's hands and caught the branch, then scrambled
up as helifted her foot higher. Lying full-length on the limb, she reached down for his hand. He legped up
with her help and caught the wood; she scrambled back to make room for himto lie full-length,
surrounded by leaves.

They were bardly in time. The howling swelled immensely, and the hound came charging by below,
following their scent. It was a huge misshapen thing, with aface like amastiff's behind the upper muzzle of
abloodhound, and legs as bandy as a bulldog's but as long as a Great Dane's. Its massive body was
eadly the size of asmal pony, and its eyes burned with blood lugt. It went past below, belling and baying
and howling asthough it were three beastsin one. Behind it came half adozen soldiers, their eyes &fire
with the excitement of the hunt, their faces it with gleeful anticipation. Mamalooked at them and
shuddered.

But the last was severa lengths behind hisfellows, for he was much fatter, and wheezed as he urged his
horse onward. As he passed under the limb, Papa dropped to land behind him and struck with the hilt of
his knife. The man dumped, eyesrolling up, and Papa shoved him aside. He fell, rolling to the Sde of the
trail, and Papa caught the reins. The horse whinnied in fright, but Papa spoke to it in soothing tones,
turned it around and brought it back, then off the side of thetrall.

Ahead, the hound's belling turned into burbles of confusion. The horsemen cursed, and there was a sound
of beating. The hound howled in anger, then yelped in pain, finaly coming back toward them,

bay-howling again.

Papa turned the horse into the brush beside the road, behind a screen of leaves, then leaped down and
ran around to hold the horse's head and stroke its nose, murmuring soothing nonsense to keep it from

whinnying.

The hound came charging by, following their back trail, baying as though it were new. The horsemen
rode by, curang, and Papaand Mama caught asingle sentence: "Cursed magicianslaid usafdsetrail!"
Then they were gone again, not even noticing their fallen comrade under the roadside leaves, and too
quickly for the horseto even think of cdling toitsfellows.

Papa remounted, rode out onto thetrail and back to the low-hanging limb. "Quickly, Jmenal Before they
redizetheir error!™

Mamalegped from her perch and ran to him, grasped hisarm and swvung up to ridein front of him. Papa
turned the horse and kicked its Sdes gently. It sprang into motion again, galloping awvay down the lane.



Far behind them the belling grew fainter—for afew minutes. Then it turned into confusion again, mixed
with angry shouting for several minutes, before the hound yel ped as the men drove it back into the lane,
and its voice began to grow louder again.

"What kind of hound isthis, who can follow our scent even on horseback?' Papa asked.

"One who senses magic and thosewho work it,” Mamatold him, "and | hate to think where it came
from!"

"l used magic aswewere laying thefasetrail!" Papaexclamed in surprise.
"Sodid I! Ride as quickly aswe can, husband, and pray they go more dowly!"

Then suddenly thetrail opened out into fields. In the distance the amber and green of crops surrounded
thelow beigewalls of a convent or monastery, golden in the late afternoon sun.

"Thereisthe safety | sensed!" Jmenacried. "Ride, husband, for our lived™

But the poor horse was carrying double, and no matter how Papaurged it on, it couldn't go asfast asthe
Steeds chasing them. Behind them the howling and hoofbeats grew louder.

"Hig!" Sir Orizhan stopped, holding up ahand, and frowned, looking back over the road they had
traveled.

They weredl slent, lisgening. Then Dolan's eyes widened, and he nodded vigoroudy, beginning to
tremble.

"He hearsit, too, whatever it is" Matt said.

"Sodol." Buckeyegrinned. "It isakind of hound that sorcerers breed, haf spirit and half dog.”
Matt shuddered. "What'sit for?'

"Tracking magiciand" Buckeye crowed.

"| think we'd better start walking faster." Matt turned eyes front and made long strides.

Sir Orizhan matched him. "We might even congder running.”

"Runfor aminute, walk for aminute,” Matt agreed. " Can you keep up, Buckeye?'

"Keep up, forsooth!" the bauchan snorted. "I can surpassyou inthisasin dl thingsl Hold tightly, Dolan!"”
He sprang ahead of the companions.

Matt loped after him, not hurrying.
"Darewelet him escape our Ssght?* Sir Orizhan asked beside him.

"Wedare," Matt answered. "The question is, does Dolan? And | think the answer to that is, helll get to
sfety fird.”

"What safety?" Sergeant Brock panted.

"The convent,” Matt explained. "Were assuming it has aguest house—and if these hunters are anything
like the usua run of evil spirits, they won't be able to enter consecrated ground.”



"True enough,” Sir Orizhan said, with somerelief.
But Sergeant Brock panted, "What if... the hunters ... are men?”

"Then only the hound will be stuck outsidethewall,” Matt said grimly, "and we may haveto do abit of
fighting ourselves™

Sergeant Brock grinned and loosened his short sword in its sheath.

"'May,' | said,"” Matt cautioned. "I didn't make any promises.”

"You dedl with ... evil magic," Brock panted. "Weshdl ded... with evil... men. Sr Knight?'
"We shdl indeed,” Sir Orizhan said, matching Brock's grin.

They stopped to walk for a minute, then ran on toward the convent.

Suddenly, hooves pounded behind them.

"Run!" Matt shouted, and stretched hislegsfor dl he was worm—~but the horse was gdloping, and
caught up with them easily. Dolan waved down at them from its back, looking frightened. One hand held
reins, the other held the cantle of the saddle to hold him on—and the reins of a second horse that
gdloped beside thefirgt.

Matt stared. "How'd you get behind us?' Then he answered his own question. "No, don't answer. Silly of
me. Y ou were riding a bauchan.”

"Pull back onthereind™ Sir Orizhan called. Dolan dutifully obeyed, and the horses dowed enough for
Sergeant Brock to run around and catch the reins of the riderless mount while Sir Orizhan caught
Dolan's. They stopped the horses and mounted, Sir Orizhan behind Dolan, Matt behind Sergeant Brock.
Sir Orizhan kicked his hedsinto the horse's flanks, Sergeant Brock did likewise, and off they went.

"I should ask what happened to the men who wereriding these horses," Matt called, "but | don't think |
want to know."

Dolan shook his head emphatically.
"Ridel" Sir Orizhan commanded. "If these horses have caught us, the others cannot be far behind!”

"Yesthey can,” Mt caled back. "These two knew where they were going. The hunters ill haveto
follow the hound."

"It will speed soon enough,” Brock called grimly.

True enough, the hound's bell-howling was growing louder and louder. Matt chanced a glance back and
saw adust cloud with severa horses coming out of it, astrange, ungainly beast oping ahead of
them—ungainly, but moving even more quickly than they were. He shut up and let the sergeant kick the
horse up into overdrive.

"| thought troopers weren't allowed to ride," he called to Sergeant Brock ahead of him.

"Wearenot," Brock called back, "but not for lack of knowing. Any serf's son learns how to ride aplow
horse."

They came out of the woods and into abroad plain, cut into a patchwork of fields with avariety of



crops, including pastures dotted with sheep. At its center, far ahead, rose the tawny walls of the convent.
"Ride!" Matt shouted. " Safety'sin sght!”

Then he saw the other horse off to their right with two riders on its back, riding hell-bent for leather—and
saw the hell-bended hound behind, running at its top speed, leading half a dozen riders who shouted with
glee asthey chased. Looking back at his own pursuers, he heard the same sort of shouts—and noticed
that the soldier in front had his hood up. He seemed much more gangly than the rest, knees up as high as
the saddlebow. Matt deleted an expletive under his bresth. Buckeye was leading the pursuit, howling
with glee.

Matt undel eted the expletive. "Blasted monster can't decide whether hel'sfor us or againgt ug!”

"What mongter?' Sergeant Brock looked back, then swore as only asoldier could, something involving a
physiologica impossibility and the questionable ancestry of the bauchan. But he recovered enough to say,
"Besure hell not let them day you, milord, for who then would he have to torment?”

"Don't say that word ‘torment,’ " Maitt told him. "Theresalot they can do without killing me." He didn't
add that the soldiers might treat the rest of the party to afew quick sword strokes.

Fortunatdly, the humans weren't the only ones the hound scared. The horses heard that howl-baying
growing louder and stretched themsel ves even harder. Somehow they seemed to understand that the
beige walls ahead meant safety, and redoubled their pace.

Atop thewall, severa black-robed figures gppeared. One looked up to Heaven and raised her clasped
handsin prayer. The othersimitated her.

Matt glanced over at the other travelers and saw that their hunters were gaining, too. Of course, it would
be too much to hope for that the two packs might callide. ..

Not with a bauchan with atwisted sense of humor leading one of the groups, it wasn't. The two roads
joined ahundred yards from the gate, and the other travel ers galloped through the intersection just afew
feet ahead of Mart's party—and as he came a ongside he stared in amazement. "Mamal Papal "

Thetwo riders looked up, astonished, and cried with one voice, "Matthew!"
Then the two groups of hunters howled with triumph—and crashed into one another.

They bawled and cursed and bellowed, dashing at one another with short cavary swords, while the two
hounds sprang to fight with explosive barks, each trying to sink itsteeth into the other first.

Buckeye broke loose from the melee and shouted, "Ride!" He even ran after to dap the rumps of al
three horses before he turned back to dive into the churning mass again.

Hewasjust intime, too. The leader of one group saw who he was fighting and shouted, "We areking's
men!"

"We are reeve's men, under the prince's ordersl™ his opposite number answered, and they might have
made peace there and then if Buckeye hadn't reached up and clobbered one of them in the kidneys. The
man howled with pain and yelped, "Cal off your men!"

"Lay off!" the other leader shouted, just before Buckeye stretched an arm to rabbit-punch him.™Y owoo! |
thought you called for peace!™



And the two groups set upon each other again, hammer and tongs, short swords clashing on bucklers
and sted caps. Buckeye danced around and through the dust cloud, timing his punches perfectly to keep
them fighting one another.

The gates of the convent opened widejust in timefor al three horsesto gallop through, then swung shut
again. A team of nuns hefted a huge bar into the brackets on the backs of the gates, and Maitt turned in
the saddle to throw hisarms around his parents. "Thank Heaven you madeit!"

"And you, my son,” Mamasaid, returning the embrace, then holding Mait off a arm'slength. "Thank
Heaven indeed.”

"Aye, thank Heaven," said a severe voice.

They looked up to see an older nun coming down off thewall toward them, eyesflashing. "Who are you,
who come unbidden to the Convent of &t. Ursula?'

"At least welve got theright address,” Mait told Sir Orizhan, then, "Matthew Mantrdll, Lord Wizard of
Merovence, with Lord and Lady Mantrell, my parents—" He gestured to his mother and father, then to
his companions. "—and Sir Orizhan, knight of Toulenge, with his squire, Sergeant Brock of Bretanglia
This other gentleman is Dolan, an unfortunate who has suffered at the hands of Prince John'storturers.”

Dolan and Brock pulled their forelocks; Sir Orizhan bowed as well as he could from the saddle.
"And whom have we the pleasure of addressing?' Matt asked.

"I am Mother Diceabo, abbess of this convent. Do you claim theright of sanctuary?”

"Wedo!" dl six of them chorused.

Then Sergeant Brock said nervoudy, "By your leave, lords and ladies, may we put off the courtesiestill
we have done with the attackers at your gates?”

"Attackers!" Mother Diceabo exclaimed. "Have they not left off once they saw you were safe?!

In answer, five howling soldiersleaped over the wall— only eight feet high, no bar to ahorseman who
could stand on his saddle and vault over it. Most of the nuns screamed and ran—for quarterstaves piled
inacone by the gate. Each grasped her stick and turned to face the invaders.

But Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock were there before them, spurring their horses and shouting
war-cries. Dolan hung on for deer life.

Sergeant Brock turned a cut from afoeman, then whirled his sword in to thrust, but the enemy blocked it
with his buckler, swinging his sword up for another strike. Matt leaned around Brock and thrust at the
unarmored line between breastplate and hip. He couldn't reach very far, but it was enough to make the
soldier scream and clap his hand over his gut. Brock drove his hilt down, but the man was aready
clawing hisway back over thewall.

Sir Orizhan turned his horse and swung a cut at another soldier, knocking the man's sword aside. The
soldier howled and ran for the wall. Behind the knight, swords clattered againgt quarterstaves and the
other soldiersran bleating for the wall, dropping their blades asthey ran.

Matt stared as they leaped back over—it had been too easy. He darted a glance back at his parents and
saw why—~Papa was gesturing and muttering while Mama sat ready to fight off any return spdls. Matt
wondered what the soldiers had thought they were seeing.



"Arethey repulsed so0 easily?' Mother Diceabo declared in astonishmen.
"| doubt it,"” Matt answered.

Sir Orizhan sprang up to the low parapet to look over and report, "They areriding to the gate... They
areturning their horses backstoit..."

"They're going to try to have the horses kick down the gate!" Métt cried. "Get 'em away from therel”
One of the nuns started chanting and gesturing as though she was swatting flies.

The horses reared with whinnies of anguish and shot away from the gates, bucking and rearing. The
soldiers shouted, barely managing to stay in their saddles, and fought their horses back down, then
managed to quiet them—a hundred yards from the convent.

Matt looked up in surprise. Y ou have some tal ented people among your nuns, Mother Diceabo.”
"Moreimportantly, they are pious,” the abbessreplied tartly. "Even | prayed for your safe arriva.”

"| can't thank you enough.” Matt wondered what Buckeye would say if he knew he had been part of the
answer to anun's prayer.

"They are putting their heads together in conversation,” Sir Orizhan reported. "Oneisriding avay ... The
rest aredismounting ... They are picketing their horses... Mogt are sitting down, somelying, though one
sands sentingl ..." Helooked down at Matt "They have given up assaulting us, it seems—and | would
guess the one who has ridden away has gonefor aid.”

"Surely they would not bring an army against aHouse of God!" Mother Diceabo protested.

"Maybe not an army, but probably a sorcerer,” Mait said, hisvoice hard, "at least, aslong aswe're here.
I'm sorry, Mother. | hadn't meant to bring them upon you. There have been afew changesin Bretanglia
lately." Matt dismounted. "L et metell you about them."”

"Lord Wizard," Sir Orizhan said, hisvoicetense, "l think you should—"
Matt didn't wait for the end of the sentence.
CHAPTER 17

Matt remounted and clambered up on his saddle, just in time to see that one of the soldiers had cometo
his feet and was strolling toward the convent—but as Matt watched, the man threw off hislivery and
spun about in afurry fury. With agibbering cry, he stretched out hisarms, forearms whirling in expanding
circles as he rushed back at the soldiers.

They didn't wait for him to arrive—they wailed in terror and ran for their horses. They werejust intime,
bardly managing to throw themsealvesinto the saddles before the beasts reared, pulling up their
picket-stakes, and raced away, any way aslong asit took them far from the insanely howling monster
who rushed at them.

"Y ou don't have to worry about the soldiers anymore,” Matt informed Mother Diceabo. "They seemto
have remembered an urgent appointment somewheredse.”

The abbess frowned. "What could have driven them away?"
"Something that | had better thank." Matt cupped his hands around his mouth and caled, "Much



appreciate, Buckeye! | couldn't have done it without you!"
"If you weretruly grateful, you would invite mein,” Buckeye caled as he strolled back.
Somehow that rang awarning bell in Matt. "I can't,” he explained. "It's not my house, and besides—"

"I know, | know—you speak words of gratitude, but do not mean them." The bauchan sauntered up to
the gate—then recoiled, hopping about as though he'd burned histoes. "Avaunt! What sort of town isthis
inwhich you've taken refuge?’

"A convent,” Maitt caled, trying to sound as apologetic as possible. " Consecrated ground. Sorry—I tried
to warn you."

"Next time, I'll believe you." The bauchan kept hopping. "Oh! Ow! How long mean you to stay?'
"A night, if they'll have us" Matt told him. "Not long enough for those soldiersto bring back an army.”

"Y ou need not fear—I'm sure they'll think 'twas an evil spirit chased them, and will not be concerned
about you if yourein ahouse of ill. Oh! Ah! Oh, | shal be revenged when you come out of that place!
Owoo! Ooo!" And Buckeye went hopping off into the distance until he hit adip and the ground seemed
to swallow him up.

Matt turned back to see Mother Diceabo eyeing him narrowly—but all she said was, "1 would gppreciate
itif al you men would enter our guest house immediately.” She nodded to Mama. "' shdl explain matters
to you, milady, and you may discourse with them.”

"Of course,"” Mamasaid, then dismounted and waved her hands at the men. " Away with you, now!
Leave civilized peopleto tak!"

Maétt led the way toward the building she indicated, growling, "So men aren't civilized?'

"Not according to women," Papareplied. "They have apoint, son. Think about the lives most men would
lead if they had aclear choice.”

Matt thought about that as they entered the guest house.

Mother Diceabo wasright behind them, dready talking with Mama. They kept on talking asthey sat
around aplain plank table on hard wooden benches, though the abbess brought them a pitcher of mild
a e and wooden mugs with her own hands.

"So the Prince Gaherisis murdered, and Prince Brion dainin battle," she said, "while the poor queenis
jaledin aslken prison—and the king lies elf-shot, unable to spesk to any but Prince John! Can you have
any doubt whoisbehind it al?

"When you put it that way, it doeslook pretty bad for him," Matt admitted. "Troubleis, therere alot of
other things going on in the kingdom."

"Indeed?’ The abbessfixed him with apenetrating stare. "What sort of things?"

"The barons and their men have lost respect for the clergy,” Mamatold her. "The farther north we came,
thelessthefriars could protect their folk from the ravages of their own lords."

"Say you s07" The abbess stare swung to her. "Havethey logt dl thought of God and goodness?!

"They have," Mt told her, "because a very powerful sorcerer has cobbled together aparody of the



Druid cult and is spreading it throughout the land.”
The abbess stare swiveled back to him, appaled. "How can this be?’
"Yes," Mamasad, saring with Papa. "How can it?'

"Because his gpprentice synthodruids are |eading the people in wild, drunken parties disguised asworship
sarvices" Matt said, avoiding the abbess eyes, "with dl the, ah, vices that go with drink and wildness."

"Y ou cannot mean—" The abbess broke off, shaking her head. "'Can the land have sunk so low?"

"If it Snksany more, the seawill come rushing in between Bretangliaand Merovence," Mait said grimly.
"And Prince John isleagued with this saf-styled Chief Druid,” Sir Orizhan told her.

"Ishel™ The abbessturned her stare on him. "Did | not say the whole coil was of his making?"

Well, she hadn't quite comeright out and said it. "I think Prince John might be more of avictim," Matt
demurred, "one more person lured in by the lies of the sorcerer, liesthat he's scattering over theland like
seeds broadcast.”

"How can he do that?' the abbess demanded.

"Mingrdsare abroad, Singing a song that impugns the queen's reputation and clams that Brion was
illegitimate,” Mamasaid.

Matt turned to her, surprised, though he redlized he shouldn't be. HE'd heard the song twice himsdlf;
surely his parents had, too.

"A viledander!" the abbess cried. "All know she has been amodd of virtue since she married Drustan!*

"Sincethen, yes," Papaagreed, "but there seems to be some doubt about her standards before—and
therefore efter.”

"Aye, to those of foul mindsl Why, Brion isthe very image of hisfather, though one much purified! If any
should be suspect in parentage, it should be John!"

"Shh! Not so loud!" Matt gave aquick scan of the windows and rafters.
"Aye," Papaagreed. "The sorcerer has sent ravens abroad as spies, throughout the countryside.”
The abbess eyes narrowed. "Carrion eaters were ever birds of ill omen!”

"If they hear anybody talking against John, they bear word to the soldiers somehow,” Matt said, "and the
soldiers cometo arrest the poor talker.”

Dolan shuddered, drawing the abbess eye. "Were you one such?' she asked.
Dolan nodded.

"Poor lad!" she said. "Helamed you for it. What else?"

Dolan opened his mouth and cawed in answer.

The abbess turned away with ashiver. "Thereisevil intheland indeed!” She turned to Mamaand Papa.
"But why come you here, to the House of St. Ursula?’



"Good question,” Mait agreed. "I thought you two were staying in Bordestang to defend Alisande and
your grandchild.”

"The war in Bretangliamade your wife see that the threat to Merovence was ended, at least for thetime
being," Papasaid. "We offered to go north to learn more of what passed there.”

Matt sghed. "So much for my plot to keep you home and safe.”
Papa answered with awolfish grin.
"Why here?" the abbess pressed.

Mamashrugged. "We have gone north by the byways, my lady abbess, to visit the small towns and
villages and learn what the people say. When the hunters caught our scent, wefled, and | felt that safety
lay inthisdirection.”

"Our patron saint spoke to your soul,” the abbesstold her. ™Y ou must be devout, or your spirit would not
have hearkened to the warning. What did you do to catch the hunters interest?”

Mama and Papa exchanged a blank look. Then Mamatold the abbess, "We saved avillage lassfrom
soldierslong enough for the friar to come and chase them away. Later, we saved agoldsmith's last
ounces from agreedy baron, and healed the friar who had tried to protect him and was beaten for his

pans.
"Reason enough!™ the abbess said, shaken. "How isit this baron dared strike aman of the cloth?"

"He claimed he had become afollower of the druids and their old gods,” Papa said, "and therefore no
longer feared the Church.”

"This has become far worse than | thought! How could so much evil have run through theland and | not
know of it? We give hospitdity to so many travelerdl”

"This has happened in only afew weeks time," Mamatold her.

"Thenitiswdl planned indeed! Perhapsit isnot Prince John'swork after dl." She turned to Matt. "How
did you attract the hunters notice?"

"Well, | think mostly by saving apriest from a synthodruid,” Mait said, "then busting up the druid's
recruiting ceremony, and protecting him by magic until he could make it back to the church to confess.
He's 4ill there, in sanctuary—I hope.™

The abbess gared a him for amoment. Then she said, "Y es, | mink that might have attracted their
attention. What sent you in my direction?"

"Thefriar | saved from the synthodruid. | asked him how to fight them, and he told me to ask you.”

The abbess stared even wider, then turned away, shaken. "1? What could | know of battle? Prayer |
know, and augterity, and the ordering of a convent—but what useisthat againgt alie so huge that many
of the liarsthemsalves do not know it for the falsehood it is?"

Matt bowed his head, clenching hisfists, hopes dashed. Sir Orizhan stared a him in dismay.

But Mama had seen this mood before. Her gaze lingered on her son amoment; then she turned back to
the abbess and said, "Have you no stories of saints who contended with the origina druids?’



"We have," the abbess said dowly, "but they saw people suffering from the constant wars the druids
thought pleased their gods, and showed the folk how their yearning for peace was ayearning for God. Is
there such ayearning again?'

"It has begun,” Mamatold her, "or we would have had no oneto rescue.”

"Indeed.” The abbess gazed at her, musing. "Have you told me al of what you heard on your way north,
or was there more?"

Mama frowned, thinking. " The women are afraid for Princess Rosamund, who was imprisoned near the
king's castle at Woodstock but disappeared.”

"Well they might bel”

"They pity the queen, who fought awar with the king for her son Brion'sright to inherit, and has been
imprisoned for her pains—"

"Of this| have heard."

"—and thereisarumor abroad, that Prince Brion is not really dead, but only lying in an enchanted deep
like Arthur's, in the cathedrd at Glastonbury.”

"Thereishopein that," the abbess said quickly, "though | would not spread the word abroad if you
cannot proveit true."

"Then we must go to Glastonbury and look," Mama said decisively.

"No, not Glastonbury.” Findly the abbess sat with them, hands clasped, looking off into the distance, as
though she could see through the walls and dl the way to the holy town hersdlf. "That hasthe ring of
peasants trying to keep hope dive, especialy since Glastonbury isthe only place of holiness grest enough
to withstand the ondaught of such concerted blasphemy that is aso close enough for the poor folk to
bdieveinit."

"But you don't think it's holy enough to hold out?* Matt felt hope returning, if only because the abbess
was taking the rumor serioudly.

"To hold out againgt a sorcerer and these sin-tho-druids of yours? Y es, it isthat—but no holinessis great
enough to withstand atroop of blaspheming knights who lust for greed and power. If they camein force
to discover adeeping prince and day him for once and for dl, no cloisterful of monks and nuns could
stop them. No, if the prince's body has been borne away for protection, it would not be within
Bretanglia"

"Merovence?' Matt sared in disbdli€f.

"No, nor in any place where knights could ride," the abbess said impatiently. "Whoever bore his body
away would have taken it acrossthe sea..." Sheturned to Matt suddenly, her gaze focusing. "Thelrish
Seal They would have taken him to Erin, to the Ide of Doctors and Saints! There would be holiness
enough to ward off any sorcerer, and seawater enough to delay any troop of knights, especidly if they
feared awizard's power to bring a storm to overturn their ships! So even if there were truth in the rumor,
neither John nor his sorcerer would concern themsalves with it, for adegping Brion far from the shores of
Bretangliawould be no threeat to them—at least until they had consolidated their power.”

"Yes," Mat said heavily. "Firg thingsfirst. Get the country securely under your thumb, then send an
expedition to kill therightful heir for once and for dl. Sure, it makes perfect sense.”



"The notion doesn't seem to delight you, son,” hisfather said, frowning.

"It doesn't, Papa—because if there's one place where there might be afew genuine druids till holding on,
itslrdand.

"Inthehillsintheinterior of theidand?' Mamafrowned, nodding. ""Perhaps so. And you fear they could
seethiswave of synthodruids as an opportunity to revivether truereligion?”

"It does sound like a great opportunity,” Matt said, "and their last. Let the sorcerer take over Bretanglia,
then comeriding in and stedl his conquest away from him—becauseif the people are worshiping the old
gods and following the druids, of coursethey'll drop the synthos and turn to the redl druids.”

Sergeant Brock stared, amazed.
"The sorcerer would not give up so easily,” Papa objected.

"Perhaps, but the contest would be worth the chance," the abbess admitted. " Still, that would give them
all the more reason to protect Brion in enchanted deep—so that they could present atrue heir to enforce
their dam.”

"Brion would not let himself be used 0," Sir Orizhan objected. "He might fight for the True Faith, but not
for the power-lust of the old.”

"With akingdom to gain, and atrue version of the old faith to drive out acynica imitation?' Papa
challenged.

"Not even then!"

"It matters not,” the abbesstold them. " A rumor of Brion will have as much forceto raise resstance as
Brion himsdlf. Lord Wizard, you must go to Erin and seek hisbody. If you find thereisno truth in the
rumor, we must find some other way to fight these charlatans.”

"Andif | find out the princeredly is4ill dive, preserved by magic?'

"Then you must wake him," the abbess said with iron resolution. She turned to Mamaand Papa. "But
thereis some dight chance that he might be in Glastonbury. Y ou must go there, and make sure of that
rumor."

Sir Orizhan stood up, tightening his sword belt. "Then let us go quickly, before the hunters return.”
"Who shdll protect the convent, then?' Mama objected.

"By your leave, my lady, if we are gone, | do not think the hunters hounds will lead them here.”
"Thenitisn't going to be safe for you!" Matt objected.

"Do not fear, my son." Mamasmiled at him with alook that bordered on the bloodthirsty. "Now that we
know the nature of our enemies, | mink your father's magic and my own knack of binding enemies spells
againg them will serveto send them packing.”

"If you say s0," Matt said with trepidation. Then he turned to the abbess. "I could at least ask my
companionsto stay, in case you need to fight off the hunters.”

Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock glared at him.



"Men, and men of war, in aconvent for more than one night?" the abbess protested. " Surely not!"

Matt turned to Dolan with an idea dawning. "Then let me leave you one poor beggar. | think he might be
more of ahelp than you think."

Dolan gtared up a him in bewilderment.

"A beggar will be no threat to my daughters,” the abbess said dowly. "Surdly we shdl carefor him until
theland is peaceful enough for him to go hisway in safety, Lord Wizard—»but | cannot see what use he
may be against men of war."

"Oh, he has a hidden strength," Mait assured her, "relatively speaking.”

Theroad led away from the convent, across the plain to aforest, where the road forked. Parents and son
exchanged quick embraces at the crossroads. Mamaheld him at arm'slength, frowning. ™Y ou know | am
not happy about letting you saly off without the two of usto strengthen you."

"Don't worry, Ma," Matt said, "l won't wreck the car."

She gared at him amoment, then smiled and gave him amock dap. "Saucy boy! All right, | anslly to
worry about agrown man who has survived so many battles. But see you do not |et them wreck you!™
Then she stretched up to give him another peck on the cheek, and turned her horse away.

Papalingered to clasp him on the shoulder, looking directly into hiseyes. "Adios—go with God, my
son.”

"l dwaystry," Matt assured him. "May God be with you, too, Papa.”

He st off walking beside Sir Orizhan's horse, but glanced back afew feet farther on, of course, and saw
them looking, too. Both waved,; then aturn of each path cut them off from sight.

Matt stopped, and Sir Orizhan reined in—they had insisted Mama and Papa take two of the horses, and
that Sir Orizhan ride the third. Sergeant Brock stopped, too.

"I was wondering whether or not you were going to tell them,” said Sir Orizhan.

"No need for them to know what might upset them," Matt assured him, then raised hisvoice. "Okay,
Buckeye! Y ou can come out now!"

The bauchan stepped forth from the roadside trees, grinning. " So, wizard! It seemsyou have atrue family
after dll"

"So | do," Matt admitted, "but you're only supposed to haunt my descendants, aren't you?'

The bauchan lost hissmilein congternation. "1 have never known afamily where | began by haunting the
son," he admitted.

"It'sno time for innovation, with the country so stirred up,” Matt advised, "and my adopted son is back at
that convent. By the way, should | scold you or thank you?"

"Why, either one," said the bauchan, "or both, asit pleasesyou."

""Shouting might do me more good,” Matt told him, "and | ought to scold anyone who helped those
hunters stay on my trail—but | have to thank someone who scared them away for me. Why'd you do i,

anyway?"



The bauchan grinned. "It was great run.”

"Wonderful," Matt muttered. "I'm fighting for my life and trying to save the kingdom, and he thinksit'sfun
to bushwhack me."

"Ah, but dso to save you!" The bauchan held up aforefinger.

"I'm beginning to understand why your last family died of nervous progtration,” Matt grumbled. "Well, |
guessit's'thank you' thistime."

"Thistime," the bauchan agreed.

Matt thought of threatening, then thought better. Instead he frowned. "Why didn't you pull out al the
stops on your magic when | sicced those bedbugs on you the firgt time?”

"They were merefly-bites," the bauchan said with a deprecating gesture, "no red threat."

Matt wondered if he were better off being a pussycat "Wdll, we're off to Ireland. Guess you'll haveto
leave my son Dolan back there.”

The bauchan's face was astudy in congternation. "Y ou're flitting?'

"I'm not abutterfly,” Matt said, "but if that'swhat you call leaving a place, then yes, wereflitting. But
weve been flitting the whole time you've known us™

"Wdll, aye, but not across water—and saltwater at that!"
Hope sprang in Matt's breast. "Don't be glum, chum— we've got agood fifty milesto the seashore.”
"| should storm and rant and rave a you with every step!”

"Hey, that's no way to say good-bye." Matt was getting giddy with the thought of being rid of the
bauchan.

Buckeye narrowed hiseyesto glints. "Nay, neither arant nor arave—I'll find away to plague your every
Step!”

But hedidn't. Late that night, toward the end of hiswatch, Matt heard a distant sound that he first thought
was thunder, then redlized was the shouting of men and screaming of horses. He found that very
interesting, especidly since it was coming from the direction of the convent. He decided it was none of his
business, waited with interest until it had died away, then woke Sergeant Brock for hiswatch and went to
deep. Hislast vagrant thought was a hope that Dolan would have sense enough to stay ingde the
convent'swals.

Two uneventful days later, asthey were pitching camp for the night inasmall clearing, screaming broke
out in the woods nearby, mixed with gloating laughter.

"He'sback!" Matt legped to hisfeet, fedling his heart sink. "I thought we wererid of that bauchan!™

Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock rose, too, to face the noise—and ayoung girl burst from the trees,
running in terror. Her gown was ripped and tattered, her face turned back toward whatever was chasing
her. Sheturned to look forward just in timeto dam into Sir Orizhan's chest. His arms closed about her
automatically, and she looked up, mouth opening for a scream that never came as she stared unbelieving
at hisface.



"My princess!" Sir Orizhan cried.
Then the hunters broke from the brush.

Sir Orizhan stepped past the young woman, drawing his sword. Brock and Matt stepped up beside him,
weapons out. The damsel shrank back behind them, eyes wide, hand to her lips.

The hunters halted in consternation. They were half a dozen soldiers with ahound, but they hadn't been
expecting resistance with swords. They stared at the three companions.

"Too much risk now, boys," Matt pointed out. "Better retreat while you can.”
"We are Six to your one, and have horses besides,” the leader snarled. "Sic him, Bdlle!™

The name was hugely inappropriate—the hound had to be one of the ugliest Matt had ever seen. Buit it
gorang at histhroat, snarling, and what choice did Matt have but to dash with his sword as he swung
asde?

The six ridersfel on knight and sergeant, who pivoted back-to-back and thrust upward at unarmored
anatomy. Two soldiers screamed and fell off their horses.

The young woman darted forward, snatched a sword from one writhing soldier, and sprang back, sword
raised to guard.

The hound fdll, writhing and dying, even asthe hunters shouted with anger and charged. But aluminous
orange form rose from the dead body and threw itself at Matt again, snarling. He fdll back, startled, but
by force of habit the spell cameto hislips even as he chopped at the spirit with his sword.

"Get ye hence to the pit that bred ye!
Turn upon the one who sped ye!

Ere day doth daw,

Ere cock doth craw,

Ere channering worm doth chide,
'Gin ye must get back to your place!
Again yethere must bide!"

The spirit howled in agony, and ajolt like an dectric shock numbed Mart's whole arm, but he managed
to hold onto the sword anyway.

The spirit faded, transfixed on Mart's sword, and its howling faded to silence. One of the soldiers saw,
dtared, and cried, "He has dain the demon-spawn!*

The other soldiersturned just in time to see the hound-body fade away, too—and Brock and Orizhan hit
them from the Sde, swords probing under the edges of breastplates. Two soldiers howled in pain of their
own, and the Princess Rosamund darted forward to stab at athird. He shouted in pain and swung &t her,
but she danced back out of reach of his blade, and he turned his horse to chase after his companion, who
was aready riding for thetall timber. The two wounded soldiers yanked on reins and sped after their
mates, hands pressed to flesh, leaving atrail of drops of blood.



"WEeIl haveto find another campste,” Matt panted. "All they'll have to do to come back will beto follow
the drops.”

"Sir Orizhan!" the young woman cried, and threw hersdf into hisarms, sobbing.

"There, now, my princess, you are safe," Sir Orizhan crooned as though she were till the child she had
been when he had brought her to Bretanglia. He stroked her head, murmuring soothing words.

Sergeant Brock stared as though he couldn't believe it. "But she disappeared!”

"Sure, but nobody said she died,” Matt pointed out. He examined his sword, but it seemed sound
enough, if you ignored the bluing over the lower hdf, asthough it had been held for hdf aminutein avery
hot flame.

"Surely she must have been stolen away!™
"Apparently she stole away dl by herself." Matt sheathed the sword.
"How?" the sergeant bl eated.

"It would seem your young mistress knows some magic,”" Mt told him. "How ese would that particular
kind of hound have picked up her trace?"

Brock stared at the princess as though he were seeing her for thefirst time.

She caught her breath and choked down her sobs, staring at the bright red line across Sir Orizhan's
bicep. "Sr Knight, you are wounded!"

"A scratch only,” Sir Orizhan protested. His mouth tightened in chagrin. A foeman drove my own blade
back againg me."

The princess ripped a strip from her aready ragged robe and turned to Matt. "Have you no spirits about
you?’

"Far morethan | like to think about," hereturned, "and | think | just dispatched one—but not the kind
you mean." He went to his pack and drew out asmall flask. "Thekind for drinking, you mean?'

"Ayel Giveme!" She held out ahand.

"My lady, surely you recognizethislord,” Sir Orizhan said gravely, "Matthew Mantrdll, Lord Wizard of
Merovence. Lord Wizard, you know the Princess Rosamund.”

"Of course" Matt said, "though | hadn't quite expected to meet her here.”

Rosamund stared. "The Lord Wizard? But of course! | should have known you!™ She blushed, holding
out the improvised bandage. "How silly of me, to seek to heal when you are by!"

"You weredoing just fine," Matt assured her, and held out arall of lint he'd taken out with the bottle.
"Y ou might like ared bandage, though. Go ahead, go ahead!"”

Rosamund took the roll and the flask hesitantly, then began to clean Sir Orizhan's wound. He gazed
down a her with adoting smile, the very picture of an affectionate uncle.

"I would appreciate having my guess confirmed or denied, my lady," Matt said. "Did you disappear by
your own magic, then?'



"l did, my lord." Shelooked up a him, eyeswidein thefirelight. "I knew afew spellsawise woman
taught me when | was about to leave my home. | crafted astock in my own image, used it to deceive the
guards, and fled into the night. | have fled ever since, in the evening and the false dawn, ever in twilight."

"Not the safest time of day, considering the habits of thefairy folk," Matt said, frowning, "but not the
most dangerous, either, especidly if you have soldiers combing the realm for you. What did you do, deep
by day and keep watch by night?'

"How did you know?' Then Rosamund caught hersdlf. "But of course—you areawizard. Yes, | hid by
day for fear of the soldiers, and by night for fear of the spirits, but when | could travel, | did, dways
toward the east, where the sealay and | might somehow find a ship to bear me away from this benighted
land."

"Since we're heading for the seacoast, too, we bumped into one another.” Matt suspected there was
moreto it than that, but he wasn't privy to the plans of the patron saints of Merovence and Bretanglia.
"What made you decide to escape? Hearing of Brion's death?”

"Aye, the poor dear fool." Tears gathered in Rosamunds eyes, and nearly in Sir Orizhan's, too, for he
seemed to fed asshefdt.

But Sergeant Brock stared, scandalized " Fool? Prince Brion was nearly perfect in strategy and tactics!”

"But not in the things that matter most to awoman,” Matt pointed out, "not that he could be, while she
was betrothed to his brother.”

Rosamund stared at him in amazemen.
"I'minlove, too," Matt told her. "Have been for years."

"l am not in lovewith Brion!" Rosamund flared, then camed ingtantly to musing. "But he wasthe only one
of that family whom | could trust not to seek to use mein someway." Tearsformed in her eyesagain.

"And with him dead, you knew life would become unbearable?' Mait pressed.

"I knew the king's plansfor me, my lord." Rosamund tossed her head. "I could not endure them. | would
rather risk desth at the hands of his hunters, or of bandits.

"Which you did," Mait agreed. "Risk death, | mean. Well, I'm glad they didn't find you until you found
us." Herolled up his blankets. "Come on, folks. Leave the dead and take the horses. We don't want to
be here when their comrades get back."

Sergeant Brock |ed them through the darkened woods, Sir Orizhan and Rosamund walking side by side,
talking in low tones, updating each other on what had been happening. Matt, though, waked backward,
sweeping away their tracks and reciting,

"Any taint of my so-powerful art | here obscure,
and shield from their senses My airy charms.
Let dl trace of spdls| work Be broken,

and any spoor of my strong magic

Beburied certain fathomsin the earth.”



He thought they must have gone athousand feet when he looked up and saw, by patches of moonlight
sfted through leaves, atall and long-limbed shape a hundred feet away, backing toward him and
gesturing with itsloosaly jointed arms.

CHAPTER 18

Mait's lips thinned; he could just imagine the kind of verse Buckeye was casting, one that would leave a
taint of magic so strong that the least sengitive hound in the sorcerer's kennel would smell it amile away.
His eyes narrowed and he chanted,

"Split atrall fromthisweleave,

And since bauchans can't follow minds,
Make him see naught but that false weave
And track us down that aley blind."

With satisfaction, he watched as the rubber-limbed figure seemed to move aong the sde of thetrail, then
farther and farther away from it. The last Mait saw of him, he was backing away far to theleft, il
gesturing and presumably chanting, as Matt backed up straight, reciting his masking verse over and over
agan.

Rosamund inssted on helping them pitch their new camp— it seemed she had learned something about
living in the field when Sir Orizhan had taken her dong with the princelings on childhood expeditions.
Certainly sheknew how to lay and light afire that gave off remarkably little smoke. Sergeant Brock was
scanddized at the thought of a princess doing menid tasks, though, and insisted on cooking the medl, so
she busied hersdlf in cutting boughs and making pallets.

Dinner consisted of equa amounts of stew and the inside story of the civil war, at least as much of it as
Rosamund had heard. By the time she was done, they were dl ready to deep, and Sir Orizhan insisted
on taking first watch, sitting on arock and beaming down at his deeping ward. Watching hisface, Matt
could see hewasn't in love with the princess, but that she was obvioudly filling the placein his heart of the
daughter he had never had. He went to deep on that thought.

He woke up to ahowling racket, but one far away. Everyone €l se bolted upright, too, and Sir Orizhan,
on hisfedt, hissed, "What can that bedlam be, Lord Wizard?"

"The hunters and their hound,” Matt told him, just as the howl-baying turned to a high-pitched yelping that
faded into the distance, followed by the shouts and howls of thoroughly spooked human beings.
Something hooted derisively asit faded after them, yowling and clamoring with the voices of adozen
beasts.

"The hound followed the most prominent trail of magic it found,” Matt explained, "which led it to avery
surprised bauchan who isnow aso very angry. Hopefully, hell satisfy that anger by chasing them, and by
the time he runs out of gas, he should betoo far away to make it back to us by morning.”

"What is abauchan?' Princess Rosamund asked, and Maitt lay back down while Sir Orizhan was
explaining. When he was done, she said, "It seemsamost hel pful beast.”

"Only by accident,” Matt assured her, "thistime, at least.”

Asit turned out, they were alot closer to the coast than they'd thought. The second day saw theminto a
fishing village, with haf the afternoon left to find aboat. The fishermen were just coming in, tying up their



vesss a the long dock, and Matt went from one to another, asking for passage to Erin. Everyone he
asked turned away, avoiding his eyes, shaking heads and muttering. He found out why when he
approached the oldest sailor there.

"Erin?' The grizzled felow eyed the gold coin in Mart's hand with longing. "1'd be happy enough to take
you there, but the king's men came riding by yesterday and told us anyone who carried strangers across
the water would die adow and lingering degth.”

"Oh, did they?' Matt felt the bottom of his stomach go out. "Uh, | don't suppose there's any chance of
svimming, isthere?"

The old fisherman showed yellowed stubs of teethinagrin. "Not likely, my lad. Therésalegend of a
giant named Finn MacCumhail crossing once, but he waded."

"Not MacCooal at dl," Matt grumbled. "Anyone have aboat for sale?’
"For enough gold? Aye, if they didn't stop to think what the soldiers would do once they found out."

"That'swhat | was afraid of," Matt sighed. He turned away—and found an old woman in atattered robe
stting on apiling, saring a him with wild eyes from an emaciated face framed by long, tangled hair that
was blowing in the wind. Matt stopped and swallowed. "Uh—who's that old dame sitting there staring at
me?'

"Who, Old Meg?' Thefisherman looked up, and his face showed pity. “Oh, don't et her trouble you,
lad. The seatook her betrothed fifty years ago, and she comes down to watch every evening in hopes
that shelll see hisboat comein, and him step off it. If shetroublesyou, you've but to tell her your name
and home, and shell let you pass without another word.”

"Thanksfor the advice." Matt went on down the dock, eyes on his own people—but as he passed Old
Meg, ascrawny hand shot out and caught hisarm with agrip so strong he dmost cried out. Instead he
sad, "Uh, lady—could you go alittle easier on the haberdashery?*

"Well, a least he knows alady born when he seesone,” Old Meg said, gratified. "Do you wish to cross
the water, lad?'

"Crossthe ... 7' Matt stared; it wasn't what he'd been expecting. "Wdll... yed"
"To Erin, isit?'
"Itis" Conscience stirred. "But the king's men said not to take anyone.”

"King'smen!" Old Meg said with scorn. "What need to fear the soldiers of so weak aman?His
grandfather Taorc, now—therewasaking!"

Matt looked more closely at her, deciding she might be older than she looked. "'l wouldn't want you
helping usjust to have your life cut short.”

"There's not that much of it left, lad," she assured him. "I've a boat—not so0 big aone, but large enough to
take you and those three friends of yours, and sound enough to take me out to catch my dinner every
day. Will you sail with me or not?*

"Yed" Matt said "See you at fird light tomorrow." Hefished out the piece of gold again.

"Il have none of your coin,” Old Meg said sharply. "What I'll do, I'll do for therightful king, not for



pay—and you won't meet me any time but now." She hopped down off the piling. "If you want to sall
with me, you come at once or not &t al!"

Matt gulped "A night crossing inasmall boat?'
"Who was only now worrying about the soldiers?' Old Meg returned "Will you come, or not?"
"Well come!"

Matt followed her down the dock to his companions and made the introductions. Rosamund stared into
the old woman's eyes and shivered. Old Meg only smiled at her and nodded dowly, but al she said was,
"You'l do," and turned away, striding down the beach so fast Matt had to hurry to keep up with her.

Sir Orizhan matched his pace, and Matt told him, "Rare old lady, this!"
"l wasthinking that, too." Sir Orizhan watched Old Meg with abrooding gaze.

She led them past the end of the village to awesathered cottage with amoldy thatch that stood at the edge
of the sand. There she turned sharply and paced down the beach to asmall boat with ashort mast. The
companionsfollowed &fter, skidding and diding in their hurry. Then Matt came close enough to seethe
craft, and stopped dead staring in darm.

Thelittle sailboat was battered and patched its paint chipped and pedling, its ropes frayed and worn. It
scarcely looked big enough for two people, let donefive.

"It letsalittle water,” Old Meg told him, "and you'll have to take turns bailing, but it will take you across
the water."

"If you say s0." Matt gave thelittle boat ajaundiced eye, but he came closer anyway.

"A little help, lad." Old Meg held out her hand. Maitt took it, and she climbed up the two pilingsto which
her boat was moored. They formed arough staircase, and as she stepped down onto the seet by the
meast, she told Rosamund "L ady, come aboard. Y ou men can shove off and get your leggins wet before
youdimbin."

Sir Orizhan handed Rosamund up—she didn't look any happier about it than Matt felt—men joined Matt
and Sergeant Brock in leaning againgt the bow and shoving hard. Sand dipped under their feet, and Matt
wondered how the old dame managed without any hel p—probably just climbed aboard and waited for
thetideto comein.

The boat floated, and seawater drenched Matt's boots and hose. He grumbled as he hauled himself in
over the gunwale and settled down on abench, shivering and miserable dready. At least he didn't haveto
worry about getting hisfeet wet in the bilge. He took up the leather bucket and started bailing.

Old Meg had managed to haul up the sail and work her way back to the aft seat by thetiller. Now the
wind filled the canvas, and she turned the boat into the breeze. Matt saw, with misgiving, that the sail was
even more patched than the hull. He wondered what kept the boat afl oat—magic? Y ou never could tell,
with these old semi-hermit women.

Thethree men huddled in the bow, shivering in the night breeze with their soaking legs, their facesgrim
and stoic—but Rosamund sat high and dry, dipperstucked under her skirts, which were gathered around
her legs, listening wide-eyed as Meg explained how to sail the boat. "'If the wind shifts, lass, the
boom—that's the pole that sticks out from the mast, with the bottom of the sail lashed to it—the boom
will come about—that meansit will swing, sometimesvery quickly, and if you're not watching sharply, it



could gtrike you anasty blow, or even knock you overboard. Beware the change of thewind..."”

Matt listened closdly, some sixth sensetelling him he was going to need the knowledge someday, but
growing more and more confused by the wedlth of detail s the woman spewed out, not with any
organization, but asthey occurred to her in responseto her trimming of the sail and leaning on thetiller.
His stomach churned with the rocking of the boat and the constant conviction that they were going to
capsize, and he became more and more befuddled as he watched the village grow smaller and smaler
behind Old Meg. By thetimeit disappeared, darkness had falen, and Matt had become thoroughly
convinced that he could never have sailed thelittle boat.

Then, in the darkness between sunset and moonrise, risng and falling with theroll of the sea, Old Meg
dropped the sail suddenly and, asthe boat coasted to a stop, turned to Matt and demanded, "Why do
youwishto goto Erin?"

Matt rocked back, jolted by her tone of accusation. Caution ruled, and he said the first partid truth that
cameto mind. "Well, were trying to escape a bauchan, you see, so wereflitting.”

A gravelly basso from under his seat agreed, "Aye, Meg, wereflitting, you see.”
Matt jumped agood six inches. It felt likeamile.

Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock turned and stared, astounded, and Rosamund |ooked alarmed, but Old
Meg only narrowed her eyes and said, "A bauchan, isit? In my boat? Y ou were not invited, creature,
and you're not welcome!

"Get you back to shore, And bother me no more!”

Shefollowed the smple rhyme with aversein aforeign language while she stirred the air with a
forefinger, then jabbed it back toward the land. Something shot from under Matt's seat with a hooting
and whooping and went galloping back over the water toward the village, clutching its buttocks and
howlingindarm.

Matt stared after the departing bauchan in amazement. "Wow! Wish | could do that!" Then the
implication of the phrase hit him, and he turned back to find Old Meg staring straight at him, her eyes
narrowed and her mouth ahard line,

"You didn't tell usyou wereamagician,” Matt said.

"Nor did you tell me you were," Meg returned, "not that | had any need to be told—and I'll warnyou,
wizard, not to try your magic on me, or you'll have avery unpleasant surprise.”

"If you fed that way about it," Matt said, "why did you offer usaride?’

"Out of thefear of the mischief you might breed if | |eft you in Bretanglia. If you'd been by yoursdlf, be
sure you'd have been dazed by ablow of magic and be lying unconscious this moment.”

Matt gazed at her aminute, then turned to Sir Orizhan. "L ooks like it'sagood thing you guys came
dong.”

"Not them, foolish malel" Meg snapped. "The maiden! I'd toss the three of you overboard without a
thought, but I'll talk to her." She turned to Rosamund. "How say you, lass? Why do you go to Erin?”

"Why," Rosamund said, "because | seek to escape the king and Prince John, and that is where my
protectors are going."



"Protectors?' Meg turned back to the men. "How do | know you mean to protect the lass, not despoil
her?'

Sir Orizhan's head snapped back in outrage. "Why, because | have been her guardian these ten years,
and would day any who sought to harm her!"

Meg gazed a him amoment, then said, "A fair answer, and | fed thetruth of it. But why do you travel
with thiswizard?'

"Tolearn who dew Prince Gaheris," the knight said, "for this sergeant and | had been set to protect him."
Again Meg gazed at himin silence, then glanced at Brock.
The sergeant sat bolt upright, staring at her indarm.

"Thereistruth again,” Old Meg sad, "though | sense theré's some missing. Still, I'm not sure you know of
it." Sheturned to Matt. "Now, wizard, thefull truth: Why do you go to Erin?’

"Tolook for Prince Brion'sbody,” Matt said. "Therés arumor that heisn't dead, only lying in amagica
deep. If that's S0, we mean to find him and wake him if we can, then bring him back to fight thefalse
druidswho are stedling the realm from the people.”

Rosamund gave alittle, inarticulate cry, and Meg's sharp eyes swung to her. ™Y ou did not know of this,
maiden?'

"l did not," Rosamund said. "I only sought to go asfar from King Drustan and Prince John as| could,
and these good men were taking me where | wished to go."

"Would you have goneif you had known they sought Prince Brion?"

"Oh, yes," Rosamund breathed. "Oh, most surdly would | have gone, and with even better heart, if | had
known!"

Meg studied her for along while, men gave anod of satisfaction. Turning, sheraised the sail again. "Well
enough, then, we go to Erin." She set the sail by taking abight around a cleat with aturn of her wrigt.

Matt decided to keep his mouth shut, but curiosity got the better of him. "Why are you willing to help us?
Thisign't your fight"

"But itis" Meg turned back to Mait, her eyes burning into his. "Know, O Wizard, that you are not alone
inyour enmity to the mock druids.”

Matt only stared. So did Sergeant Brock.

"Learn that there were femade druids, too," Old Meg told him, "and that some are till abroad in the
land."

Shewaited while her words sank in, and to good effect— Mait had avery strange fedling, amost as
though his skin were vibrating in resonance to old, arcane magic, and Sergeant Brock began to tremble.

"So," Matt said softly, "you areadruid—ared druid.”

"I am, and can tell you the name of my teacher, and of her teacher, and her teacher's teacher, back to the
dayswhen we held theidand of Monaas our right. There aretrue druidsin Erin, too, morethan in
Bretanglia, though not so many as there should be," Meg told him.



Matt wondered about that "should,” but only said, "Why are you hel ping me, then?"

"Because | hate and despise these mock druids who defame and debase our noblereligion!™ Meg spat.
"They seek to imprison the people, not to free their hearts and minds! They seek to use the gods astools
for their own ends, not to devote themsalveswholly to the deities! And in their blasphemy, they shall
make the reputation of we who truly hold to the Old Gods even worse than the milksop monks and nuns
have done!"

"We have acommon enemy, then?"'

"Aye, and acommon champion, too! | havetold you | seek to aid the true king, and you know my
opinion of Drugtan!”

"But you think hisson Brionistrue," Matt interpreted.

Rosamund gasped.

"Truein heart, truein mind, but more importantly, true to the land and the people who dwell iniit, far
more true than either hisfather or his brothers have been! Nay, thismuch | can tell you—that Brion's
body isindeed in Erin, and that holy men have borne it there by magic!”

"But you can't tell uswhether or not he'sdtill dive" Matt inferred.

"If heis, helooks most amazingly dead—though hisbody isnot corrupted, unless the rumorsthat pass
from druid to druid arefdse." Shefixed Matt with aburning eye. "But dive or dead, he shall bring you
men to help you in your quest— this| know! Go to Erin, go to the Ide of Doctors and Saints, and bring
back an army of truth to help you disperse the purveyors of lieswho defame my Order!"

"I'll try," Matt said dowly, never taking his eyesfrom her, "but it's gpt to be dangerous. Maybe we should
leave the princess with you—she should be safe enough”

"Oh, no!" Rosamund cried. "I must go with you to find Brion!"

"Itiseven asshesays," Old Meg agreed. "Her destiny does not liein asmall fishing village on the shore
of Bretanglia. Take her to Erin, wizard, and let her read her weird.”

The room seemed gloomy, but there was no candle at his bedside, and King Drustan raised ahand to
gesture as he called for light—but the hand would not rise at the command of hiswill, and he could hear
only the harsh caw of histongueless voice. Prince John stepped into hisrange of vision, and there was
enough light to see him, at least. The boy bent low, his voice soothing. " The drapes are opened wide to
the sunlight, Father; the room is aslight as we can makeit. Let the doctor examine you, and perhaps he
can make the day seem brighter—though it isindeed gray and gloomy."

Drustan grumbled something affirmeative and relaxed. His ssomach wasroiling, making him faint with
nausea. It had been getting worse for days.

John stepped back, and the doctor stepped forward. He held the king'swrist for alittle while, frowning in
concentration, then leaned over to peer closday into his eyes. Brows bent, he straightened up and probed
the king's scomach.

Drugtan bellowed in agony, eyes bulging.

"It has been too long since your bowels moved,” the doctor said with false heartiness, "only that, my
liege, and nothing more. Rest, drink only smal beer, and wait."



But as he stepped back, Drustan's nausea spread upward to heartsickness. He gargled a curse at the
man, recogni zing the fal seness of the tone—and his heartsickness turned to panic as an archbishop
stepped up to hisbedside. Drustan tried to push himsdf upright, mouthing denias.

"Gently, gently, Y our Mgesty," the archbishop soothed. "I have heard your confession every month, and
given you the Eucharist every week, for six years. Surely thereis no need to dter that now."

A little relieved, Drustan sank back on his bed and muttered a querulous phrase.

"It has been amonth, yes, amonth and more." The archbishop raised hishead. "Y our Highness, | beg
you withdraw for some minutes. What His Mgesty confessesisonly for the ears of himsdlf, mysdlf, and
God."

"But how shdl you understand hiswords? | must explain them to you!"

"God shall understand them,” the archbishop said, "and after sixty confessions, | fancy | shdl recognize
every word he says. Leave us, Y our Highness—leave him to me and God."

John stood outside the door and fretted. When the archbishop finaly came out and said, "Y oumay goin
again," John bolted through the door and smelled the aroma of the priest's scented candles. He hurried to
hisfather's bedside and saw the gleam of anointing on hisforehead. His smile had avindictive qudity as
he bent over Drugtan. "Gave you the Last Rites, did he? Well, that waswise of him, old man, for you're
dying now, and there's no doubt of it."

Drustan's eyes widened; he gargled in anger.

"How dare| tell you that?' John grinned. "Because it's true enough, you old goat, and in less than an hour
you won't be able to hurt anyone anymore! Aye, a last I'll be safe from your whims and your rages! At
last I'll be @bleto build alife for mysdf! Atlast I'll berid of you!"

Drustan struggled to rise, facelivid, mouthing outrage.

"Behold the king!" John mocked. "Behold the mighty Drustan, before whom al men tremble! Here, O
Man of Power, hold thiscup!”

He pressed asilver goblet into hisfather's hand, then took his own hands away. The vesse clattered to
thefloor.

"I you cannot grasp a.cup, how shall you hold a sword? No, the days when al men feared Drustan are
done, for Drustan himsdf is done—and no man need fear you now!"

Hethrust hisface close, so close the reek of his breath nearly stifled Drustan as John spat, "How can | be
so sure? Why, becauseit's| who have doneit, you poor benighted old fool! It's | who brought you your
cup and bowl, | who spooned the gruel into you, | who mixed poison with wine and porridge! Itisl who
have poisoned you, and | wish you had not confessed or taken Extreme Unction, so that you could have
gone to Judgment with your sinson your soul!”

Drustan roared with rage, anger so intense that he actually managed to start up from his bed, to lift an
anvil-heavy arm and grope for John's throat. With acry of terror, John sprang back, hands up to defend,
shrinking into a corner—but the huge red swollen face before him abruptly turned white, and the king fell
back, sensdless, with eyes wide open.

John waited, heart hammering. He waited for what seemed an impossibly long time, then waited longer.
Finaly he dared creep up to the bed, dared even further to reach out and touch hisfather's hand, ready



to leap away and flee—but the hand stayed unmoving. Daring even more greetly, John took Drustan is
wrist and felt for the pulse. It was atask he had done every day for weeks, so he knew exactly whereto
probe—but felt nothing. At last he plucked up the courage to touch the great vein in the king's neck, felt
and waited, dreading, hoping—and felt not the dightest tremor of blood moving benegth the skin. Findly,
he dared to reach up and close Drustan's eyelids. Triumph began to boil up insde him; hisface split in an
idiotic grin; but he hdd it in while hefished in his purse for two pennies, then laid them on hisfather's
eyelids. "Money for the ferryman! Copper to hold your soul away! Rest in agony, Father, as| have when
I've dreaded your anger! Rest uneasily, rest angrily, rest painfully, but rest, rest, and never come back!™

Therewas more, dl uttered in a hushed, intense tone, so that none might hear it except the corpse. At last
John ran down and stood panting as he glared at the body of the man who had humiliated him so often,
and only given gpprova when John had learned how to fawn upon him.

Then John stepped away from the bed and threw his head back with silent laughter, forcing himsdlf to
keep his shout of victory to awhisper, fists clenched in triumph.

A tapestry stirred in the shadows. John heard the dightest rasp of wood diding against wood and
dropped his hands, squaring his shoulders, doing the best he could to look regal—but he could not quite
wipethe grin from hisface.

Niobhyte stepped out of the gloom into the light of the deathwatch candle. “Isit done, then?'

"Itis," Johntold him, glee il in hisvoice. "Heisdead, and shdl trouble me no more. | thank you for the
poison, Niobhyte. It did dl that you said it would."

The chief synthodruid made a deprecating gesture. "It was my pleasure, asit shal aways be my pleasure
to serveyou— if you will."

"Oh, yes" Johntold him. "Oh, | shall awaysbe glad of your service, Niobhyte—and you may be sure of
my patronage. | shall seeyour religion rise, and these stumbling-block priests torn down! The Church
ghdl fall, the Old Godsrise again, and | shdl be the first to worship them openly!”

"l shl ever be' Y our Mgesty'sfaithful servant.” Niobhyte kndlt to kiss John'shand. "Thekingis
dead—long livetheking!"

"I thank you, my first and most loya subject,” John told him. "Now, though, you had better step back
into that secret passageway, for | must bring in the doctor and the archbishop to make Drustan's passing
thelaw of the land. Then | can begin to unmake their Church!”

" am ever obedient to Y our Mgjesty," Niobhyte said, and backed away with bowed head to disappear
behind the tapestry again.

John listened for the diding of wood on wood, then turned to open the door and call in both physician
and prelate. The came, they stared in apprehension—then they both turned and knelt, declaring as
Niobhyte had, "Theking is dead— long live the king!"

"Read my weird?' Rosamund asked. "What ismy weird, and how shall | read it?'

They stood on land, watching thelittle boat skip away over the waves, its sail filled with the morning
breeze. Behind them the sun struggled to rise over Erin. Admittedly, the distance between Erin and
Bretangliawasn't great, but Matt was till surprised Meg had salled it so fast.

"Your weird isasort of atrap,” Sergeant Brock told her.



Matt looked up in surprise.

"It iswhat you were born into thisworld to do," the sergeant went on, "the outcome of the sum and total
of dl the virtues and talents within you, the work in life for which you, and only you, are most singularly
fitted. But you do not haveto do it. Y ou can turn away fromiit, if you lack the courage—or you can be
too blind to seeit. But if you have eyes clear enough to read it, and the courage to enter into it, your
weird shal close about you, shal catch you up, and bear you onward to fulfillment in thisworld and joy in
the next. Therefore must you read your weird.”

"That hasthe sound of fate," Sir Orizhan said, frowning.
"Isthat your southern word for it?" the sergeant asked.

"Not quite," Matt said. "Fate happensto you whether you choose it or not—and whether you like it or

"A weird is not lways pleasant,” Sergeant Brock admitted. "Y our... the Church singsthe praises of
martyrsto the faith, who have endured the tortures of burning in thisworld in order to riseto the glory of
sainthood in the next."

"True," Mait said thoughtfully, "but there are other saintslike St. Francis of Assis, who sang hisway
through lifewith joy"

"Well, he had hishard times, too," Sir Orizhan pointed out, "'but what life does not? The importance of it,
Y our Highness, isthat if you can read your weird and be brave enough to step into it, it may bear you on
tojoy or bear you on to grief, but it will never leave you fedling that your life was not worth having lived.”

"Then | shdl find it," Rosamund said with iron determination, "clagp it to my breest, let it fold about me,
and go wheresoever it carriesmel™

"Then let's begin by finding Brion'sbody." Matt turned his back on the sea and the fading dot that was
Meg's boat. " She said holy men had carried him away. Let'sfind abishop.”

That by itself turned out not to be easy. They'd had to leave the horsesin Bretanglia, of course—Meg's
boat just barely managed the four of them—so they had to walk aong the beach until they cameto a
fishing village. It took about an hour, and the old men were Sitting on the dock watching the last of the
fishing boats sail off for their day'swork. Matt hailed them, waving, and the four gafferslooked up in
surprise before their faces turned into masks.

"Hi, there!" Matt climbed up onto the dock with his companionsright behind him and approached the
nearest grandfather, a man who looked to bein his eighties but, given the harshness of medieva life, was
probably only in histhirties. "Can you tell me how to get to the castle?' He didn't ask which one—any
castlewould do.

The oldgter frowned, looking very suspicious, and demanded something incomprehensible—it sounded
vaguely like "Bail out thisArab, go lar in her hair."

Matt didn't bother looking around for aNear Eastern woman. "Greet," he sghed. "I've been living and
traveling in countries that were pieces of Hardishane's empirefor so long that | forgot what happened in
lands that weren't connected to the continent!*

Sir Orizhan came up, frowning. "What isthetrouble, Lord Wizard?'

"Trouble? Oh, nothing—except that these people speak aforeign language, probably Gaelic, and |



haven't the faintest ideawhat this old duffer's saying!"
CHAPTER 19

Sergeant Brock eyed the old man narrowly. "I suspect he speaks less and less of our language the more
hedistrussus."

The gaffer may not have known the words, but he understood Brock's tone. He glared back at him and
gpat another unintdligible phrase.

"Soisyour mother,” Brock said. He watched the oldster carefully, but the expression of suspicious
hodtility didn't change, and Brock turned to Matt with asigh. "I fear hereally doesn't understand
Bretanglian, Lord Wizard. He didn't even seem to know I'd insulted his mother.”

"Maybeyou didn't. After al, he might have been paying you acompliment.”

Sergeant Brock showed histeeth in something resembling agrin. "Thereisthat virtuein merely turning his
own words back on him."

"Okay, he'sonly aday's sail from Bretanglia, but how often do you think he meets people who speak our
language?’ Matt asked.

"Not often,” Sir Orizhan admitted, "since heisonly afisherman—but thereisafar amount of trade
between thelands. Surely we can find amerchant who can spesk with us!”

"Good idea" Matt scanned the village. "Cometo think of it, even theloca priest should at least be able
to speak church Latin... There! | suppose you could cal that asteeple.” He pointed to a
larger-than-average one-story building with asort of pointed bump a one end.

"A churchindeed," Sir Orizhan agreed. "Do you truly speek the language of ancient Reme?”

Mait kept forgetting that it had been Remuswho had won the fight for thefirst Latinwall in thisuniverse,
not Romulus.

‘Let'ssay it's not too different from something | learned in school.” He turned back to givethe old men a
cheery wave. ""Thanks, guys. | think we can makeit from here.”

The gaffers stared, taken aback, and watched with apprehension as the companions started for the
church.

The chapel wasthe only stone structure in town, as was so often the case, and the rectory-cottage beside
it was only wattle and daub with athatched roof. But the yard before it was neat and clean, with flowers
around the border and awhitewashed fence, and the priest was sitting on a bench beside the door,
reading hisbreviary.

Matt fdt alittle strange waking right up to him, so he knocked at the gate. The priest looked up with a
pleasant smile that vanished when he saw strangers, and onesin foreign clothing at that.

"Good morning, Father,” Mait said agreeably.
The priest frowned, cocking his head on one side, and asked a question in Gaglic.
Matt sghed and tried again. "Ave, pater!"

"Ah!" The priest's expression cleared. "Ave, filius meant.”



It was astrange experience, hearing Latin with an Irish accent—but Matt had only had ayear in high
school and fifteen years of Mass prayersin childhood.

"Quern quaeiritus?' the priest asked. It meant, Who are you looking for?
"Wewish to go to the bishop'stown,” Matt explained. "Can you tell usthe way?"'
"Do you come from Bretanglia?' the priest asked.

"Wejust have" Mait told him, "but our journey began in Merovence." After dl, that wastruefor
Rosamund, too—it wasjust that, in her case, the first leg of the trip had been done along time before.

"What do you seek in the bishop'stown?"

Matt began to fed that the priest meant to protect the bishop from these vile Bretanglians. "We seek a
merchant, any merchant, who can tell us how to find a certain monastery where a—" Mait groped for a
word that could describe the (hopefully) deeping Brion. "—acertainrdiclies.”

"Ah! A pilgrimage!” The priest nodded, not only satisfied but delighted. He pointed along the main street
of thetown.

"Go three milesto the crossroads, and the signpost will point the way to Innisfree. It isthe road to the
right, and five miles later, the left branch of afork."

"Thank you, Father." Matt tipped his hat and started to turn away.

But the priest held up a cautioning hand. "Be careful on the road, my son. A pouka haunts that way, and
not by night alone.”

"A pouka?' Mart's blood chilled, especialy since theword wasn't Latin. "'l thank you even more deeply,
Father. May | donate to your church?'

The priest'sface brokeinto asmile. "That would be pleasant.”

But he was staring at the smdl gold coin in stunned dishdlief as the companions walked away.
"What advice wasit that made you so generous?' Sir Orizhan asked.

"He told me theré's a pouka haunting the road,” Mait explained.

"A poukal" Rosamund and Sergeant Brock stopped dead, staring.

"| take it you have them in Bretanglia, too,” Matt said.

"We have pooks, and the most mischievous of them isan df by that name," Brock said.

Matt supposed the distinction between "pook™ and "Puck” was pretty minor—only a matter of avowel
shift. Nonetheless, the thought made him glad hewasin Irdland; he'd had experience with Puck. "Here, a
pouka means a shapeshifter. It usually appears asahorse, but it can be just about anything, including a
humean being."

"How do we guard againgt it, then?' Rosamund asked.

"Well, if you see ahorse by the roadside who |ooks as though he's just begging to be ridden—don't
mount."



They had been strolling along the main street, and Matt stopped in surprisein front of a
larger-than-average hut that had piles of folded nets, jars of beeswax, cylinders of cork, and coils of rope
stacked outsdeit. A man stood in the midst of them al, pumping away at a push drill on asort of lozenge
of stone, boring ahole through its center.

"If | didn't know better," Matt said, "1'd think thiswas achandler's store.”

"It ismore common to find the shop that salls suppliesfor boats down by the dock,” Sergeant Brock
sad. "Nonethdless, in so small atown, this building's not so far from the sea, and morelikely to stand
longer by being away from thewaves."

"Good point,” Matt agreed, "but I'm surprised to see any kind of ashop in atown so small.”
"Perhaps there is more trade here than there seems," Sir Orizhan offered.

"Y ou mean he shipsfishin to Innisfree? Not abad idea. Wish we had timeto wait and hitch aride on the
inbound wagon. But since we don't..." Matt stepped up to the shopkeeper and said, "Do you sl
rope?'

The man looked at him as though he had come from the other side of the moon, and asked an
incomprehensible question in incredul ous tones.

"Let metrandate," Matt Sghed, and took out asilver penny. While the shopkeeper was still staring at it,
Matt said to Brock, "Pick up afew coils of rope, will you? Thethinnest he has... yes, that will do.
Another cail... yes, that should be enough ... aball of twine ... and four of those oneweights ... yes,
that's good Now hold them up for him to see.”

Sergeant Brock held up the goods. "What would you want these for, Lo—Master Matthew?"
"Just in case we find astray horse by the road,” Matt explained, and turned to the shopkeeper. "Well?!
The shopkeeper looked up and got a crafty look in hiseye. He held up two fingers.

Matt sighed and took out another penny. He held it up in front of the shopkeeper'sface. The man
frowned dightly; the penny was copper. He shook his head.

Matt turned away, dipping the pennies back into his purse and telling Brock, "Put the stuff back where
you found it."

Brock laid one cail of rope down, and the shopkeeper called something in Gaglic.

"Hold on," Matt said, and turned back. The shopkeeper had aresigned |ook on his face and an open
hand sticking out.

"Pick it up again,” Matt said, and took out the two pennies.

Heinsisted on carrying acoil of rope and two weights himself, so of course Sir Orizhan had to, too,
though he did look disapproving.

"Areyou sure you have not cheated that good man?' Rosamund demanded.

"Cheated him?' Matt turned back to see the shopkeeper caressing the pennieswith agrin so wide he
was fairly cackling. Helooked up at the companions, shaking his head with alook that said, They're
crazy, but that's not my problem. In fact, it'smy good luck.



"No, | don't think we cheated him." Maitt turned to the road again. "That's more silver than heésseenina
year or more. He thinks he made out like abandit, and he'sright, too."

"Heisindeed," Brock said. "If you'd had moretimeto bargain, you probably could have beaten him
down to six coppers—and if you could not, | surely could." He looked very unhappy at the lost chance
to haggle.

Matt waited until they were half amile outside the town, and presumably secure from prying eyes, before
he called a halt, took out his knife, and began to go to work on the rope. Half an hour later he had alariat
and three bolas.

"Hold one end and whirl the other one around your head," hetold his companions. "Thetrick isthe same
asin any argument—knowing when to let go." He demonstrated, and the bolawound itself around atree
trunk. Then he set them to practicing, one a atime so they could duck when the others got it wrong,
while he practiced with the lariat. It had been along time since his childhood days pretending hewas a
televison cowboy, but the old skills came back fairly quickly, and he was surprised to see what an
improvement adult coordination made. On the other hand, his motor skills had definitely been boosted by
being knighted—that was the way the ceremony worked in this universe, and held had nothing but the
best.

When he was satisfied that al three of his companions could wrap their bolas around the base of atree
twenty feet away, seven throws out of ten, he led them on down the road.

"And what shdl we do if we meet this poukaof yours, Lord Wizard?' Sir Orizhan asked.
"It'snot mine," Matt answered, "though we might be able to change that.”

"Have you not had enough spirits haunting you for the time being?' Sergeant Brock asked.
"Yes, | have—s0if you do seeastray horse, just try to make friends with it, okay?*

"Better usthan you, eh?" Sir Orizhan grinned. "Neverthdess, if you say it, Lord Wizard, we will try it. My
lady should not haveto walk, after al.”

"You are gdlant, Sir Orizhan." Rosamund amiled with affection. "But wherewould | find asdesaddlein
thiswilderness?'

"Why, | should ride behind you, and hold you on.”
"If they do," Mait told Sergeant Brock, "you be ready with that bola.”

"Never fear, Lord Wizard," the sergeant assured him. "But how shal we know if it isapoukaor ared
horse?'

"If we cantameit, it'sred," Matt told him. "If it triesto tame us, it'sapouka.”

They found the Signpogt, followed the arrow that said "Innisfree” to the right-hand road, and found the
horse about amile farther. She looked very ordinary—medium height, tawny coat, and big brown eyes
that watched them with mild curiosity as she chewed a mouthful of grass.

"Just keep walking," Matt told them.

"She might be only some farmer's mare turned out to pasture for the day,” Rosamund protested. "It isthe
growing season, isit not?"



"Yes," Sergeant Brock told her. "The plowing's done and the reaping not yet come. Theréeslittle work
for thefarm horse now."

"Especidly snce most peasants plow with oxen,” Matt said.
The horse came ambling over to see what was going on.
"Battle stations," Matt muttered.

Rosamund glanced back over her shoulder at the large brown eyes, then looked again with atender
smile. "How sweet!" She turned around and began to stroke the horse's velvety nose.

"You redly should ride, my lady.” Sir Orizhan went over to stroke the horse, too, dong the neck and
down to the shoulders, then adong the back.

Matt throttled impatience and left them to it while he fingered the coil of rope behind his back. It took a
while, with Sir Orizhan leaning on the horse's back, putting more and more of hisweight on her, then
swinging oneleg up to half lie, then swinging it farther so that he sat up astride. The horse looked back at
him as though to say, What are you doing there? But Sir Orizhan leaned down to catch Rosamund's
forearm. "My lady, will you ride?"

"Willingly, Sir Knight!" Rosamund swung up before him, both legs on the horse's left—and the mare took
off like a skyrocket.

"Now!" Matt shouted. He twirled the lariat, letting the noose spin wide. Sergeant Brock shouted as he
loosed hisbola

The bolaamost missed. It swung past the horse's rear legs completely, but one weight caught on afront
leg. The other whipped about, wrapping itsalf three times around the horse's knees, and the mare fell,
rolling onto her sde with awhinny that was more like ascream. Sir Orizhan shouted in darm, catching
Rosamund to him as he shot off the horse to the left. Rosamund landed on her feet just asthe lasso spun
through the air and settled over the horse's head.

The mare screamed—it was far past awhinny—and reached for the rope with her teeth. Matt raced
toward her hindquarters, along arc from twenty feet away, and managed to keep the rope out of reach
of the mare's head. She lurched to her fest—and promptly fell again, till tangled in the bola.

Sergeant Brock drew hislong knife and paced toward her, hisface grim.

"No, Sergeant!" Rosamund cried. "Sheis a sweet horse, and has done nothing to deserve death!”
"If sheisonly ahorse," the sergeant snapped.

"If sheisnot, you cannot hurt aspirit!" Sir Orizhan cried as he picked himsdf up.

"Cold Iron can," the sergeant returned.

The horse went crazy. She screamed, she thrashed—and turned into a bear, a she-bear with Matt's lasso
gtill around her neck, roaring as she threw hersdlf to her hind feet and began to walk toward him,
bola-bound pawsrising to club him.

Matt ran to the Side, straining to keep the rope taut. He didn't doubt for a second that the poukawould
maul him to degth if she could. He ran around alittle tree to the bear's rear and pulled hard The bear
tumbled off her feet but changed even as shefdll. By the time she hit the ground she was a doe who



struggled to rise but fell with her feet il tangled, then awild ox who set her forefeet and lowered, then
tossed her head, catching the rope with ahorn. Matt obliged and flipped hiswrigt, sending aloop to
wrap around the horn, then pulling hard. The ox bellowed in anger as her head tilted to the Sde, straight
out. Shetried to toss her head again, to pull the rope out of Mart's grasp, but Sergeant Brock threw
himsalf onto the strand, too, and the ox turned into an otter who sprang through the loop of the bola.
Matt shouted and pulled hard, just in time to tighten the lasso around the otter's body—and she turned
into an eagle who leaped into the sky, beating her wings. But the lasso tightened even more around her
body, pulling her back to earth.

"Parley! Matt shouted. " Give us a chance, and maybe we can talk thisthing out!"

The eagle glared a him—eagles have the right kind of eyesfor that sort of thing. Thenitsform
blurred—though the eyes stayed clear—growing to human size, and the whole body stretched and
narrowed here, broadened there, until ayoung woman stood before them, glorioudy naked, tossing her
heed to flip back thelong tawny hair that might have cloaked her charms. Her face was beautiful, with a
high forehead, high cheekbones, small straight nose, full ruby lips, and the huge brown eyes of the mare,
though narrowed and angry now. Her only garment was the rope, settled around adender waist above
swelling hips

Sergeant Brock stared, face lengthening as histongue grew thick with desire. Matt knew how he felt, and
fought desperately to remember Alisandein asimilar state when she had just saved him from Sayeesas
clutches, proud and asfull of dignity naked as she had been clothed, asword whirling in her hand, her
eyes bright with scorn. Theimage didn't change his responses to the pouka's nudity, but it did channdl it
inamore hedthy direction.

Sir Orizhan, however, cried out in dismay and stepped over to the pouka, swirling his cloak around to
cover her.

She batted it away with avindictive smile, her glare sill on Matt and Brock. "I thank you for your
gdlantry, Sir Knight," she said in abrogue so thick Matt could scarcely understand it, "but I'm not about
to rel ease these two from the torture that is the punishment they deserve for having treated me so
roughly—and if they're fools enough to seek to touch me, they'll deserve what they get." Then she
glowered a Brock alone and said, "Y es, you ache to reach out and touch, do you not? But you don't
dare, for you know 1'd likely turn into something with claws that would rip you from breastbone to
grain."

Brock groaned, eyes bulging, and tried to turn away, but couldntt.

"If you hold mewith arope, | shdl hold you by your own lust," the pouka declared, then turned her gaze
to Matt, frowning. "Y ou, though! | know the lust isthere, but you are free of my hold! How isthis?"

"I'm married,”" Matt explained, "and more in love with my wife than ever.”

For amoment she only held his gaze, then sighed and seemed to wilt. "Would such love were known to
my kind! But I've watched you mortaslong enough to know how rareit is even among you. Say, then,
why you have sought to capture apoukal Not that | will admit you have, mind you."

Somehow, Matt was sure she was right—and, suddenly, hefelt very much on tria, asthough the pouka
could dip out of hisnoosein aningtant and turn into atiger that could rip hisvitals out before he could
even move. "It wasjust salf-defense. Werre trying to go to Innisfree, and didn't want to get bewitched
just for trying. Why are you keeping people from getting there?!

The woman spat aGadlic phrase at him.



Matt sighed. "Okay, so you don't want to tell.” Heflipped the rope, making it loosen enough to drop
over the poukas hips and fal to the ground. "Go on, leave! But you're warned now. Even at night there's
always one of us awake, and we deep with our swords drawn. Try to attack us, and you'll get adose of
Cold Iron inyour vitals. All wewant isto get to Innisfree so we can ask somebody how to find the place
weredly need to go. We don't mean any harm to you or your land. Tell dl the other spiritsthat, would
you?’

"Nay, | shdl do more than that," the poukasaid, frowning. "I shal tell you that | do not seek to bar all
from going inland—only those whom | fear may harm Erin, and since you are outlanders, | thought you
might be such." Sheturned to Sir Orizhan. "By your leave, knight, I'll take that cloak now."

Sir Orizhan swirled the fabric over her shoulders, and asit settled into place, Sergeant Brock relaxed
with asgh, then agroan. The poukaeyed him with knowing amusement, chin tilted high. "I giveyou
mercy, soldier, though | fear you would rather have your torture again.”

"If you thought we might be a danger to theland,” Matt said, "how were you planning to make sure?’

"Why, by carrying the knight and the maiden to spirits more powerful than 1, who could read them and
judge them. Y ou would have followed—do not deny it."

"I don't," Matt said, "but if you knew that, you must have known we couldn't be wholly bad.”

"To one another, no," the pouka said with asmile. "To Erin and its people? Ah, that might be another
meatter!”

"How could you be surel am amaiden?' Rosamund asked, more curious than insulted by theinvasion of
her privacy.

The pouka gave her alook devoid of the dightest trace of humor or sarcasm. "I would have known,
maiden. Be sure. Some things you may not hide from the spirit world—no, neither with fine fabrics and
layers of clothing, nor with fair manners and layers of deception.”

Matt wondered what the other unhideable things were.

"We do not seek to harm Erin," Rosamund assured the pouka, "only to find the body of afriend, to learn
whether heistruly deed, or only very deeply adeep.”

The pouka stiffened. "How good afriend ishe?!

"Better than | knew, das," Rosamund said, suddenly sorrowful. "When all about me sought to hurt me
with their petty crudties, he was dways gentle and courteous, though so maddeningly forma that | found
waysto anger him, to find the chinksin hisarmor.”

The poukafrowned. "But if al otherswere crud, how did you dare anger him?"

Rosamund smiled. "Oh, even at hismost angry, he would never hurt alady even by words."

"Any lady," the pouka demanded, "or yoursdf done?’

Rosamund dropped her gaze. "1 never knew." Her voice was so low that Matt could scarcely hear it.
"How long did you know him, maiden?'

"Since | wasten yearsold, and cameto live with his parents and his brothers,” Rosamund replied.



"And what will you do with him if you find him dead?'

"Bury him—or weep at hisgrave." Rosamund turned ashen at the thought, as though she hadn't realy
confronted it till then.

Before she could sink too deeply into anxiety, though, the pouka demanded, "And what will you do with
himif youfind him living?'

"Why, restore him to good hedlth,” Rosamund said, "and never et him out of my sight again!™

Matt turned to her in surprise, but Sir Orizhan only smiled fondly, nodding, asthough finaly hearing his
own suspicions confirmed.

The poukaturned to Matt, onefist on ahip under the cloak while the other hand held it closed. "And
what will you do with thisman if you find him dive, Sr?’

"Restore him to good hedlth, as she says," Matt said, "but I'm afraid I'll haveto tear him away from her
and take him back to Bretanglia, so that he can cleanse that land of the corruption of the false druidswho
have begun to infest it."

Rosamund cried out in protest, but Sir Orizhan pointed out, "They are acorruption which, if it goes
unchecked, may spill over into Erin.”

"I amwel aware of that," the pouka snapped. "We spirits are not completely unaware of what happens
inthe rest of theworld.” She turned to the maiden. "The man you spesk of is Prince Brion, and you are
the Princess Rosamund. Isthis not so?"

"Y-Yes" Rosamund sammered in amazement.

"And who are you, man of knowledge who goes about in peasant's clothing?' the pouka demanded of
Matt.

"Matthew Mantrell, Lord Wizard of Merovence," Matt said. He spread a hand toward his companions.
"These are Sir Orizhan, protector of the princess since she left her homeland, and Sergeant Brock, who
serves him as squire on thisquest.”

"Quest?' The poukafrowned. "Do you seek more than Prince Brion?"
"Wedo," Matt admitted. "We're trying to find the murderer of Prince Gaheris."

"When you do, thank him," the pouka advised, "for he has saved Bretangliafrom a scourge, though not
one so bad asthefalse druids are apt to prove.”

Matt raised his eyebrows. "Y ou don't like them ether, huh?"

"l do not, and the true druids are livid with rage. They are at least as disgusted with theimpostors asyou
are, and angry past speaking at their blackening of the names of the old gods.”

"Sothereredly are somered druids|eft,” Matt said softly.

"Aye, and you knew that aready," the pouka snapped. Do not seek to bandy words with the spirit folk.
What we do not know, we can guess, and we recogni ze truth or falsehood instantly when we hear it.
Why do you wish to discover the murderer of acorrupt prince?"

"So we can show him to King Drustan and Queen Petronille," Matt said, "to remove their reason for



declaring war on Bretanglia”

"Y ou no longer need concern yoursalves with that,” the pouka advised, "for Drustan is dead, and John is
king of Bretanglia™

Matt stared in shock, and the other three cried out in dismay.

"Then we had better find Prince Brion very quickly," Matt said, "and pray heisdive and can be restored,
for John has the perfect combination of malice and incompetence to plunge Bretangliainto chaos. Can
you lead usto him?"

"Of course," said the pouka. "What one spirit of the land knows, al know. Y ou only had to ask.”

Mait woke in the night, heart hammering, looking about him wildly. He amost thought he could still hear
the voice shouting. ..

Sergeant Brock heard him rise, and turned from his sentry place at the edge of the camp, concerned. He
came close, whispering so as not to disturb the others. "Are you well, Lord Wizard?'

"Guess 0," Matt said. "Just abad dream..."

"Ah." The soldier nodded wisdly. " Surely you have had enough strains upon you to cause them—and
there are unfriendly spirits about us, | doubt not.”

"Yeah, | know." Matt nodded. "I expect our pouka guide is out there somewhere telling them to back
off, but there's agood chance they won't listen to her."

"| cannot guard your dreams," the sergeant said. "Would that | could.”

"Sodol," Matt sighed. "Well, maybe | can get back to deep. How long hasit been, Sergeant?’
"Sinceyou lay down? It may be an hour, by the position of the moon.”

"Got to deep longer, if | can,” Matt muttered. " Thanks, Sergeant. Good night.”

"Good night, Lord Wizard." The sergeant tugged hisforelock and turned away.

Matt lay back and closed his eyes, willing himsdf to relax. Hetried to think happy thoughts, Celtic
thoughts—Osian seeking the Land of 'Y outh—and began to grow drowsy as the wonderful old story
drew himin. He drifted toward dumber...

"What are you doing to find my murderer, | said!" the voice ranted.

Matt managed to keep from jumping up, but every muscle went Hiff.

"Addel" Prince Gaheris voice snarled. "He has my murderer to find first! | died before you!™
"I am your father, boy!" thefirst voice shouted. "I am theking! Yield precedence to me!™

"Thereisno precedencein theworld of the dead," Gaheris said, full of venom, "and you are king no
longer. If it comesto sheer force of will, | fancy my rage and bitterness are greater than yours, especidly
toward you, for it isyou who have bred them!"

"1?" Drustan bleated. "What did | do to earn your hatred?'

"Ignored me," Gaheris snapped. "If you did notice me, it was only to berate mefor my failings, or to



bellow at me for not following your ordersinstantly. Y ou showed your jed ousy and spitein athousand
ways."

"Jealousy! What cause had | to bejealous?!

"Because | would have your crown when you were dead,” Gaheris snapped, "and you begrudged it even
then!"

"Uh, guys,” Maitt put in, "do you suppose you could go argue someplace €l se besides the ingde of my
head? I'm trying to get some deep here."

"Aye!" Gaheris snapped. "Let him deegp, so that he can seek the man who murdered me!™
"Let him devise my revenge instead,” Drustan commanded, “for | know who my murderer wadl"

"Oh, redly?" Mait sprang to full mental dertness, then settled hismind to listen. "Go on. This could be
very interesting.”

CHAPTER 20

Two minuteslater he wished he hadn't said that. In fact he wished Drustan hadn't come calling a dl. He
was only glad that Drustan's memories hadn't included smell as he saw Prince John's gloating face from
Drugtan's point of view, bending over the dying king to ask, "Do you remember your philandering,
Father? Of course you do, it was your pride and your boast! The number of times| had to listen to the
sickening accounts of your conquests nearly made me die of nauseal But do you remember those
horrible howling fights with Mother whenever she found out about your little paramours? Do you
remember how sherefused to live in the same castle with you? Did you even care that you drove her
away and thereby robbed me of my mother, and my chance to win her love? No, of course not! All you
cared about was your own pleasure, and indulging your own temper!™

A gargle of denid sounded in Mart's ears, filling hiswhole head, and he redlized it was Drustan's
response, seen and heard from the viewpoint of adying, aphasic king.

"Do you remember how you sat back and watched when Gaheris beat me?* John snarled. "Oh, you
could have told him to stop, but no—you had to yell at meto put my fists up, to block his blows, and
scold mefor failing! Y ou could have protected me from Brion's contempt, from hisrebukes and his
lectures—but you were too busy with things of greater importance. After dl, onelonéy child couldn't
have been dl that important, could he, Father?!

Again, Drustan gargled a protest.

"Wherewere you?' John asked. "When | was alittle boy, tormented and beaten by my brothers, where
were you? Off fighting the Irish and gaining afew miserable square miles of bog, that'swhere! Or off
wenching with one or another of your paramours! Even after you took me away from my mother, where
were you? Gone on missions of state as often as not, until | was old enough to be useful as aweapon
againg Mother and Gaheris and Brion, by your threat to make meking!"

Theking croaked something in protest; Matt, ingde his memories, understood it: "But | loved you!™

"Loved me?' John'slip curled. "If you had loved me, you would have kept me with you! Oh, now and
again you fdt fatherly, and took me out to give me adrubbing with astick and cadl it teaching me
swordplay! If you loved me, you had avery odd way of showing it! But that'sal right, Fathe—I loved
you, too, and my way of showing it isto set you on the road to your reward more quickly than you
would have gone otherwise."



Drugtan's brows pulled down in puzzlement.

"Can't understand?’ John jeered. "Whereisthe vaunted genius of statesmanship now?Itis| who have
killed you, Father— | who fed you your bowl of grud thismorning, and adram of poison withiit."

Drustan's eyes widened in horror.

"Ohyes, you understand now," John said, grinning with glee. "I've set you off on the road to Heaven, all
right, but it will be along, long road, Father, because you've committed enough sinsfor an army in your
life, not the least of which was my upbringing! Y ou'll burnin Purgatory for thousands of yearsto pay for
those sins, and | will ddlight in imagining every wince, every torture, every scresm!™

A roar rang through Mart's head, and the room seemed to tilt downward as Drustan forced himself up.
John retrested in fear—but the room swung again as Drustan fdll back, eyesfilming over, breeth rettling
in histhroat. The room was silent for a second; then John's face swvam into view again, grinning once
more. "At the end, of course, | goaded you into enough anger to make your poisoned heart burst—and
to make sureyou died in gn, inthe sin of anger. Seep well, Roya Father. I'll think of you every
morning—think of you, and ddlight in your torments.” He stepped up to close the king's eyes, saying
softly, "Good-bye."

Darkness closed in, and Maitt could fed the king's desperation and clamoring fear of the supernaturd as
consciousness dimmed and was gone.

In the darkness of dream and memory Mait drew adeep, shaky breath. He realized that what he had
seen might have been augmented by the king's own guilty memories, but that didn't matter—it was
memory, however distorted, and he didn't doubt for asecond that John had really boasted of killing his
father as the king was about to cross the threshold of desth. He could amost sympathize with the prince,
but not enough—he could have found another form of revenge, after dl, such as succeeding where his
father had told him hewould fall.

"So | know who murdered me." Drustan's voice seemed to echo all about Mait. "I know it by hisown
confession—nay, hisboast! Go you now and see justice done!”

"Givemejudticefirgt," Gaheris demanded, "or I'll never give you anight's peacel”

Drustan started aroar of outrage, but Matt cut him off— after dl, it was hismind. "Shut up, both of you!
| can't help either of you if I'm so groggy from lack of deep that | can't think straight. Besides, why
should 17"

"Becauseif you don't—" Gaheris began in hismost threstening manner.

But Matt cut him off again. "Remember, I'm awizard, and if | want to clear you out of my skull, believe
me, | can. But it so happensthat getting rid of John is now probably the only way to save Merovence
from war, because if welet him have Bretanglia, sooner or later helll attack Merovence.”

"Why, that iss0," Gaherissaid in surprise. "Thefat little toad isthat envioud!”
"Hewill lose" Drustan said with certainty.

"Sure, helll lose, but tens of thousands of soldierswill get killed in fighting him off. No, if | can come up
with agood reason for kicking him off the throne he has stolen, I will!"

"Is not the murder of hisfather and hisking reason enough?' Drustan thundered.



Matt winced. "Hold it down, there. | can't think too well if I've got a headache, either. Besides, what
proof do | have? Only your word."

"Theword of aking!"

"Y eah, but anybody who hears me say it will only have theword of awizard that he has the word of a
king's ghost. Would you have bdieved anybody who came before you with astory like that?"

Drustan grumbled something incoherent.

Gaheris crowed with ddlight. "Well asked, wizard! What say you, O Mighty King? Would you have
believed such atae?'

"l have to be able to back up your charge with evidence." For adizzy moment Matt felt like Hamlet,
trying to find physical proof of what the ghost of hisfather had told him. Trouble was, Matt knew he
couldn't afford severd years of indecision. "Was there any proof that John poisoned you?"

"The doctor," Drustan said, "hewho examined me as| lay dying. | saw theaarm in hiseyes, then the
look of soul-sickness.”

"Probably from redizing he knew too much, and that John would have him killed,” Matt inferred. "Well
haveto find out where heisand try to keep him dlive, if he till is. Where did John find the poison? He
doesn't srike me as knowing enough to brew it himsdf."

Hisanswer was a startled slence from both ghosts. Then Gaheris said, "He isright, Father—thelittle
toad wouldn't know how to brew beer, |et done poison.”

"Itiswell asked," Drustan said, musing. "'l will think onit."

"That would be nice," Mt told him. "'In the meantime, we do have one other way of getting John off the
throne, and maybe even into prison.”

"'Prisonisnot enough!”

"Yeah, but it will kegp him from doing anything worse while we dig up evidence againg him."
"A good point,” Gaheris said. "How will you oust him?"

"By bringing Brion back," Matt said.

Another startled slence followed, then Gaherisburst out, " That sanctimonious prig, St on my throne?
That lumbering seif-righteous booby ?*

"Heisdead," Drustan said.

Matt was surprised to hear agenuine note of sadnessin hisvoice. "Maybe not, Y our Mgesty. Is his soul
therewhereyou are?’

A third shocked silence followed, then both voices said, "No... | have not seen or sensed him... if heis
dead..."

"Enough!" Matt commanded. "Any chance he would have gone on to Heaven?"

"That young goat?' Gaheris scoffed. "There are several young mothers who were kitchen wenches when
he met them, and have been taking his gold every month to raise his brats.”



"Heisafool of chivary who galops off to battle a the dightest sgn of awar,” Drustan said heavily, "and
has dain more than afew enemies on the battlefield. Besides, | have seen him go to confession often, far
more often than is hedlthy for avirile young warrior. No, he has committed too many sinsfor Heaven, but
not enough for Hell."

"How about Purgatory?

"Purgatory callsto me congtantly, and with voices| recognize!" Gaheris snapped. " Surely we would
know if he were here!” Then, more subdued, "At least, | hopeit is Purgatory..."

"But there's such a huge population,” Matt said automaticaly. Most of his mind was wondering how
could they be called to Purgatory if they were in his dream—but he remembered that the afterlife was
more astate of existence than a place. "lan't thisabad location for you to be looking for revenge?’

"l ask only judtice," Gaherissaid, hisvoice surly.

", too," Drustan grumbled, "but | am aso concerned for the fate of my land. | wish to save my people
from John."

"And make sure that he doesn't profit by your death, of course.”
"Wadll, of course," Drustan said in atone of surprise.

"Just your duty, I'm sure," Matt said sourly. "By the way, Y our Mgesty, if you wanted somebody to
bring justice for you, why didn't you appear to the Earl Marsha or the Lord Chancellor or somebody
elsein your own country? Why cometo me?"

"Because | knew you would listen," Drustan growled. "No one e se ever would—certainly not Petronille
or any of my sons.”

Matt tried to suppress a stab of sympathy.

"| thought John did," Drustan's ghost said, with a sardonic echo, "but he listened only as an enemy
listlens—to find my weaknesses, my points of vulnerability.”

"And to think he seemed such afool!" Gaheris marveled.
"Bedtill, boy," hisfather grumbled, "and be glad you did not live long enough to learn in your own turn.”

They woke with the sun, made a quick breakfast, and were just breaking camp when the pouka stepped
out of the bushesin horse form. Shelet Rosamund ride, but none of the men. Sir Orizhan thanked her for
carrying his princess, but Sergeant Brock kept his bolaready to hand.

Matt walked besi de the pouka, marveling that she could have seemed so absolutely breathtaking asa
woman but seemed meredly pretty asahorse. Of course, astallion might not have thought so—but it did
raseanissue. "If you don't mind my asking apersond question—what's your true form?'

The tawny mare turned to him, puzzled. "What is a 'true form'?"
It was ftill unnerving, hearing a horse spesk.

Rosamund answered from her seat on the pouka's back. "It isthe form into which we are born, and from
which we mortd folk can never change, except by growing.”

"Ah." The horse nodded. "But if you could, you would— and therefore there is no such thing as a'true



form.'"

"Plato would disagree with you," Matt Sghed, "but | don't think I'm quite up to arguing philosophy with a
shapeshifter.”

They wound their way through the amazingly green hillsof Irdland, going steadily inland and steedily
higher, steadily northwest. Finally, after three days trave, they cameto acleft between two hills, spilling
an outcrop of rocksthat glowed golden in the sunset. The pouka hated, so the rest of them had to, too.

"| take it thisiswhere we pitch camp for the night?' Matt asked.
"If you livethat long," the pouka answered.
Mait was ingtantly wired for darm. "If we live? What might stop us, pray tell?'

A band of stocky men in tunics, breeches, and cross gartered sandal's stepped out of the woods. They al
looked tough, hardened, and resolute—just like the spearsthey held leveled at the companions.

"Behind us," Sergeant Brock warned, his voice tense with battle-readiness.

Matt risked a quick glance. The Irishmen seemed to have appeared out of the very roadside, and had
them completely surrounded.

One man, older than the rest, with gray streaking hisred beard, called aquestion in Gaelic.
Matt spread his hands. "How can | answer aquestion like that?!

"With the truth,” the pouka answered. " Come down from my back, maiden.”

Rosamund did to the ground quickly.

Theleader cdled the question once more, sounding alittle angry.

The pouka changed into awoman again.

The Irishmen stared, catching their bresths. Then some of them crossed themsel ves and began to back
away, white showing al around their eyes. The others stood transfixed.

The pouka stood poised in the glow of the setting sun for aminute, making sure of her effect on the
sturdy sons of the sod, then called to Sir Orizhan, "Y our cloak again, Sir Knight."

Sir Orizhan whirled his cape off his shoulders and about hers. The stupefied Irishmen blinked and
shuddered, awaking from atrance of beauty. The others moaned with supertitious fear and kept backing

avay.
Theleader caled out in angry protest.

The poukaturned alevel gaze upon him and answered in Gaglic, in atone of authority.
The leader stared, then placed his hand over his heart and called back to her.

Sheturned to Mait. "I have told them that you are people who may be trusted, though you are foreigners.
Y ou may go with them in safety. They will not harm you so long as| am near.”

"Uh—thanks" Matt said, "alot." He looked around at his companions. "Put away the weapons, folks."



Rosamund brought her hand out from under her mantle. Matt wondered how long her dagger was.
Knight and sergeant both took their hands away from the hilts of their swords.

"Okay, werefollowing," Matt said.

The pouka caled out to the leader in Gadlic, aphrase that must have meant "lead on,” for the men lifted
their spear points and turned to follow the e dest through the cleft. They still formed aring around the
companions, but nobody seemed to be ready to stab anymore. In fact, each one glanced at the pouka
from timeto time, glancesfilled with both admiration and awe.

Matt followed the leader, too. After dl, he didn't have any choice.

They walked amile or o, while the sun did below the horizon, leaving the moon to grow brighter and
brighter. At last they cameto agrove of huge old oak trees, heavy with mistietoe, silvered by moonlight.

Seven figures stepped forth from the trees, their white robes dso glowing like silver. They soodina“V”
with the point toward Mait, a point that was a man with hair and beard as silver as hisrobes. He held up
apam, intoning aquestion in Gadlic.

Matt shrugged and shook his head.
"He askswho you are, and why you have come," the poukainterpreted.

"That makes sense," Matt said. "Tdl him we are the Princess Rosamund and her bodyguard, seeking the
body of Prince Brion of Bretanglia”

The poukamade abrief statement in Gaelic. The lead druid stared at the group in surprise, a surprise that
quickly focused on Matt. He answered in atone that sounded considerably more respectful.

"I have told him your true nature and title," the poukainformed Mait.
"Well, now I'll haveto make shop talk," Mait sghed. "Ask him—"

The poukainterrupted him. "1 will not. Y ou have named the princess as leader of this quest. She must

"But heistruly the leader!" Rosamund protested.

"Not here," the poukatold her. "Come forth, maiden, and speak with the druid!”

Rosamund obeyed, wide-eyed and uncertain. "What shall | ask him?"

Matt started to answer, but the pouka forestalled him. "Whatever isin your heart.”

Slowly, Rosamund turned to the leader and asked, "Can you tell me where Prince Brion lies?'
Thedruid answered in Gadlic.

"He asks why you wish to know," the poukainterpreted.

The answer came rushing out. "'Because he was the companion of my youth! Because of dl the brothers,
he was the only one who did not torment me or insult me! Because he protected me from them, because
he is and aways has been honest and fair-minded! Because he cared enough that my barbs could hurt
and anger him, and oh! How | wish | had never spoken such sharp-edged words! How could | ever
have done so?'



"Belike because you werein love with him, but could not admit it," the poukatold her. "After dl, you
were betrothed to his brother."

Rosamund turned to her, trembling. "How can thisdruid have said such athing!™

"Hedid not," said the pouka. "1 did." Then she turned to the druid and spoke a single sentence.
Gravely, the druid bowed his head and answered.

"He saysthat of course you have the right to know the prince'sfate," the pouka trand ated.
"What did you tell him?" Rosamund demanded.

"That you are hisrightful fiancee, snce you were engaged to the future King of Bretanglia," the pouka
replied.

Rosamund gasped, but had no time to deny it, because the lead druid stepped aside, bowing and
gesturing her toward the grove. The other six stepped aside aswell, aso bowing and gesturing.

"Am | to sep within?' Rosamund asked "Y ou know you are," the poukatold her. "Have courage.”
"Well beright behind you," Matt assured her, and was very glad when the pouka didn't contradict him.

Rosamund led them down the aide of druids. Matt suddenly redlized the poukawasn't with them, and
glanced back to see her talking with the lead druid. Turning forward again, he saw Rosamund hesitate at
the pointed archway of living oak branches that formed the entrance to the grove.

"Courage, lass," Sir Orizhan said at her shoulder. "Whatever lieswithinisvitd if you wish to save your
prince.”
"Heisnot mineg" Rosamund said hadtily.

Sir Orizhan was wise enough not to contradict her.

Trembling, she went forward into the grove, step by reluctant step, and it seemed as though they were
sepping into alightless cave.

Bait asthey passed through the leafy archway, light ssemed to glow into being al about them. Myriad
fireflies sparkled throughout the grove, and moonbeams shone through gapsin the leaves overhead. It
was enough light to show them that the interior of the grove was clear, abroad open expanse of clover
and moss. At the far end the branchesinterlaced so heavily asto form aroof, through which abroad
shaft of moonlight struck to form apool of slver light.

In that pool stood abier, four feet off the floor—abier holding acoffin with no lid, and in that coffin lay a
body, skin waxen and pae, paer than thelight itsdlf.

Rosamund gave alittle cry, quickly stifled by her own hand.

"Yes, itisBrion," Sir Orizhan said gravely. "But they would not leave him hereif he were fully dead, my
lady. Approach, and look more closdy.”

Footsteps dragging, Rosamund went to the coffin, trembling as though with afever. Asthey came closer,
Matt saw two druids Sitting by the body, watching. Silently, they rose and moved back as Rosamund
came up.



She stepped to the coffin, looking down, and gasped with horror. Hesitantly, she reached out to touch
the long, gaping wound that showed where a sword had sheared through the mail between helmet and
breastplate, driving down.

Sir Orizhan frowned, studying, then said, very softly, "The angle iswrong—the stroke could not have
pierced his heart, though it let out agreat dedl of blood."

With acry of despair, Rosamund threw herself on the pale, still form. "Oh, Brion, why didn't | know you
for the darling you were? How could | have been so blind as not to see the gentleness, the kindness you
showed me? How could | ever have denied the trembling within me that came whenever | looked upon
your handsome face, your speaking eyes? Now must | suffer for my folly, suffer the pangs of heartbreak
al therest of my life, and belonely al my days no matter how many folk I gather about me!™

Thetearsflowed fredy now, bathing hisface as she lifted her head alittle to demand, "Y et give methis at
leadt, that | should have taken in life but must now seek of your corpse—thisaone, that | may treasurein
my heart of hearts and imagine as having the sensation of lifel” Her hair swung forward to brush hisface
as shelowered her own, to press her lips againgt his mouth. She lingered, exploring the sensation
thoroughly, for the memory of it would haveto last her dl therest of her days. Gradudly, her lips
loosened, expanded, until they seemed to devour his...

The prince's whole form stiffened. Then his head moved ever so dightly, and hislips opened to envelop
hers. Rosamund went rigid with surprise, but never for an ingtant relinquished his mouth, then relaxed
again, lipsworking around hiswith fervor as she wept anew, bathing Brion's face with her tears. Slowly,
siffly, steadily, oneiron-clad arm rose to encircle her shoulders, but did not rest there, only touched very
lightly, asthough Brion were afraid she might bresk.

Findly, they ran out of air, and Rosamund lifted her head, eyeswide and wild, staring down at himin
amazement and wonder and, yes, in fear, too—but not of anything supernaturd. "1 never knew," she
whispered. "I never guessed ... it could be..."

"And | only dreamed.” The prince's voice was rusty, grating, but soft and caressing. "I could never
know—but now that | do, | can only want more." Then the arm about her shoulders grew heavier,
pressing her down to him, and she went willingly, covering his mouth with hers, then nibbling hislips, then
kissng himfully again.

Matt stepped up beside Sir Orizhan. "He does have to breathe now and then, you know."

Theknight turned to Mait, beaming and radiant, with tearsin hiseyes. "There will be time enough for
breathing later, Lord Matthew—time enough, now that she haswakened him. Let her givehim dl the
reason she can, towish to live."

"Maybe we should turn away,” Matt suggested, "'leave them alittle privecy.”
Sir Orizhan shrugged. "It isyou who arethe hedler.”
"Wed better say,” Matt said automatically.

When he decided there was a distinct danger of their lips bonding together permanently, he stepped in on
the next gasping bresk for ar and said, gently but firmly, "Enough, maiden. Y our kiss may have started
the flow of blood again, but it hasn't given him back any of the gallon or so helogt.”

Rosamund glanced at Brion'swound, then stepped back with a cry of anguish. Looking down, Matt saw
blood seeping al aong the sword line.



"How can ... |... lack blood ... when she has set my heart... to pounding so fiercely?' Brion panted.

His body tensed, but Matt pressed him back down before he could start to rise. "Just as you've said,
Your Magesty. Your heartbeat dowed and became so rare that everybody thought you were dead, and
wondered why you didn't start to decay. All your body's systems dowed with it, and they'll take awhile
to work up to their normd rate again. Push them, and you redly will die.”

"Liedill!" Rosamund commanded her prince, face pae with fear. She pressed him back, pam againgt his
breastplate.

But hismailed hand still lay on his breast where she had dropped it, and Brion covered her hand with his
own, beaming up into her face. "Why, so | shdl, if you wish it—but | beg that you give the touch of that
hand to flesh that can fed it, not to theiron that coversit.”

Rosamund stared down at him in surprise, then pulled her hand out from under his gauntlet and pressed it
to hisforehead. "Y ou are so cold!"

"| shal warm amazingly at your touch,” he promised her.

"Yes, and if you feed him plenty of chicken soup and small beer," Matt told her, "whenever hell tekeit.”
Hetook off his pack and began to rummagein it. " Sergeant, get that armor off him—but gently!"

Sergeant Brock stepped up to obey, but Rosamund said fiercely, "Touch him not! That ismy office!”

The sergeant stepped back in darm, and she relented ™Y ou may take the pieces from me, though, and lay
them aside to clean and burnish. Here."

She began to unbuckle Brion's armor. Brock had to help her lift the breastplate, it being more awkward
than heavy. Then Rosamund frowned over the next problem, and opted to have him help abit more. "I
shdl lift my prince, Sergeant, and you shal dide hisarmor from beneath him." She did an arm under
Brion's shoulders and strained, raising historso. Sir Orizhan stepped up to help, but Rosamund said
fiercely, "No! Heismine!™

"Why, solet it be" Brion murmured, hisface only inchesfrom hers, hiseyes adoring. “So let it be, for the
res of my life"

She looked down at him in surprise, then blushed and looked away. "Isthe plate out, Sergeant? Y es,
thank you!" Shelowered Brion and unfastened the chain mail about his head and neck. He sighed happily
at her touch, and she blushed again.

"My turn now." Matt elbowed her asde. Reluctantly, she gave way, but not very far.

"Water, please," Matt told the druids, and one stepped up, holding ameta bowl, watching Matt curioudy
and closely. Matt took one of his home-gterilized cloths, dipped it in the water, and bathed the wound,
with Rosamund studying his actions as closdly asthe druids. Then Matt said, "Hold your breeth, prince.”

Rosamund bent to kiss Brion.

"Well, that's one way," Matt acknowledged. He painted the wound with his home-made antiseptic,
largely acohol, but Brion didn't even gtir. "Tak about anesthetic,” Matt muttered, and stoppered the
bottle, then put it aside. "Okay, Highness, you can let him go."

Reluctantly, Rosamund ended the kiss. She made up for it by helping Matt apply the bandage, then wind
clean cloth about it from Brion's neck to hisarmpit, making him sgh with happiness again.



Matt stepped back, eyeing the prince narrowly. "That'sal | can do. Well have to check that dressing
periodicaly, but asfar as| cantell, dl hisenemy did was pierce muscle tissue and give him one hdll of a
concussion.”

"] shal watch him closdly,” Rosamund promised.

"Well, maybe not so closely asall that." Mait picked up his pack and turned toward the entranceway,
then turned back with an afterthought. "Oh, and get the rest of that armor off him." Then firmly to knight
and sguire, " Come on, gentlemen. I'm sure the druids can help her with anything else she needs.”

Red uctantly, and with many backward glances, they followed him ouit.

There, Matt found the high druid waiting for him. Before the man could say anything, Mait dropped his
pack and demanded, "Now, why did you help the son of your enemy?"

CHAPTER 21
"Why, because heis our enemy.” The old man smiled. "All usIrish hate Drustan, you know."

"Or at least are very angry with him, yes," Matt acknowledged. "I understand he tried to conquer you
andfaled."

"Falled indeed." The high druid's face tightened, and his assstants turned grim, too. "Hefailed, but his
soldiersdew agreat number of our warriors, rgped many, many women, and burned nearly ahundred
villages before we were able to expel them. No, we have no love for Drustan of Bretanglia.”

"Thenwhy help hisson?"
"Do you think usignorant savages?' another druid burst out.

The leader raised ahand to restrain him. "We hear the news from Bretanglia only afew days after it
happens, my lord, aswe hear word of eventsin al of Europe—aye, and the rest of the world, too.
Credit our magic with some effect.”

"I'mimpressed,” Matt told him. "Did the Mongols conquer China?"

The old man blinked in surprise, but said, "By 'China do you mean that broad country far to the east, or
the one south of it?"

"The eastern one," Matt said. "I takeit the Mongols conquered India, too."

"If by that you mean the land of Hind, no, but not for lack of trying. The Mongols cal the eastern land
Khita."

"Cathay, in Western pronunciation.” Matt nodded; it was interesting that the mgjor socid forces seemed
to hold in both his home universe and this one. "Not many who know magic would think to useit to gain
more knowledge—especialy knowledge of the world."

"They do not live so closdly to aland that hastried to conquer them before, and will no doubt try again,”
the high druid said, smile strong with irony.

"So you see the need to stay informed of everything that happensin Bretanglia” Matt nodded. "That
means you must have known about Petronilles rebellion againgt Drustan.”

"Wedid, and rgjoiced,” the high druid told him. "We knew aso of Brion's part in thet affair."



"We know, too, of hisreputation for chivary and justice," another druid said.

"Heis Erin's best hope for peace,” said athird.

"We could not let him die on the battlefield if we could do anything to prevent it,” the leader concluded.
"So it was you who bore him away by your magic.”

The high druid smiled. "There isthis weakness to the pretender's plan to subvert dl of Bretangliaby
converting itsfolk to amockery of the druid faith—that a true druid can pass among them unseen and
unknown. Y es, severa of uswent to Bretanglia as soon as the rebellion broke out and followed Brion
closdly. When he was wounded, we cast a pell upon him that froze hislife asit was, then bore his

deeping body here."

"A spdl that could only be broken by the kiss of avirgin,” Matt deduced.

"A virginwho loved him," the high druid corrected.

"| thought it might be something likethat," Matt said. ™Y ou knew Rosamund would be coming, then."

"We did what we could to help her escape, and to turn her footstepsin thisdirection,” the druid
confirmed.

"Including turning me," Mait said, chagrined. "Y ou know, | redly takeit as an insult when peopletry to
move me around like a chess piece, especially when they succeed. | takeit you know King Drustan has
died?'

"Wedo," the high druid confirmed, "but from what we know of John, heislikely to beworse than his
fether was."

Matt nodded. " Just as much greed, but less ability. Besides, | don't think Drustan had dl that much
genuine maice in him—it just never occurred to him that other people had fedings. John, though, is out
for revenge—on the whole human race.”

The high druid shook his head sadly. "We feared as much. Besides, was this John not Drustan's
favorite?'

"Hewas," Maitt said, "but not because he was like Drustan. He was just very good at bowing, scraping,
andingratiating.”

"If you suffer himto remain king," the high druid advised, "the people of Bretangliawill remember him as
the worst monarch they have ever had.”

"l don't doubt it." Then, remembering the history of his own universe, Matt added, "He'll be so bad that
the people of Bretangliawill swear never to have another king named John.”

"Heisliketo win that digtinction merdly by supporting the... how did you call these fadse druids?

"Synthodruids' Matt said. "The'syntho’ meanstheir chief rolled alot of ideasthat had nothing to do with
your fath into hisparody of areligion.”

"Aptly named,” the high druid said dryly. "They do not even cdl the gods by their British names, but mix
inthe Irish and Gaulish, too."

"Thanks for the vote in favor of my label. By theway, do | dare say their chief druid's name here?"



"Do you fear to attract hisattention?" A wispy smiletouched the high druid'slips. "Do not hesitate. His
magic is not strong enough to register each time someone somewhere mentions his name, and eveniif it
were, our warding spells are surely more powerful than his enchantments.”

Hesaid it with such tota certainty that Matt guessed they'd run atest of some sort. He felt very much
reassured. "'So you think John's supporting Niobhyte and his synthodruidsis bound to win him the Worst
King Ever awvard, dl by itsdf?"

"I do not doubt it," the high druid assured him. "Our spies send reports, and our scryers peer where
people cannot go. The false druids have wasted no time. They have converted al of southern Bretanglia
aready, that neck of land that bulges out from Merovence, and have sent their missonariesinto the
midlands. Behind, in the lands they hold, their false priests whip the people into frenzies that make them
cheer the spectacle of human sacrifice. They stretch victims upon their dtars and stab their heartswith
copper knives. They preach that might makes right and that whoever can take his neighbor's goods,
deserves them—so every man's hand isturned against his neighbor, and the strong day the wesek, then
gather their wives and daughtersin to serve their own pleasure. Before, the peasants feared the looting
and raping of soldiersin wartime—now they fear the knives and scythes of their neighbors, every day.
The southernmost counties churn in chaos, but the midlands, drunk on the druids wine and lured by their
orgies, are dedf to the cries of anguish blown on the wind from the south.”

"That's Bretanglia's problem, though.” Matt frowned. "They're your enemies. Why should you care what
happensto them?

"Why should you?' the high druid returned. "Do not tell me that you do not, for you have come here
seeking to ad them!”

"Easy." Matt shrugged. "1 want to make sure Bretanglia doesn't bring war to Merovence—and now that
I've seen what the synthodruids are doing, | want to make sure | stop them before they try to spread their
madness to my own country."

"Isthet dl?'

"What are you trying to make me say?' Matt demanded. "That the people themselves aren't my enemies,
only their king and this Niobhyte? All right, count it said!™

"Indeed.” The high druid nodded dowly. "Count it said for us, too." He shrugged. "We are usudly
content to let the world go to ruin inits own way—only what it deserves, for having deserted our
religion—but even we must draw the line at such wholesale misery-making. We cannot alow it to pers<,
for it offends our gods, and our very souls."

"There comes a point when you cease to be yoursdlf if you don't take a stand against what you perceive
to be evil." Matt nodded.

"Indeed," the high druid agreed. "Then, too, thereis the reputation of oursalves, and our gods, to
consder—that isamost asimportant as the sufferings of the people. These synthodruids will make the
descendants of the folk of Bretangliathink of us as mongters, for they will confuse ustrue druids with
Niobhytestravesties.”

"Good reasonsfor trying to sop him," Mait said with approval. "But how are you fighting him?”
"Why, we have brought you here, have we not?' The high druid smiled.

Matt felt asurge of anger a having been manipulated, but managed to contain it. "1 was aready trying to



bring them down for my own reasons.”

"Aye, but you had little strength with which to fight them. Here we can give you Brion, who isworth
wholearmies, for heistherightful king."

"Worth whole armies maybe, but helll need even more armiesto win back histhrone," Matt said. "Fase
king or not, John has the power now, and will fight to the death to keep it"

"Hisdeath in battleis not whally distasteful," the high druid mused. "Asto armies, | suspect that Brion
shdl gather them wherever he goes, as alodestone gathers nails. Everyone who suffers from the greed of
John'stax-gatherers, or thelooting and raping of Niobhyte's worshipers, will flock to his banner.”

"A good point,” Matt admitted, "once he'swell enough to travel.”

"Asto that, we have been weaving spdlsinto his body, healing him as he dept; it needed only the kiss of
his future queen to make our enchantments web their virtues together to make him whole. He will be able
to ride tomorrow, and will be stronger than he ever was ere you reach the shores of Bretanglia.”

"Nicework," Matt said with admiration. "1 wouldn't have thought of that. But it's going to take more than
armiesto win againgt Niobhyte. From all | hear, heis one very powerful sorcerer.”

"Heis" the high druid said with asmile, "but so arewe. Y ou shdl not deep thisnight, Lord Wizard, for
you shall keep vigil by learning every spdl we can teach you. We shall even giveyou oneto useif dl ese
fails, onethat shal drown dl the synthodruids and their worshipers.”

Matt shuddered at the magnitude of the disaster the words described. His head filled with the thunder of
earthquakes, the roar of tidd waves. "Ian't that alittle drastic?’

"Thesefdsedruids are adisaster in themselves, and only something of their own magnitude can defeat
them. Have no fear—by the time you come to them, there shall be no one l&ft in the South Saxon Shore
but themselves and their most ardent believers.”

"Meaning the ones who have committed themsalves so thoroughly that they won't even think of
resgning.” Matt nodded. "Okay. I'll useit if theré'sno other way."

"Therewill not be" the druid replied, "but you are welcome to try to reason with them. A caution,
though—do not reason too long, for while you tak, they shall be preparing adoom to fal upon you."

Matt heard them as soon as he reached the archway into the grove.

"Will you not lietill!" Rosamund scolded. "Must you forever be reaching for me asthough | were nothing
but your own private cup?”

"No cup could hold wine as swest as your kisses," Brion protested. "Have | become as ugly asabear in
only afew minutes?'

Matt stepped in quickly. He saw Brion struggling to rise, reaching out toward Rosamund, who was
backing away. "Y ou need rest, my lord, not excitement!

“Nay, forfend! No one owns me save mysdf!"

"I do not say that | own you," Brion protested, "only that you have kissed me, and, | thought, with some
pleasure!™

Rosamund blushed. "It was alapse of moments only. Be sureit will not happen again!”



Brion stared at her, redlizing that she meant it, at least asaresolution. "Ay di mi!" He sank back into his
coffin. "If it shdl not, then | have nowish to livel"

"Oh, do not carry on so!" Rosamund fumed. "All the world knows you are atroubadour aswell asa
knight, but thereis no need for you to sng your lamentsto me!™

Brion'sface darkened and he struggled to rise again.

Matt decided it wastimeto interfere. He stepped up to the coffin and laid ahand on Brion's good
shoulder. "Gently, gently, my lord. Y ou won't get better if you don't try to rest.”

Brion sank back with agroan. "Why should | hed if loveis denied me?"
Rosamund rolled her eyesin exasperation and turned away.
"Perhaps for the good of your people,” Mait said quietly. "Nobility imposes obligations, you know."

Brion lay completely il for several seconds, then looked up at Matt, and the lover had submerged
completely under the leader. "Y ou areright. How sdfish it was of meto think otherwise!™

Rosamund turned back, staring, uncertain whether or not to feel hurt.

"And it was very wrong of meto pursue my brother'sfiancee," Brion went on, "even though heis
dead—perhaps even more because heisdead.” He forced himself up on one elbow. Matt and
Rosamund both sprang to hold him, but he inclined his head in something resembling abow. "My lady, |
beg your pardon. It was dishonorable of me to importune you so."

"My pardon you may fredy have," she said, "though nothing else of me." Still, her face could not hide her
hurt.

Brion must have seen it, too, for he sank back with agroan. "I had hoped to woo you for my own, now
that | am heir apparent—>buit it is certainly improper to come courting so soon, and my father has
doubtless disnherited me. No, | have no right to seek your hand, no matter how much | may desireit.”

Rosamund's face was astudy in congternation, both hurt and flattered. Findly, she resolved it by
sngpping, "Oh, fie upon your chivary and your honor!"

"l was near to thinking that mysdf,” Brion said, subdued. "Evenif | were able to win your love, though,
we could not become betrothed without the consent of the king." Hewas silent for aminute, lost in
thought Rosamund stared at him, and one hand began to reach out toward him, then pulled back.

Privately, Matt thought that Brion had come pretty close to the hub of the problem: both of them were
feding guilty about being in love. Their hearts may have been clamoring at them, screaming, "Right!™ but
al the conventions of their society were howling, "Wrong!" He had to find away to resolve that dilemma
for them.

Brion turned to Matt again, sill frowning. "Lord Wizard ..." Then he hesitated, which was unusud for
him.

"What's the matter?' Matt asked.

"When first you reached out to hed me, you called me Y our Mgesty,' " Brion said. "That was amistake,
wasit not?'

"No mistake." Matt saw what was coming, and braced himsdif.



So did Brion. "A princeisaddressed as 'Y our Highness,' my lord.”
"l know."
The foreboding shadowed Brion'sface. "'l cannot be'Y our Mgesty' unless my father dies.”

Matt gave him along and level ook, then dowly sank to one knee, even though Brion wasnt hisliege
lord. "Theking isdead. Long livetheking!"

Brion buried hisfacein his hands and burst into tears.
Matt stared at him in amazement.

Rosamund was a hisside in an ingtant, trying to fit an arm around his broad shoulders, gazing down &t his
facein anxiety. "Weep, my lord, as becomes anoble knight! Weep, for grief must out! Weep, for surely
the strong may dare to show their hearts!"

Matt resolved to quote that to her later. For the moment, he waited for thefirst burst to dacken, then
said, "But he was your enemy, Y our Mgesty! Hewas atyrant to his sons and the shame of hiswifel You
fought againgt him in your mother'swar! How can you grieve for him?'

"Because he was my father,” Brion gasped. "Because | have boyhood memories of games and riding and
early lessons with wooden swords, memories of akindly though boisterous man! Him | mourn! And most
of dl, I mourn because he was my father!"

Insde Mart's head, avoice said heavily, How could | have been so blind as not to see such loydty as
this? How could | havefailed to perceive hislove, and John'streachery? A curse upon the pride and
anger that ever lost me his affections!

Matt resolved to be the gentlest father he could be, and to discipline with caring.

But Rosamund was cradling Brion's head to her breast now, murmuring in soothing tones. Time and again
she started to kiss hisforehead, then caught hersdlf, though the longing was naked in her face.

The next day, when Matt went into the grove, he heard Rosamund crying, "Stop it at once! Y ou cannot
be hedled so quickly! Y ou shal open the wound and bleed to death!”

"Y ou saw for yourself that it was hedled so thoroughly it might have been new flesh!™ Brion grunted,
whirling his sword and legping in a practice dash. The sword spun in his hands, sending flashes of sunlight
caroming off the leaves, as hisfeet wove an intricate pattern of advance, feint, and retreat. Suddenly,
though, he swung his sword high and jabbed it into the ground, leaning on it and panting, "A pox uponit!

| have barely begun, but aready am wearied!"

"Theamazing thing isthat you managed it at dl,” Matt said.
Both young peoplelooked up a him, staring.

He came forward and took Brion'swrigt, fedling the pulse dam through it. "Healthy enough, if you don't
overdo it— which you will, if I know you." Helooked up a Rosamund. "Don't worry, Y our
Highness—the druids told me that they wove dl sorts of hedling spellsinto him. Hisbody has been
mending while he dept—the best way to keep him from trying to get up too soon.”

"Truly said." Rosamund gave Brion adark |ook.

"Perhaps not fit enough to fight,” Brion gasped, "but surdly fit enough to travel.”



Mait glanced from the new king, fairly glowing with virility, to Rosamund, who seemed to exude an equd
or greater feminine glow whenever shelooked a him, which might explain why her face so quickly
erased the burgeoning euphoriathat started every time shelooked at him, hiding it under amask of
defiance and anger. Guilt, he decided, could do amazing things—but so could leaving these two aone
together. Brion was certainly now strong enough for them to do more than kiss, and Rosamund too filled
with desire every time shelooked at him, no matter how angry it made her.

Whatever their mutual destiny might be, the rules of their society made it entirely forbidden for
them—yet. "Yes," he agreed, "wed better get on with our quest—tomorrow morning. Until then, Y our
Majesty, back to bed. Y ou can get up for aten minute walk every hour, but when we set out tomorrow,
youreridinginalitter.”

He braced himsdf againgt the storm of Brion's outrage and waded through the outburst with grim and
unyielding determination. After al, Brion might have been the rightful king, but he was Brion's physician,
aswell as consort to the Queen of Merovence. When the sun rose the next morning, Brion's war-horse
went in front of him, and aloca horse—drafted by the druids—behind, with the king lying on astretcher
between them, grumbling every foot of the way.

Matt accepted his grumbling with good grace, but Rosamund, who rode beside him, spoke sharply to
him every ten minutes or so, upbraiding him for hislack of chivary in making those about him suffer. She
must have known which buttons to push, because she always managed to make Brion subside into dark
muttering for five minutes or so.

For hisown part, Matt kept glancing at the Irish horse at the other end of the stretcher, wondering
whether it was going to turn into a person or not. However, by the end of the day it was ill ahorse, and
the most human thing it did was to turn greedy when he put on itsfeed bag.

The next day, though, even Matt couldn't deny that Brion waswell enough to ride. The Irish horse was
quite happy to bear Rosamund, and three other horses had showed up during the night to carry Brock,
Orizhan, and Mait, who rode gingerly, each wondering what he would find himsdlf riding the next minute.

At noon they turned off the road to rest and eat—and broke through a thicket into alovely little grotto,
decked with flowers, with abrook making asmal waterfal into a crysta-clear pond where brightly
colored fish darted.

Brion's gaze turned distant, and he reached out to rest one mailed hand lightly on Rosamund's. "Now
could | stay inthisgrove dl my daysand let theworld go hang, if you were by my sdel”

Her gaze snapped up to him in surprise and, since he wasn't watching her, the naked longing filled her
face and stayed there.

"Could you not, dso?' Brion's voice was low, seductive, and thrilling.

Rosamund shivered and admitted, her voice very low, "Aye, my lord, and be mightily content in your
presence and the beauty of this place.”

Matt had to do something fast. Y ou can't serioudy mean to Stay in this grotto the rest of your lives!"

"Why should we not?"' Brion reached out toward Rosamund, smile glowing, eyes devouring her. "What
more would we need than each other?'

Sowly, shyly, shereached out to him, but her eyeswere locked on his, and her face was beginning to
glow, too.



"Well, thereé'sthe matter of midwives, for one." Matt spoke alittle more loudly than he needed to, just to
break the pdll. "Or were you somehow going to live together al your lives without having babies?'

"Our love shall be as pure as any troubadour ever sang!" Brion declared.
Rosamund drew her hand back alittle, the glow starting to fade.

"There's dso the minor matter of food," Matt pointed out. "1 see wild grapes growing here, but that's
hardly abalanced diet, and it won't last past the first frost. | suppose Brion could hunt enough mest to
keep you through the winter, if you had any way of staying warm, but that's hardly abaanced dit,
ather.”

"Must you be so confoundedly practical!" Rosamund cried.

Matt shrugged. "Somebody hasto, and neither of you seem to be in the mood—at | east, not that mood.
But the biggest problem isthat Brion isaknight, and one of the most chivalrousin Europe. How long do
you think it would be before he grew restless and began to sicken for battle again?’

"Never!" Brion declared.

But Rosamund withdrew her hand completely asthe glow died. "Then | must know you better than
yoursdlf, Mgesty, for | seethat the Lord Wizard isright in every particular. Y ou are aknight born and
bred, and would chafe and grow ill-tempered if you could not take to the saddle and ride to defend fee
weak and the poor.”

Brion opened his mouth to protest.
Rosamund's voice sank low. "Indeed, if you were not such aman, | would not... esteem you 0 highly."
Brion closed his mouth.

Rosamund turned away. "L et us find some other placeto rest, Lord Wizard. | could not abide here now,
and think of what might have been.”

Sherode out of the clearing, back straight as an exclamation point, and Brion followed, casting a black
look at Matt as he passed. Maitt let Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock ride by before he rode after, cursing
under his breath. It wasn't dways fun to know you wereright.

Nonetheless, later in the afternoon Mait found himself riding beside the new and uncrowned king. Brion
rode with his eyes straight ahead, not deigning to give him so much asaglance.

Matt couldn't let thet last, either. "I till have to learn who murdered your brother, Y our Mgesty. Y our
mother burnsto make war on Merovence aslong as she believesit was our fault he died.”

"And you know that if | overthrow my upstart puppy of abrother, | shal loose her from her prison?”
Brion nodded. "Y ou would rightly dread her then! Y es, she might make war upon Merovence of her own
accord, and | would surely march to support her.”

"But not if Gaheriswere murdered by aman of Bretanglia, who wasfrying to shift the blame onto
Merovence," Matt countered.

Findly Brion turned to frown a him. "Who had you in mind?'

"Practically everybody who wasthere, or anybody who knew Gaheris" Matt didn't mention that thelist
included Brion himsdlf. "I was hoping you might have seen or heard something that would help melearn



who the murderer was, even though | know you weren't a theinn.”

"Inthat you arewrong,” Brion said. "1 knew my brother of old, and followed him to that inn disguised as
acommon soldier.”

CHAPTER 22

Matt stared. "Y ou followed your brother because you know him?1'm sorry, but that doesn't make sense.
Y ou're leaving something out. Why did knowing him make you want to follow him?”

"I knew he would begin abrawl of some sort," Brion answered, "and so he did. | followed both to
protect him from those with whom he picked hisfight, and to protect those othersfrom him. If the
whore's pimp had not stepped up to protect her, | would have done so myself.”

Matt's head redled in amazement. "A belted knight, fight to save a progtitute?”

" am sworn to protect the weak, my lord, no matter their virtue, or lack of it," Brion said severely. Then
he seemed to thaw alittle and added, "Besides, | have never been certain that prostitutes were not more
victimsthan snners™

He spoke softly, but Rosamund heard neverthel ess, and looked up a him in surprise. Then her gaze
turned thoughtful.

"So you saw thefight," Matt interpreted.

"l saw it begin," Brion corrected. "Once the melee began, though, and | saw the harlot was safe, | |egped
to defend my brother's back.”

Matt stared. "Y ou defended Gaheris? | thought you hated each other!™
"Hewas my brother," Brion said smply.
Once again Matt was amazed by the medieva concepts of honor and duty.

"I turned three blows that would have felled him," Brion reported, "and stretched their assailants cold on
the floor. They were common men, only enjoying agood fight. | doubt they knew Gaherisfor aprince.”

"So how come you didn't see who struck the killing blow?"
"Because some foul knave came upon me from behind, and laid melow."

Matt looked Brion up and down in one quick glance. He wastdler than Matt, which made him much
taller than most men of histime, and even more broad-shouldered and muscular. It was hard to imagine
anyone being ableto hit hard enough to knock him out, especidly through atrooper's boiled-leather
helmet.

"So you don't know who knocked you out."

Brion shook his head.

"Was anyone dse heping you guard Gaheris?'

Brion stared, then swung about in his saddle to transfer that stare to Sergeant Brock.
Brock stared back, then frowned dightly, puzzled.



Brion turned back. "It was your sergeant! | did not recognize him until now!"

"That figures,” Matt said with chagrin. "That'swhy he and Sir Orizhan are with me—they both lost honor
when aprince who was officidly under their protection wasdain.”

"Asthough any could protect Gaheris from the consequences of his own wickedness!"
"Just ameatter of time, huh? But | thought Brock wasfighting in front of Gaheris"

Brion shrugged. "It wasamelee, Lord Wizard, amass of confusion. Like as not the ebb and flow of
battle carried him around the prince, fighting as strongly as he could, until he was beside me. However, it
was not long after that the world went dark around me.”

"WEell, you can't fault aman for protecting his prince from every possbledirection,” Matt said.
"Unfortunatdy, he's aready told me everything he remembers, and that ain't much.”

Brion sighed. "My brother died in combat, Lord Wizard, abeit it was abrawl in atavern, not a battle on
thefield of honor. Isthat not enough for you?'

"For me, yes," Matt said. "For your mother, no."

Old Meg was waiting in the moonlight with her little boat, though how she knew to which stretch of rocky
beach they were coming, Matt didn't know, especidly since he had steered the party well away from
their origind landing place on the theory that unwel come visitors might have been waiting for them aong
the road they had aready traveled.

They climbed into the glorified skiff, which somehow managed to hold dl of them, and Brion'swar-horse,
too. Since it had been just barely large enough for the four of them and the old woman on theway to
Erin, Matt wasn't about to ask questions. Instead, he made sure he was the |ast one aboard, on the
excuse of saying good-bye to the horses. "We appreciate the favor,” hetold them. "Back to your homes,
now, whether they be in the meadows or the barns." He withdrew four slver coinsfrom hiswallet and
dipped one under each saddle. "That's to thank your mastersfor the loan. ‘Bye, now."

He turned and walked away, and was about to get into the boat when the old woman commanded,
"Shove off!"

Matt stared, deciding that he ought to be angry, until he redlized that she meant the term literaly. "Well,
that'swhat | get for being last.”

"What, Lord Wizard?' Brion asked, frowning.

"Wet clothes," Matt Sighed, and set hisfeet. He shoved hard, and the little craft floated free. He waded
out knee-high before he clambered over the gunwae, not wanting hisweight to ground it again. Then he
looked back at the shore, aready receding—and saw aman in peasant's clothes holding all three horses.
Thefourthwasmissing.

Matt stared.

The peasant lifted ahand in farewell.

Matt waved back, then turned around to shiver with his companions.
Sir Orizhan noticed. "What troubles you, Lord Wizard?'

"l just found out that poukas can shift their shapesto include clothing,” Matt said. "Makes sense—what



elsewould they do with dl that horsehair?'

Sir Orizhan glanced back at the shore, then forced a smile, though he shivered, too, as he turned back.
"They cameto uswith saddles and bridles, my lord. Who can say what wasin the saddlebags?’

"Good point,” Matt acknowledged. "Me, | didn't check."
"Nor did I," Sir Orizhan confirmed. " There were other matters more pressing.”

Old Meg was avery poor hog, &t least for the origina three companions—she spent the whole crossing
in quiet but earnest conversation with Rosamund, who seemed dazed by what she learned, then with
Brion, and the young man's face became more grave with every sentence. Matt felt indignation mushroom
within him, but tried to tifle it—the old druid priestess had paid enough attention to him on the way to
Erin, after dl, most of it unwelcome.

But when the ship grounded on the Bretanglian shore and Old Meg clambered out after her passengers,
Matt had an even bigger surprisein store, for the old woman knelt ftiffly before Brion and cried, "Hail,
rightful King of Bretanglial Long may you live, and long may your lineflourish!”

Matt stared, astounded, and Rosamund's face seemed to close into amask, no doubt resenting Meg's
presuming the princess part in the flourishing of theroyd line, but Brion seemed to grow and swell with
every word, becoming something greater than human. Mait redized al over again that in thisuniverseit
was no mere fable that the king became the embodiment of his people and hisland.

"Y ou have given me honor and countenance,” Brion told her, "and for that, | shal name you—"

"Y ou shal name me nothing!" the woman said sharply, glaring up & him. "I an only Old Meg, as| have
been these many years, and nothing more—nothing that any king or sheriff need know of, at least.”

"Meaning that you are and always have been adruid priestess,” Matt said quietly.

Old Meg turned her glare upon him. "The fisher-folk know me only as awise woman, young man. WWho
areyou to say otherwise?'

"A wizard," Matt answered, "and one whom you sent to Erin. But if you're adruid, why do you kneedl to
aking of Bretanglia, and one who, moreover, hasn't an ounce of Cdltic blood in him?"

Brion stared at Matt, startled, but Old Meg said evenly, "Not al of usfled to Erin or Scotland, or even
Wades. | anadruid and a Cdlt, aye, but | am a Celt of Bretanglia, and no matter his parentage, this
young man is rightwise born king of this country. By his deeds and his actions he has shown that he cares
immensely about the common people and their land, cares as much as he does for the nobility and thelr
castles— and more than he cares for the lands in Merovence from which his mother and father sprang.”

"That iss0," Brion said quietly. "I fought to inherit my mother's patrimony and would have taken it gladly,
but my heart wastruly in Bretanglia.”

"Then you arethefirgt of your line of whom that istrue,” Old Meg said, "since thefirst of thoseforeign
hussies wed your grest-grandfather and turned the eyes of your house southward. It isfor that | kned to
you, not for your father's crown or your mother's heart.”

"Then, Your Mgesty," Matt said, "you have as much as been crowned by abishop, for thiswoman is of
the clergy, too, though not Christian.”

Brion turned back to Old Meg, startled, but the woman rose stiffly. Sergeant Brock sprang to her aid



and shetook hisarm gladly, smiling up at Brion with triumph. "It istruewhat he says, Your Mgesty. | am
as much asenior druid as any woman, as my age should tell, and am very much like one of your
archbishops. | will tell you further that agreat number of your people still follow us druids, though many
of them are dso Chrigtians. That iswhy there was never any great chance that these mock druids would
ever gain the whole land—there are too many of us who knew them for what they are. Oh, there arefar
more of your people who are Christians, or were before they flocked to the false priests for the pleasures
and crudties your church would never alow—hbut there are enough druid folk to form an army or two,
and these will rise and march behind you wherever you go."

Then Old Meg stepped aside, gesturing down the beach. "Behold your first legion!”

L ooking where she pointed, Brion saw acrowd of fishermen marching toward him aong the sand,
hard-faced and hard-handed, each with hisfilleting knife and his belaying pin thrust through his belt, each
with his harpoon or his sharpened gaff hook in his hand. The young king seemed to expand still more, a
smile glowing on hisface, and when the fishermen knelt and cried with one voice, "Hall, King of
Bretanglial" he spread hisarmswide, as though he would embracethem all.

Then an older man with grizzled hair and beard stood up before him. "We are come to march against the
fasedruidsand their cattle, Y our Mgesty! Where would you have us go?"

"Why, inland," Brion said quietly. "L et usmarch!”

Then two men came from the trees that lined the shore, each leading two horses. They bowed to Sir
Orizhan and Matt, handing them thereins.

Sir Orizhan turned to Rosamund. "My lady, will you ride?’
"l thank you, Sr," shesaid. "l shdll.”

She mounted, but her gaze was on Brion—atroubled gaze, even hurt, for he seemed obliviousto her of a
sudden, mounting his huge war-horse with the help of two of the fishermen, then turning to givethem a
quick, encouraging speech. They al cheered in answer, waving their wegpons, but as Brion turned to
lead the march, he gave Rosamund one brief, dazzling smile, and reached out to clasp her hand. Almost
shyly, she gaveit to him, squeezed the chain-mail pam of his gauntlet, then let it go and rode after him,
seeming much reassured.

Mait mounted and fell in behind her, wondering if he would ever again be ableto trust any steed. Then he
noticed that the fourth horse followed Sir Orizhan on aleading rein with its saddle empty. Looking
around, he saw Sergeant Brock marching beside the older fisherman, already deep in conversation. Matt
smiled to himsdlf, reflecting that the sergeant had aready taken hisnatural position asleader, whether he
redized it or not.

Into the forest they rode, with afisherman walking before them, one who seemed to know the trailswell,
and Matt wondered how many midnight smuggling trains the man had led down thisvery path.

They were deep into the woods when howls broke out on every side, and four knights charged out of the
leaves with ahundred footmen behind them, spears flashing through the lesf-filtered patches of sunlight.

Matt cursed his own stupidity even as he lugged out his sword and parried the cut from the nearest
knight. He had known he was fighting a powerful sorcerer; of course the man had served where they
would come ashore and what route they would travel!

But the fishermen were proving their worth againgt the spearmen, harpoons cracking against spear shafts,



then stabbing home through leather armor. Other spears jabbed back at them, and here and there a
fisherman screamed and fell, but more of them whirled even asthey jerked out their gaff hooks and
swept the next spear aside, then struck the spearmen low with an iron-tipped blow.

Matt parried and thrust, crying,
"Spirit perverse, bind our foe!

Now isthetimefor favoring Chance
To cometothead of adl good men!
L et accidents our blows enhance!
Let dl wrong for enemiesgo!”

He thought he heard someone cdll, "Why, here | am!" but couldn't turn to look—he was too busy
ducking under adash and catching the knight's arm, yanking hard and turning his horse. Caught off

bal ance, the knight shouted in anger as hefdl from the saddle. A fisherman accidentally-on-purpose
kicked him in the helmet, hard, since he happened to be passing by, and the knight went limp. His
charger stepped over hisfalen body, rearing and striking out with his hooves a anyone who came
near—who just happened to be another knight, riding in to cut a Matt. The hooves struck him on helmet
and shoulder, and the knight fell, out cold before he hit the ground.

Brion, roaring, finished dispatching the third knight by more conventiond tactics—but the fourth shouted,
"Retreat!" and gdloped away, his men running to catch up with him. A scream of rage floated after him,
and Matt, looking up, saw Rosamund facedown over the knight's saddlebow, kicking and flailing with her
figs.

"They have taken the princesd" Brion cried, agony in hisvoice. "After them, men of mine! They must not
have her!"

"Mgesty, no!" Matt caught Brion'sbridle. "That's just what the enemy want you to do—go chasing of
over haf of Bretangliainstead of standing to battle againgt their army! Out there, they can lay adozen
ambushes for you, day you before you're halfway to Gloucester!™

"What matter!" Brion cried. "What useis my life without Rosamund? Let John rule, let the mock druids
run rampant for al | care! Cast away my crown and my kingdom! Nothing matters, nothing has any
worth without her!" He turned to the fishermen. "Run, to rescue the princess!”

The fishermen answered with ashout of determination, and Maitt redlized that no king would be able to
keep the loydlty of hispeopleif he couldn't even rescue his queen—or lady-love, in this case. Mt let go
of Brion'sreins. "Then what are we waiting for? Let'sgo!"

Brion's stallion leaped ahead. Matt kicked his hedsinto his horse's sides and took off after the king, but
Sir Orizhan was dready ahead of him.

They |eft the fishermen to their headman and Sergeant Brock as they rode pell-mell through the forest.
The knight and his surviving soldiers had left abroad trail and weren't at dl hard to follow. Within ten
minutes Brion camein sght of them.

Therearguard heard the drumming of hooves, looked back and shouted with dismay, legping aside from
the virtual tank that was Brion infull armor on a Clydesdde. They knew he wasn't after them. But they
recovered from their terror intimeto jab at Matt and Sir Orizhan, who weren't armored. It wasa



mistake, for both men laid about them with swords. One or two footmen bled for their temerity, but the
rest were smart enough to pull back.

Brion swerved hishorsein front of the knight, meeting him with abody block that shivered both their
horses but held them firm. The enemy knight ingtantly set thetip of his sword against Rosamund's back.
"Strike, and she dies!”

"Coward and caitiff, to hide behind awoman!" Brion raged.
"Oh yes, you are aman of honor," the other knight sneered. "How much isthat—"

Then the lasso settled about his neck, Matt jerked backward, and he went sprawling over hishorse's
hindguarters, squaling.

Brion caught Rosamund to him, pressing her fervently againgt himself even as he settled her on his
saddlebow. "My lady, | thought you were logt, and dl the world lost with you!™

Rosamund only gave asingle cry of relief and joy, pressing herself againgt his breastplate, then shoved
hersalf away and legped to the ground. "Do as you must, my lord and king!"

"As| must indeed!” Brion glared a the enemy knight.
The man wasjust fighting free of theloop of rope, crying, "What coward's weapon isthid”
"A coward's weapon for acoward,” Matt returned, "and a treacherous attack for treachery.”

"| shall saver your—" Then the knight saw Brion, Stting like amountain above the foothills of hishorse,
impassive and immobile, his sword raised to guard.

"l am unarmed!” the knight protested, holding up empty hands.

"Give him hissword," Brion grated, and afisherman sprang to scoop the blade from the ground and offer
it hilt first to the enemy knight.

"l would advise you to takeit, dr," Mait told the man. ™Y ou know the punishment for cowardicein a
knight."

Actudly, he didn't, but the enemy knight must have, for he accepted the blade and held it up to guard
even as he fumbled his shield up from its hook on his saddle.

"Lay on!" Brion shouted, and struck.
Five blows later the enemy knight lay stretched on the ground.

"Shdll him," Brion grunted, "then bind hiswounds and chain him. He may yet prove of someworth asa
hostage. Heaven knows he had little enough as aknight.”

Then he sheathed his sword, turned his horse away, and dismounted heavily. Sergeant Brock sprang to
take the shield from him, men the helmet, as Brion turned to fold Rosamund into hisarmswith aglad cry.
She camewillingly, and he buried hisface in her hair, murmuring, "My lady, | feared you werelost to
m n

"l wasnot," shetold him, head on his shoulder. "I knew you would prevent it."

"l would defend you againgt dl Hell'slegions," Brion declared fervently.



Mait didn't doubt it, even though Brion was bound to lose—if he hadn't had severd patron saintson his
sde

What el sethey said to one another was lost to Matt and everyone e s, it was so softly spoken. Of
course, it didn't help the eavesdroppersthat Sir Orizhan sternly pressed them back, saying, "Give them
gpace, if you vaue the freedom of your country.”

The fishermen moved away with looks that ranged from impatience through dy grinsto tenderness.

Later, asthey rode behind Brion, with peasants acclaming him loudly at every crossroads, Matt
managed to press his horse up beside Rosamund's ong enough to tell her, "When they kidnapped you,
hewent kind of crazy."

"Crazed?' Rosamund turned to him, suddenly intense. "In what fashion?

"He said to cast away his crown and his kingdom, because nothing else mattered, nothing had any worth
without you."

"Did hetruly?' Rosamund turned back to watch Brion with adight smileand aglint in her eye. "Perhaps
thereis some truth to his troubadour's extravagant phrases, after al.”

Nonethdless, when they pitched camp that night, and the peasants and fishermen were passing the
aeskins and getting to know one another by discussing the relative merits of pruning hooks versus gaff
hooks as wegpons, Brion came up to Rosamund where she sat by her campfire, hisarmor laid aside, his
manner giff and formd. "Highness, | must ask your pardon.”

Rosamund looked up at him with aglad smilethat froze as she saw the stiffness of hisface. "Apologies
for what, Mgesty?'

Inwardly, Matt groaned.

"For presuming to show you affection,” Brion said, every word creaking, "when we cannot be
betrothed.”

Rosamund went rigid. "My pardon isgiven, Mgesty."

Thistime Matt groaned aoud. "What isit with you two? Can't you see that how you fed about each
other iswhat realy matters?'

Sudden vulnerability showed in both faces, and Brion protested, "But we cannot wed without the leave of
our fathers!"

Itisgiven, itisgiven! howled avoiceinsde Mart's head.

Matt ignored it "Her father betrothed her to the heir to the crown of Bretanglia. Do you redly think hed
take that back just because the actual person has changed?”

Brion hestated, but Rosamund said, dmost angrily, "He certainly would not!"
"But thereis still my father to be considered,” Brion protested.
Loyadty can gotoo far, exclaimed the exasperated voice insde Matt's head.

"All right, let's consider your father,” Matt said. "Why does his opinion matter?"



"Why, because aprince may not wed without the permission of..." Brion'svoicetrailed off ashisgaze
drifted away from Matt to Rosamund.

She gazed back, speechless.

"Y ou may not marry without the permission of your king," Matt finished for him. "But you are King of
Bretanglianow. At least, you're the rightful king, and the man who wearsthe crown isausurper, brother
or not!"

"Why, that iss0." Slowly, Brion kndlt before Rosamund and asked, "My lady, will you marry me?'

"Oh, yes, Brion, with al my heart!" Rosamund threw her arms around his neck and kissed him, tolerating
no nonsense about chaste symbols.

Matt turned away to find his palet. After dl, it had been along day.

Hislast thought was wondering which spirit of perversity had cometo help him when he had called for
accidents during the ambush.

They marched through the countryside, and as Old Meg had predicted, peasants joined him at every
crossroads. Soon there were merchants with them, then squires, then knights. No lords joined
them—they had estates to consider—but severd of their younger sonscamein.

"Doesn't that show the lords hearts are with you?' Matt asked.

"No, it showsonly that they wish to be sure that no matter who wins, their familieswill till keep their
edtates,” Brion told him. "We must watch those younger sons closdly, Lord Wizard. There may be
traitorsamong them."

Matt set his spies to watching—fishermen and peasants, and asquire or two—»but they found nothing
suspicious about the younger sons. In fact, they reported that the young men seemed to burn with
eagernessto strike ablow againgt John and his reeves, for they had heard of the insults he was offering
the nobility, trying dready to make them bow to histyranny.

Then at a crossroads in the wood, adozen outlaws with bows and staves stepped out of the leavesin
front of theking.

Brion leveled hislance and cried, "Declare yourselved ™

"We declare for King Brion and the welfare of the kingdom," the foremost said. He carried himsdlf likea
nobleman, but he knelt, bowing his head.

"For Brion and Bretanglial" hisfollowers shouted, and likewise kndlt even as the same dogan rang from
thetreesal about them: "For Brion and Bretanglial”

Matt's scalp prickled. He redlized that there were a hundred archers al around them, probably with
bows drawn. Worse, he realized what those bows could do, and doubted that anyone else there did.

Theleader stood. "Thereis not aman of uswho is not sickened by the daughter and rapine with which
this self-named 'King' John treats the common folk. There are aready many among uswho havefled to
the greenwood because his soldiers have beaten the poor to pry from them every copper coin. There are
more who have fled to us because the king's druids have tortured and dain their families or sweethearts.”

"They arefdsedruids," Matt called out quickly.



Everyone turned to stare a him, but Brion confirmed, "They arefalseindeed! It isthe true druidswho
saved my lifel"

"Why, that makes most excedllent sense,”" the outlaw leader said, "for no true holy man could drench the
land with blood astheir chief Niobhyte has done! Down with the false druids, and up with the true king!
Wehail Brion asthe savior of Bretanglia—if you will have ud™

"I welcomeyou, and am right glad of your alegiance," Brion told them. "1 cannot promise a pardon to
every man, for | know not what crimes each has committed, or what his circumstances were—but | can
promiseyou justiceif wewin!"

That didn't seem to faze asingle man; gpparently they were al sure of their innocence, or at least of their
judtification. "We will depend upon your justice," the outlaw chief said, "for you shall triumph, and the
crown of Bretangliashal rest upon your brow!"

"That shal be as God wills," Brion told the man. "We can only srive as mightily aswe can, and leave the
victory to Him!"

"Ah, but avictory for Brionisavictory for God," the outlaw returned. "None could think otherwise, who
knew even haf of what the soldiers and the druids have done." Then he spun about and punched his
forearm gtraight above his head, calling to hismen, "For God and Brion!™

The answering shout blasted from every side: " God and Brion!™

Somehow, the word spread ahead of them. By the end of the day, every new handful of men at each
crossroads greeted them with the cry, "For God, Brion, and Bretanglial™

Stll, Matt couldn't help worrying about something the bandit leader had said—that anyone who knew
even haf of what Niobhyte's minions had done would know them for what they were. He wondered just
how bad the situation had become, but wasn't sure he wanted to find out.

He learned anyway, for the company passed by a monastery, and the monks streamed out to watch and
to cheer. Matt was just hoping that John's agents wouldn't hear about their enthusiasm and burn down
their abbey, when he noticed the middle-aged man and woman standing at the forefront of the crowd,
waving and cheering with the rest, even though they |ooked somewhat haggard. Mt legped down with a
shout of delight and threw hisarms around them.

"Halt!" Brion held up ahand, and the whole column dowed, then stopped.

Rosamund looked down at the older couple, who were laughing and hugging Matt with tearsin their
eyes. "Lord Wizard," she asked, "do you know these people?*

"Sincetheday | wasborn, Y our Highness!" Matt turned to her and gestured to the couple. "Y ou
remember my mother and father, Prof—uh, Lord and Lady Mantrel|!"

Mama and Papa bowed to Rosamund.
"Y our gpologies," she slammered. "1 did not know you. But why are you dressed in peasant garb?”

"To hear the peasants grievances, Y our Highness," Mamatold her, then turned to bow again to Brion,
crying, "Your Mgesty!"

"I must thank you both for bringing this man into the world and for rearing him so well," Brion returned,
"for without him, | suspect | would still be desping in Erin, and the fairest gem in the land might have been



lost." He reached out and caught Rosamund's hand. "Will you join our march?’

That evening, when they pitched camp, Matt made a separate campfire for his parents and, over dinner,
asked what he didn't want to know.

"It has been horrible," Mama said with ashudder. "We have fought it wherever we can, of course, but it
sweepstheland like wildfire."

"The false druids are preaching what people want to hear," Papa said, "that they can do whatever they
wish without worrying about the consequences.”

"But there are consequences,” Matt said softly. "Theredways are.”

"Always," Mamaagreed, "but by the time they begin to show, the druids are too thoroughly in power,
backed by so-caled acolyteswho areredly only bullying sadistiswho revel in the misery they causein
their false sacrificesto the old gods.™

Matt braced himsdlf. "How bad are they?"

"Very bad," Papasaid with ashudder. "They practice dl the torturesthat the real druids used for sacrifice
on their feast-days, such as making giant wicker-work statues with living people insde, then burning them
dive"

"But they have invented other obscenerites that the true druids never imagined." Mama shuddered. "'l
have seen the beginnings, but have managed to turn away, then chant my spells and turn their own cruelty
back upon them."

"I watched while she chanted,” Papasaid. "'l saw, and hope | shall someday forget.”

Matt felt panic rising. ™Y ou should have gone home to M erovence the minute you saw you couldn't stop
them!"

"We could not," Mamasaid smply. "There was too much suffering we could prevent.”

"How?" Matt cried. "The sorcerers must have been ableto tell who was interfering with their own
gruesomemagic!”

"Ah." Papaamogt smiled. "In that, we were fortunate—I think."
CHAPTER 23
"You're not sure?' Matt stared.

"It was, shall we say, double-edged,” Mamatold him. "Y ou see, afew days after we last saw you, we
camped for the night in agrove. Papawent to hunt while | gathered wood, but when we came back, we
found acampfire dready burning."

"I'm beginning to have a bad feding about this" Matt said.

"So did we," Papa assured him, "but we reasoned that an enemy wouldn't have done us afavor. So we
cooked our dinner, and as we began to eat, a Stranger wearing atunic and fur leggins came up and asked
if hecouldjoinus."

"Weinvited himto ding" Mamasad.



Matt groaned.
"So it wastrue, what hetold us," Papa said softly.
"If you're talking about who | think you are,” Matt said, "yes."

"He said he remembered us from our meeting with you at the monagtery,” Mamatold him, "and said he
hed followed our auras until he found us."

"He knew we were of your family by that aura," Papasaid. "Do you have any ideawhat he meant?'
"Other than an inborn ability to sense DNA," Mait said, "no. Did hetell you his name?!

"No," said Mama. "He only sad, 'Cal mewhat you will." "

Matt groaned again. "What did you cal him?"

"They caled me 'Whatyouwill'" said an indignant basso.

Matt jumped a mile without uncrossing hislegs—at least, ingde himsalf. When hisinsides came back
down tofill hisoutsdes again, he turned dowly to hisleft, toward the glowering face under the tunic
hood. "Furry leggins, huh?!

"They guessed quickly enough,” Buckeyetold him.
"So it waswdl that we did not give him anickname?' Papa asked.

"Oh, you bet," Matt said. "I did, and it turned out to act like aspdll that bound him to me—until | went
across satwater to Erin.”

"Aye." Buckeye grinned in the dark. "But now you are returned, and soam |."
"Now | know why Erinistheland of luck," Matt said.
Papa stared at him. " The potato famine? The British conquests?”

"I didn't say what kind of luck." Matt frowned at Buckeye. | take it you had to savetheir livesin order
to have somebody to torment.”

"Even better.” The bauchan grinned. "They led meto scenes| could confuse, placeswhere | could cause
havoc.”

"No wonder the sorcerers didn't figure out who waslousing up their scripted rituals.” Matt couldn't help
smiling. "How about | thank you, Buckeye?'

"Do not!" the bauchan said quickly.

Matt suddenly felt much more confident. He remembered the old superdtition, that if you thank ahepful
ef, it will disappear and never come back. Of course, Buckeye wasn't exactly helpful, at least not
aways, but it was worth trying—later. For the moment, though, he somehow had afeding the sprite
might comein handy. "Y ou didn't dare treat my mother ruddly, did you?'

"Hedid," Mamasiffed. "I believe he regretted it."

"Y our punishments awaysfitted the crime,” Matt said to her, grinning, and said to the bauchan, "What
did she do—make you ashamed of yoursdlf?"



"Nay." Buckeye grimaced. " She made a horrible taste form in my mouth whenever | used words she
midiked. Even now | dare not say them."

Matt could imagine the flavor of Mama's laundry sogp. Only imagine—he'd never pushed it past her
warnings. "Disagreeable, but harmless" he assured the bauchan.

"It was not enough to chase me away!" Buckeye said staunchly.
"No," said Mama, "but it did teach you avery healthy degree of respect.”

Matt reflected that soap, correctly applied, could be very hedlthy indeed, but that amedieval spirit might
not see it that way. Feeling the need of achange of subject, he turned back to Papa. "So the
synthodruids never even reaized who was putting out the fires on their wicker forms?!

"Onedid," Pgpatold him. "He pointed at us, screaming that we desecrated the very ground, and
commanded his mob of worshipersto fall upon us.”

"I had afew spdlsto say about that,” Mamasaid primly.

"And | afew headsto knock." The bauchan grinned. "1 had them fighting each other in minutes, and
struck down those whom their companions did not.”

"When dl hismen lay unconscious,” Papasaid, "the druid came up to us, shaking with rage, and told us
that their ceremonies were becoming so widespread that we couldn't possibly stop them all, or even most
of them. 'Perhaps not," your mother said, 'but we can stop dl those wefind.' " Hefairly glowed with pride
inhiswife,

"The next sacrifice wefound, | did better,” Mamasaid. "When Whatyouwill set the men to fighting one
another, | marched up to the druid and matched him spell for spell. It did not take long; | overwhelmed
him easily." She smiled with contempt. "I bound him in his own chains, and when the peasants recovered
from their fighting with one another, | commanded them to lock up the druidsin ahut with srong wals.
They did, and Papa surrounded the makeshift jail with amagica fence that their weak magic could not
breach. Then we paced out of the town and called out to thank the bauchan.”

"We received no answer, though,”" Papa added.
"I should think not!" Buckeye snapped. "I had fled far enough not to hear, | assure you."

"Wait aminute."” Matt frowned. "1 thanked you for helping out once—after that fracas at the monastery,
remember? And other times, too."

"Aye." Buckeye gave him atoothy grin. "But | am bound to you by aname-spell. Thank meal you
widh."

Again Mait frowned, asthat hope crumbled. "The druids didn't stay injail long, did they?'

"Of course not,” Papasighed. "A week later, when we stopped a an inn for the night, the gossip at the
tableswas all about us. We heard a glorified account of our own victory, but it ended with the druids

ecaping from thejal.”

Matt frowned again. "But | thought you said Papa put up amagica fence that they couldn't bresk
through.”

"They couldn', no," Papasaid grimly.



"I went right out and scolded the bauchan roundly,” Mama said, "even though | could not see him. | knew
he was lurking near in the night—but he only laughed at me!" Her face darkened even a the memory.

"I found it dl addightful joke," Buckeye retorted. "Those fase druids are still looking over their shoulders
wondering whether | will help them or hurt them next.”

Matt knew how they felt.
But Buckeye logt hisgrin. "Then your mother was most ungracious.”

"I wished to remind him which way to choosg, if he must decide between hel ping us and hurting us,"
Mamasaid. "Y ou know the versesin which Prospero threatens Caliban with pinches from unseen

fingers?'

"Yesh, sure”

"Well, s0 does Whatyouwill—now."

The bauchan looked highly offended. "I do not come and go at your bidding, Dame Mantrell."
"Not yet," Mamaagreed.

Matt felt it was time for another change of topic. "So John'sruleisn't exactly aroaring successfor the
common people.”

"Oh, for the strong ones who have so far survived the sacrifices and thelooting, it is excellent,” Papasaid.
"Of course, those are the ones who have not yet realized that there will dways be someone stronger than
they, and that when dl the sheep are dead, the wolveswill turn upon one another.”

"For most of the common people, though, John's reeves are as bad as the false druids," Mamatold him.
"They draft young men into the armies, give their soldiersleave to loot and rape where they will, and take
every bit of food the peasants can raise, leaving them only crumbsfor the winter. Those who try to hide
some produce away are flogged within inches of their lives.”

"Thereisn't an ounce of gold or silver in the kingdom that John's reeves have not gathered for him," Papa
sad, hisface somber. "Even the churches have been forced to give up most of their communion vessals.”

"Bad, very bad,” Matt said with a shudder. "Of course, hewon't let people leave the kingdom.”

"No, but he has not yet thought to bar them from traveling from one part of the land to another,” Mama
sad "The stream of refugees has become aflood, virtualy emptying the southern part of the land

dready."
"Y ou mean the part that was underwater in our universe?' Matt felt afrisson of dread.

"That, and abit more," Mamasaid. "ThereisaDover inthisuniverse aswdl asin ours, but hereitisan
inland town, and the chalk till lies under the soil, not exposed to the sea spray.”

"And mog of that land isempty?’

"There are sill some thousands of people who trust in the false druids," Papasaid grimly. "They do not
yet redize how close they have cometo being next week's sacrifice.”

They had barely started to march the next morning when a peasant pointed into the sky and shouted in
adarm. Everyone looked up asthe flying form circled low enough to be recognizable as a dragon.



With one massive shout of fear, the army exploded in dl directions, every man running for
cover—except, of course, for Brion, Rosamund, Brock, and Sir Orizhan.

Brion swung his shiedld up and took hislance from its socket, swinging it down to the levd. "What
mongter has the cowardly sorcerer sent against us!”

"No monster, and not from Niobhyte." Mait reached out to ward off the lance. "Please put up your
weapon, Your Mgesty. That'san old friend of mine."

Vast wings boomed as Stegoman struck the earth and ran to a stop. He looked about him, calling out,
"Y our companions are gracious, Matthew, to withdraw and leave me so much room to land!”

"Y es, they must have known you were my friend.” Matt hoped he didn't sound too sarcastic. "Good to
see you, Stegoman. What have you found in the north?"

"Scrawny cattle," Stegoman said with distaste, "tough and stringy. Their deer are fat and toothsome,
though.”

"Just don't let them s&ll you any haggis." Mait asked uneasily, "But how about political developments?”

"The false druids have barely begun to make headway,” the dragon answered. "They can convert only a
few Scots."

"Why?' Matt asked. "Can't find the highlandersin the middle of dl those mountains?’

"Nay, they have not yet come anywhere near to the mountains. But those kilted men keep asking them
probing questions that they cannot answer. Therefore the only druids going into Scotland are recognized
asforeigners, and the Scots are gathering to march against them.”

"Thereis one source of power that need not cause me anxiety," Brion said with relief.

"Y es, John won't have ahorde of howling kiltiesto throw against you," Matt said, finding the thought
reassuring, too. "Y our Mgesty, this noble dragon is Stegoman, my friend sincethefirst day | cameto
Merovence."

"And till thelast." The dragon bowed his head, neck forming agraceful curve. "I am honored to meet
Your Mgesty."

"l never knew adragon could speak with such courtesy!™ Rosamund said, staring in wonder.

"My dear, may | present you." Brion caught her hand, then turned back to Stegoman. "Noble Stegoman,
may | present my betrothed, the Princess Rosamund.”

A cheer went up from the whole hidden army. Rosamund blushed, lowering her gaze, and Stegoman
bowed his head to her, too. "I am fortunate indeed to meet so beauteous alady!”

Now Matt knew it was courtesy—Stegoman's standard of beauty ran more to iridescent scalesand
lidless eyes, and what he meant by "sweet breath" was a color of flame only dragon eyes could perceive.

"Even morefortunate,”" Stegoman went on, "to meet not only Bretanglias rightful king, but dso itsfuture
queen!”

Rosamund gave a start, then peered more closaly at the dragon. "Can you see the future, then?”

"No more than any mortal who is not awizard," Stegoman told her, "but no less, too, and seeing the zedl



of the men who follow your betrothed, and their devotion to both him and yoursdlf, | can seethefuture as
clearly asthough | read runes.”

Rosamund looked even more surprised, then turned thoughtful. "I had not thought any man but Sir
Orizhan was devoted to me."

"Had you not?" Brion turned to grin at her. "'l assure you, love, thisarmy follows as much in awe of your
beauty asinloydty to their rightful king."

Rosamund turned to meet his gaze, and for amoment her own was blinding.

Matt felt aneed for another of his quick changes of subject. " Can you march with us?' he asked
Stegoman.

"I had liefer fly,"” Stegoman said, "but since that would be as good as to announceto al the world where
Brion'sarmy lies, | would prefer to scout ahead and behind and to the Sides, then join you at nightfall.”

"A good thought,” Brion said, "though | am not foolish enough to think | can kegp so many men secret.
Indeed, | am certain that my brother knowsto the yard where | am, and his pet sorcerer with him.”

For thefirgt time, Matt found himself wondering who was the pet and who the magter.
"Return, men of mine!" Brion cdled. "Thisisno enemy, but amighty friend.”
Sowly and warily the army regrouped.

They marched through the land, southward and eastward, searching for an army to fight, for druidsto
match spells againgt, but finding them strangely eusive. They did, however, find crops standing ripein the
filds with no one to harvest them, and flocks of sheep, their wool heavy and ready for shearing, but with
no shepherd to guard them. Cattle grazed among the crops with no ideathat they should stay in their
pastures, and ravens gobbled the grain with only scarecrows to defy them.

In fact, they marched through alovely, green-and-amber late summer countryside, but one with scarcely
ahuman in sight. Now and then they saw a silhouette atop aridge and knew John's spies were tracking
them, but other than that the land might have been abandoned. Now and again they passed by a
farmstead or village and found it burned to the ground, though there was seldom any sign of the people
who had lived there. Matt didn't doubt they had been taken to sacrifice—or had run off following some
stray fase druid with promises of an endless supply of food and drink for the worshipers of the old gods.
The wreckage of farm and town was enough to show where those druids found their provisions.

Hocks of ravenswhirled overhead, filling the air with raucous cries, then arrowing away even more
directly southward.

"Follow the flock!" Brion pointed at the noisy receding mass. "They go to bear word of usto John!
Wherethey go, helied"

"Oh, | don't doubt that helies," Matt agreed. "Probably never told the truth in hislife”

"Seven times, | think," Brion corrected him, "though he meant the comments for insultsto Gaherisand
myself, and probably did not realize their honesty.”

Matt frowned up a him. "What truth could he tell you that would be an insult?”

"That | am pompous, self-righteous, and arrogant,” Brion said darkly. "I searched my soul when hetold



that to me and found all three chargestrue. | strive to master them, but feer | fail.”
"Y ou are prevailing most excellently againgt them,” Rosamund said, and dipped her hand into his.

"But that isonly because | have you by me," Brion told her, his eyes glowing, "and know | can never be
good enough for you."

Rosamund started to answer, then hesitated.

"Don't contradict him, Y our Highness," Matt advised. "That's an excdlent way for him to think—excellent
for your purposes, anyway."

Rosamund smiled and tossed her head, giving Brion asaucy smile. He grinned back and pressed her
hand to hislips.

The army cheered.

Brion blushed, lowering Rosamund's hand. "' Can we never be alone?!

"Oh, weshdl," she promised him, nudging her horse nearer his, "'but you must win your kingdom firdt."
Matt decided that she'd probably make a pretty good queen.

Two nights|ater, as Matt sat at the campfire with his parents and their unwel come guest, Buckeye
suddenly snarled, "Thistakestoo long! Why, we are scarcely aday's ride from the border! Much more,
and we shall have to swear dlegiance to Queen Alisande! If nothing €l se can make these druids stand
andfight, | shal!"

He stalked away into the night, and the Mantrells exchanged stares of surprise.
"What troubles him so suddenly?' Papa asked.

"It has been building for days," Mama offered. "He has been growing more and more moody with every
hour."

"| think he's been looking forward to a battle where he can redly causetrouble," Matt said, "and isfeding
very frustrated to find things so peaceful .

"What do you suppose he intendsto do?' Mama asked.

They never found out, at least not the specifics, but the next day, as Brion rode out of awoodland and
into a meadow, he saw a peasant come running across the open field with apack of howling peasants
fifty yards behind him, with three men in white leading the way, shaking gilded sickles.

Behind them came avirtua army of peasants.

Not just avirtua amy—it wasarea army, marching double-quick and without synchronization, but
marching. Knightsrode in the van, on the flanks, and at the rear, asthough to cut down any stragglers,
and amock druid whose white robe was decorated with gold rode before them all.

Brion turned to Mait, astonished. "How have you brought them here?"

Matt could only spread his hands and shrug. "If I'd known they were coming, Y our Mgesty, I'd have
given you warning."



"Would that you had!" Brion spun to hismen, shouting, "Take the high ground!" then kicked hishorseto
acanter and rode up the side of anearby ridge. The knights-errant who had joined him echoed his shout,
"Tothe high ground!" and rode after, some leading the peasant army, some following and urging them

on.

At the top of theridge, the peasant army turned, faces grim and determined. The knights rode up and
down the line, transmitting Brion's orders. " Spearmen in front! Aye, that meansdl fishermen with
harpoons, and dl peasants with pruning hooks! Archersto the sdes—when the king commands, turn the
enemy into hedgehogs! But wait for the king's command, wait for it, wait for it! Thosein back, wait, and
if the man in front of you falls, then step over him and take his place! Don't try to elbow him asde in your
eagerness—there will be daughter enough for dl. Stand, don't charge! Evenif they flee, do not run
after!”

Then the bauchan came barrdling straight into the center of the army. Peasantstook one look a him close
up and squdled, pulling away.

"Close up!" the knights bellowed.

Buckeye kept on going, al theway to the back of the six ranks and on out, up to the hillock where Matt
stood with Brion and his companions, watching the chasing mob dow asit redlized what it had come
againg. The druids called orders, and the mob turned into the van of the army, men fdling into line and
waiting for the mass behind them to catch up.

"What in blazes did you do to get them to come after you?' Matt demanded.

"| tracked down their archdruid and waited for his ceremony,” Buckeye said between gasps, he was il
panting. "That was not so much of await; he holds hisrevels every night, and days at least one on his
stonetable. | transformed mysdlf into the form of ademon and burst in as he was about to stab his naked
victim. The depraved congregation screamed in terror and would have run, but Niobhyte knew me for
what | was and denounced me ingtantly, with apell that dispersed my illuson and showed me as| redly
amn”

"Soyou ran," Matt interpreted "Aye, and heroared at them to follow until they caught me, for he knew
that what | had done at his own ceremony | might well do &t others, many others, and bring hiswhole
charade down in fear and trembling, showing it for the falsehood it was. A dozen timesthey caught me, a
dozen times| disappeared, a dozen times they came shouting after, and as one mob wearied and sowed,
another came charging forth from the peasant horde that followed.” He grinned up at Brion. " A spirit of
theland has brought them to you, O King, an army of peasants against an army of peasants. What will
you do with them?"

"L et them wear themsalves out in charges against me," Brion said, hisvoiceiron, "then loose my hounds
upon them!"

Wings thundered above them. Everyone looked up, startled, and the dragon’s great form darkened the
aun. "Beware," Stego-man caled down in avoice like thunder, "for half amile behind those peasants
marchesared army of veteran soldiers, and the man at their head wears acrown!™

"John," Brion hissed. Then hisface turned to misery and uncertainty. "How can | day my own brother?

"For the good of your people and their land!" snapped Buckeye. "Can morta folk truly be so blind? He
has dain your father and your brother, and would have dain yoursdlf if he could havel What isthe
punishment for king-daying, O Monarch?*



"Death." Brion'sface was till amask of grief. "But my own brother, the playmate of my youth!™

"If he cheated then as he cheats now, the memories should not be dear,” the bauchan told him,
thin-lipped. "Are you aking or not? Oh, apox uponit! Catch himfirst and try him later!™

Brion'sface firmed with resolution. "Aye. That | can do."

"What you will do, do quickly," Stegoman advised. Then, with an explosive clap of hiswings, he was up
and away again, riding the ridge's thermalsto gain dtitude.

The attacking army saw and dowed, moaning with fear.
"Amateurs!" Sergeant Brock sneered.

The druids shouted at the peasants, upbraiding and insulting them to move forward, but Niobhyte strode
ahead, hand upraised to stop them.

Matt braced himsdif.

"We can have these men day one another till only ascoreisleft,” Niobhyte called up to Brion, "but in the
end it will cometo adue between the Lord Wizard and mysdf. Why not begin with that, and spare some
lives?'

"Beware, Lord Matthew!" Brion said ingtantly. "Thisisamaneuver, nothing more. He hopesto best you,
and knowsif he does, my army isgpt to fleg!"

"What HisMgesty saysistrue,” Sir Orizhan agreed, "but more to the point, if we stand and fight, we
shall likely overcome hisrabble, who have nothing but greed and cruelty to push them on.”

"Both true." Matt's sscomach tied itself in aknot. "But what Niobhyte saysistrue, too. If | can beat him,
hissidewill surrender without any bloodshed. | haveto try."

"Areyou S0 sureyou can win?' Brion chalenged.

"No," Matt said, "but | am sure you can hold your men in place even if I'm beaten—if you start exhorting
them now." Then he stepped forward, and was into the ranks of his own men before Brion could call out
acommand to stop—and once he would have had to make it loud enough for the men to hear, he
couldnt makeit at al.

A pathway opened for Matt as men pulled back, doffing their capsin respect. He strode down from the
front ranksto the level ground between the two armiesto meet the leader of thefasedruids at last.

But as he drew closer he recognized the man. He stopped, staring in outrage. "Y ou!™

"Of course, me," sneered the Man Who Went Out the Window, "and if you'd had an ounce of brains,
you would haveredized it long ago.”

Mait could, at least, recognize agambit for destroying his saf-confidence. Hereplied inkind. "A man
with any real power wouldn't have had need for such subterfuge. He would have told me hisname
draightaway."

Niobhyte flushed with annoyance, even though he, too, obvioudy recognized the gambit. ™Y ou meddling
fool! If you had stayed in your own country, you would not now face your death!”

"Be careful what you say," Matt told him. "If you really dew Drustan, you should remember that hisson



stsatop that hill listening."
"Let him hear then!" Niobhyte shouted. " Drustan was afool and an incompetent!™

"Meaning that he wouldn't endorse your so-called religion, and even tried to execute you for it!" Matt
matched him decibel for decibel. "Who do you think you are, to St in judgment upon your own king?"'

" am Niobhyte, heir to thelast High Druid!" the sorcerer thundered in anger. "Who are you to dispute
my judgment, lowborn oaf ?"

That stung. "I am Matthew Mantrell, Lord Wizard of Merovence. So dl along it wasyou who had dain
Prince Gaherid"

"It was not my plan, but it was of my arranging, though not of my hand." Niobhyte smiled, enjoying
himsdf. "All that | mysdlf did wasto sted the prince's purse while he was distracted with his doxy, then
set one of my most ardent acolytes the task of actualy shoving hisblade in the prince's back. But | will
admit that it was masterfully thought out. It was upon hearing him say it that | first understood King John's
true merit."

Hisvoice rang off the hillsde, and Brion started with surprise, hisface turning tragic.
CHAPTER 24
But Matt didn't even trust Niobhyte to lie straight. "Don't tell meit wasreally John's scheme!™

"Oh, yes" the chief druid said. "Don't believe the show of stupidity he puts on. He learned the pretense
well while hewas achild—it protected him from his brothers jealousy, and from ambitious courtiers who
thought he might be athreat.”

"And saw other people punished for his crimes, because no one believed he was smart enough to figure
out new ways of killing acat or making dishesfal to the stone floor,” Matt said grimly.

Above on the hillside, Brion's face turned gray. He began to walk his horse downhill, and the soldiers
opened up an avenue for him.

"Ah, you knew of thelast?' the chief druid asked.

Matt hadn't—it had just been an example of avicious boyhood prank. But he gave a contemptuous
shrug, and Niobhyte interpreted it as assent.

"Not only duplicity—he aso began to learn magic at avery early age," the chief druid told him. "He fled
into the wood when some courtiers humiliated him during a hunt. There, he found the hut of an old
witch-woman. He threatened to bring the hunt down upon her unless she taught him magic, and thus he
began. Once he had learned all she had to teach, he found grimoires aplenty—but he dew her so there
might be no oneto tell what he had learned.”

Matt shuddered. "Nice kid."

"A lad of great promise, | assureyou,” said Niobhyte, with agleamin hiseye. "I heard hintsand rumors
from other sorcerers, and came looking for this prince who had dready devoted himsdlf to evil in order

to gain power. | tempted John with the notion of stabbing and poisoning hisway to power. He seized the
idealike amiser finding agold coin in the dust—but was concerned that the Church might bak him. 'Give
me protection from thelaw,' | told him, ‘and | shdll build so strong afollowing that no Church shdl be
ableto stand againgt it." He gave me a keen glance and said, 'l had wondered what you expected to gain



by helping me," and we have understood each other perfectly from that day.”

"Ableto trust one another because you were each able to predict perfectly what the other guy would
do,” Matt said dryly.

"Whatever would gain us more power and wedlth." Niobhyte nodded.
"Perfect prediction, perfect trust.”

"Even so—though | till must do as he commands.” The chief druid grinned. "But not much longer. | shall
soon have so tight ahold on the land that John will virtualy have to do my bidding.”

"Wait aminute. Matt held up a hand. "He's been giving ordersto you?"

"Did you think | wasthe master?' Niobhyte laughed, with thering of triumph. "Fool! No, John isquite
evil enough to make Bretangliamiserable al by himsalf—and therefore have | been ddighted to take
ordersfrom him. But it will be even more satisfying to give those orders when the king has become my

pUppet.”

Brion reined his horse to astop, his brow thunderous. " John shall never be your servant, for | shal be
crowned instead of him, and shall see you and your evil minions stamped out root and branch!™

So much for the parley. Matt groaned. Brion may have had honor, but he also had alousy sense of
timing.

"A curse upon you both!" Niobhyte recoiled, raising his staff. "' So you thought to lull my suspicionswith
meaningless chatter while you surrounded my army and your wizard tailored a spell to hold me, did
you?’

"l have not surrounded your army!"

"No, not yet! And you shdl not!" Niobhyte raised his staff over hishead, rattling out aversein aforeign
language that didn't sound anything like Gadlic.

Matt started chanting, too, even faster. He couldn't know what was coming, so he had to pull up
something for agenera purpose and hope it would give him time to shape a counterspell to match what
came.

Of course, he didn't see his parents muttering their own spells and gesturing behind him.
Meatt called out,

"Thenif you planit, he

Changes organity

With an urbanity

Full of inanity

Driving your foesto the verge of insanity!"

Niobhyte's staff snapped out, pointing at Matt, shuddering with the discharge of powerful energy—»but
Matt felt only awave of weakness that passed him and |eft him feding weary but till able. Brion sagged
in his saddle, men forced himsalf upright. Behind him, commoners and knights alike cried out asthe wave



of fatigue hit them, then exclaimed in wonder asit passed. Mait redized his mother had diffused a spell
amed just a him, so that it widened and broadened to strike the whole army, and only weakened whom
it wasintended to destroy.

But Niobhyte dropped his staff, clutching at histempleswith acry of anguish, dropping to his knees.
"What have you done, you oaf! Y ou have sent my brain awhirl!"

Matt dashed forward to catch up the staff.

But Niobhyte scooped it from the ground and caught Matt by the tunic. He yanked Mart's head close,
and Mait found himsdf staring into amaniac'seyes. "It shal gain you nothing!" Niobhyte screamed. "My
power isnoless! | shall call the energies from the very trees and grassesto roast your army!”

Maitt tried to twist away, but Niobhyte held him with hysterica strength, lips curving wider and wider with
insane glee as heraised his gtaff higher and higher, intoning a singsong rhyme. Mait caught the occasiond
name of adeity, and realized the man was reciting an ancient Phoenician spell. He shuddered
within—and without, too; his skin began to crawl with the fedings of titanic energies gathering around
Niobhyte, more intense than anything he had ever felt. Nausea seized him as he redlized that hisown
spell, driving the chief druid nearly insane, had vastly increased the strength of his viciousness, even
though the power of the spell might burn out hisbrain.

But it dso might burn out Brion and hiswhole army. Matt couldn't take the chance, He recited the first
spell that came to mind, and as he recited, he realized that the fate of al the people in the kingdom redly
did hinge on that one verse. It actualy was the moment of desperation that the real druids had foretold,
and hethrust hisface closer to Niobhyte's, his own expression becoming more fierce as Niobhyte's
became more manic, Gadlic syllables pouring from Matt's lips to clash againgt those erupting from
Niobhyte's, until Matt's voice soared to the finish, triumphantly ahead of the false druid's chant.

The earth shook beneath them.

Men cried out.

Niobhyte chanted more loudly, voice taking on aring of desperation; his spell was nowhere near done,
"Down!" Matt shouted.

But Niobhyte pushed himsdlf up to hisfeet with aburgt of strength, shouting out syllables as he struck
Matt's hand away, raising his saff over hishead.

The earth buckled benesath Niobhyte'sfeet. He fell, screaming, the spell unfinished.
"Hit thedirt!" Matt shouted. "Before the earth knocks you down!”

His parents threw themsalves to the ground. The peasants, seeing them, likewise dove for the turf. Brion
dismounted, clinging tightly to the reinsas he kndt. Whinnying in terror but obeying itstraining, the
war-horse knelt with him. Rosamund and the other knights followed hislead.

But Niobhyte's army wasn't about to imitate their foes. With acry of glee, they charged Brion's men.
The earth bucked beneath their feet, then sank ayard.

Niobhyte's men screamed asthey fdll, kicking and laying about at imagined enemies, stabbing one
another in their panic—hbut Brian's men clung to the grass, some crying out in terror, but afew, then more
and more, calling out the words of a prayer, until most of hisarmy was praying aloud to the God who



held them dl in His hand, and the earth they lay on, too.
"What have you done, you fool!" Niobhyte screamed. "What powers have you unleashed?”
"Tectonics," Matt shouted back.

A huge explosion filled the air, turning into aroaring that echoed dl about them, a barrage of sound that
made strong men cling to the earth, howling in terror—but that very earth heaved and sank again. Then,
in the distance, beyond and above the forest, he saw ahuge gray mound rise up, and knew it was the
sea.

It fell, and another rosein its place. Only then did the sound of its breaking batter against Mart'sears. He
redlized there was now a coastline where there had never been one before.

The earth tilled.

Matt scrambled to hisfeet. "Back!" He waved Brion away. "Back to the high ground! This neck of land
issnking, and the seaiscomingin!”

"Back, men of mine!” Brion levered himsdlf up to cling to his saddle, then barked acommand at his
charger, and the horse pushed itsdlf to itsfeet, dragging him upright. Matt ranto help him get afootina
dtirrup and push himself aboard. All over thefied, squiresran to help their knights mount, and the whole
army scrambled to itsfeet and turned as Brion led Matt and his companions back and away from the
field of battle that they had striven so hard to find.

"Away'!" Niobhyte screamed at hismen. "To Merovence! We can be sure the wizard would not
devadtate his own country! Find the high ground to the south!™

Some of his horde turned to the south, but most howled in fright and ran to follow Brion, leaving their
weaponsin the grass. Niobhyte whirled, howling with anger, and threw fireballs after them. They
exploded, and dozens of men screamed asthey died, burned in seconds.

Therest ran dl the harder north, howling in fear.
"Take them prisoner!” Matt shouted at Brion. "I think they're ready to reconvert!”

Brion barked orders at hisknights, and peasants and fishermen fanned out to take the enemy into
custody. The synthodruids submitted meekly to having their handstied behind their backs, aslong asthey
were alowed to keep walking while Brion's soldiers did the tying. Behind them Niobhyte screamed
curses. Hisformer congregation shuddered, but kept on striding north.

A cry of darm went up from the men who were hiking south. Matt turned and looked; they were lifting
and shaking their feet, exclaming in fear. One phrase rose from the hubbub clearly, from hundreds of
throatsin fear and panic: "Flood! Food!"

"Seek the high ground!™ Niobhyte shrieked. "March quickly, fools, or you'l drown!™

The men garted running.

"That iswell advised," Brion told hismen. "March quickly, before the water clamsyou.”
Mama and Papa caught up with Matt, panting. “Son," said Mama, "what have you done?"
"Created the English Channdl," Mait told her. "A red druid in Irdland gave me the spdll.”



"But al the people who livein that neck of land will be drowned™

"Everyone left diveisin one of Niobhyte's bands, or fled," Mait said. "Refugee management isaready a
problem, right?"

"We have seen many fleeing north, yes," Papasaid.

"And everyone e se has been sacrificed, or killed smply for thethrill of it by Niobhyte'sthugs, snce he
told themiit'sjust fine for the strong to prey upon the weak. There won't be many drowned. I'll tell Brion
to send hisfishermen out to pick up anybody they do find floating.”

Papalooked over his shoulder. "Where do you think the synthodruids will end up?’

"Stranded on some plateau that's about to become an idand." Mait looked back, too. "Judging from
where| think we are and the direction they're going, I'd say they'll end up in anew Jersey." He turned
back to follow Brion. "Hurry, folks. Theland is breaking and crumbling, leaving sea cliffs behind, and
they'll stop tidal waves, but the seawill come in—more dowly and more gently, maybe, but it's coming.”

"Time and tidewait for no man," Papa agreed, and walked alittle faster.
"You did not tell me you had such power asthis," a shaky basso said on Mart's other side.

Matt looked up to match stares with Buckeye. "Y ou didn't ask. Besides, I'll admit | didn't know that spell
whenwe met."

"It isnot the spell—it isthe ahility to gather and contain so much of the magical force!”
"Well, sure, but who's counting?' Matt didn't tell him that was due to the qudity of the old Celtic poetry.

"Whoiscounting?' Buckeye cried. "1 am counting! Counting the days|eft to me, and mightily relieved
that you have been so merciful! Nay, I'll play no more tricks upon you, or upon anyone of your blood!"
Heinclined bishead. "Have | your permission to leave your service?"

Mait's heart soared, but caution lingered. "I might require one last service of you.”
"Done! Only cdl, and | shdl be by your sde!™

"Then you have my permisson.” Matt grinned, holding up ahand in farewell. "It'sbeen avery interesting
journey, Master Bauchan."

"I shal never forget you," Buckeye promised, "no matter how hard | try." Then he turned away, dodged
in among the peasants, and disappeared in the crowd.

Mamasdghed. "If only you could solve dl your problems so easily.”

"Yes" Maitt turned back to follow Brion and Rosamund, hisface grim. "We do have one little problem
left, named John—and something tells me helll bejust as hard anut to crack as Niobhytewas."

Matt's apprehension increased as they climbed the raw stair-stepsin the land that led up to the new
idand of Bretanglia. He fdt rather guilty at the thought that even these steps would probably be part of
the ocean bed in very short order.

No one came out to harry them, no army came to confront them, though they took severa days marching
inland, with the sea never more than amile behind them at nightfall, nor afew hundred yards a sunrise.
There was plenty of time to arrange an ambush or even a pitched battle, but no enemy army showed



itsdf.

"l can't understand this," Matt said. "John has the professiond army, the trained and seasoned veterand
All you have are raw recruits fresh from the plow!"

"John isacoward,” Brion said, asthough he had to force out the insult to hisbrother. "He will not fight
me unless he hasto, no matter how strong his odds. Even then he will take refugein acastle, and hope
that 1 will waste my strength battering at hiswalls."

Maitt looked back to exchange glances with his parents. They nodded. He turned back to Brion. "We
can do something about stone walls. But which castle will he take?’

"Thenearest,” Brion said. ™Y ou may be sure he was close when we met Niobhyte—near enough to look,
but far enough away not to suffer.”

Hewasright. Asthey neared Hastings, they found an old Roman tower, and around it were an army's
tents. The army itself stood in along line three deep between the tower and Brion'sforce.

Brion drew rein. "l am loathe to kill mine own people, Lord Wizard, even if they do serve a
usurper—especially since | doubt not that the commoners have been forced to it. Can you not crack him
out of hisshdll of atower?”'

Matt was about to answer when a storm of raucous cries broke, and ravens swarmed upward from the
tower. Criesbehind Brion's army answered, and the sky darkened with clouds of more ravenswinging in
to join the flock from the tower. The cawing and croaking passed overhead, and the peasants pressed
hands over their ears, eyes wide with superdtitious fear.

Theincoming ravensjoined the central flock, then al whedled and dove upon Brion'sarmy.

A shout of terror went up from the ranks.

Brion fought to control his and Rosamund's horses, cdling, "Wizard, can you not bring them down?"
"Me?Why should | work?' Matt answered, and recited,

"Rider on the wind, come nigh!

Stegoman, now hear my cry!

Clear away thisfowl bunch!

Comeand have abirdie lunch!"

The answering roar seemed to shake the sky, and Stegoman came soaring from the nearby hills. He had
followed faithfully, as he had told Matt hewould. A twelve-foot tongue of flame preceded him, and the
birds were singed and roasted before they passed down his gullet. He passed through the flock and,
licking his chops, turned to pass again.

But the ravens had had enough. Squawking in fright, they whedled and fled. Stegoman came roaring after
in glee, each roar afour-yard flame.

They passed out of sght over theinland hills, and Matt turned back to the tower. "Now to some serious
work."

"That ismy part first," Brion said, hisface hard. "1 am loathe to spend men'slives, especialy good men



who have had little experience of war, but it must be done.”

"It iswhat we have comefor, my liege" caled the young Marquis of Simmery Mead. He turned and
called to the peasants behind him. "How say you, men of hard hands? Do wefight or retreat?"

"Fght!" the army yelled with one voice, and lifted their weapons.

"So beit." Brion turned to Rosamund with acourtly bow. "My dearest one, | have no armor to fit you. |
beg the favor of your retiring to yonder hilltop, to await the outcome of the battle."

"l suppose | mugt.” Teary-eyed, Rosamund pushed her horse forward and kissed Brion lingeringly, then
pulled back and lowered hisvisor. He saluted, but she didn't stay to see, only turned her horse and rode

away.

Brion turned forward and couched hislance—then stared, for a dozen knights were riding forward, and
the one a ther fore held awhiteflag.

"Mgesty, will you parley?' asked Sir Orizhan.

"l will." Brion'stonewasiron, hiding relief. "Give mewhite cloth.”

Mamatook off her kerchief—not aswhite asit had been at the beginning of their journey, probably, but
white enough— and tied it to the tip of Brion's lance. The king rode forth, with Matt, his companions,
and haf the knights of the company behind him.

The other haf stayed with the army, to ride to the rescue if they had to—and every archer waited with his
bow strung and an arrow nocked.

But as Brion rode up to the white flag, its bearer bowed in the saddle and cried, "Hail, Noble Sir!"

It was anice piece of fence-gitting; the phrase gpplied to a prince, but could apply to aking, too. Brion
raised hisvisor and frowned, not entirely pleased. "I greet you, Duke of Easbrenn.” No one asked how
he knew; Brion could see the duke's shield, and every knight had dl the family coats of arms memorized.
"Why haveyou cdled for parley?'

"Because, Noble Sir, we who serve King John have served under constraint—all except afew who are
now under guard within their own army.”

"Only afew?' Brion asked, histone skepticd. "What constrained you, then?”

"The sorcery of the chief druid Niobhyte and his coterie,” the duke replied. "Wewould gladly leave King
John's service and declare him to be afase king, if we could be sure of amnesty and pardon.”

Matt caught his breath; it took alot of courage to defy aman'sruler, false or not. It took even moreto be
the ringleader.

"Niobhyte may be able to work his magic from some distance," Brion warned. "I doubt that heis
drowned; rather, | think him to be aive on anew-madeidand.”

"Wetrust in the power of your wizards to protect us, Noble Sir," the duke answered, and bowed to
Matt. "We have heard that the Lord Wizard of Merovence travels with you."

"Indeed, and | seethat you have recognized him." Brion didn't bother mentioning the rest of the Mantrell
family. "Very wdl, my lord, you have my roya word that al within thisarmy shal have pardon and
amnesty, save those we can identify asloya to John for their own gain.”



"Then we declare him false!" The duke turned, and in avoice that carried to most of hisown army, called
out, "Hail Brion, True King of Merovence!"

"Hall King Brion!" the army shouted, and kndlt in avast wave rolling through the ranks.

Brion sat abit taller and couldn't keep the smile from hisface. "'l declare you good and loya men—but |
shall not ask that you turn againgt the lord for whom you fought but now. Only stand aside, that my men
and | may ride through.”

"Weshdl, Your Mgesty." The duke bowed and turned, galloping back to hisarmy, shouting orders. A
wide avenue opened between Brion and the tower.

"My lord the marquis,”" said Brion, "let our own men form awall on each Sde, to keep that channe
open—and let the rest of our army surround each half of these our new dlies, in case their ardent loyalty
should be thregtened.”

"Your Maesty, | shal." The marquisinclined his head and turned away to give the orders.

"Come, my lords," Brion said. "1 would aslief have you at my back when | meet my brother, for | trust
him not and never have, and if even haf of that which the fase chief druid told us of hislearning magicis
true, | have no wish to face him without the benefit of wizardry."

Matt waved good-bye to his mother and father. They nodded, understanding, and stood their
grounds—it was for them to guard the army in his absence.

Matt turned to follow Brion into the old Reman tower, with Sir Orizhan and Sergeant Brock following
them.

They could hear him ahundred feet from the doorway, though they couldn't make out the words, only the
screams of rage. When they rode through the door, they found John standing on adais before a gilded,
ornately carved chair in the tower's Great Hall. Oaken rafters made the ceiling dark, and tattered banners
hung on thewalls, trophies of ancient battles won. But the rest of the floor was empty, and John trembled
as he met his brother's gaze, then glanced away.

"Brother," sad Brion, "you have taken what was rightfully mine."
"What choice did | have?' John screamed. "Y ou were dead so far as | knew, and so was Father!"
"The king was dead by your hand, and | by your orders,”" Brion said grimly, "and so was Gaheris."

"Y ou dways had everything!" John screeched. "Mamaloved you! Papataught you to fight! People
fawned on you, loved your singing! The women al swooned, and the men acclaimed you a perfect
knight! It wasmy turn, mine!"

"Not by treachery," Brion said, hisvoiceiron again. "Take off that crown.”
"I think not," said a deeper voice, and Niobhyte stepped forth from the shadows behind the greet chair.
Matt stared. "How did you get off that idand?’

"Didyou think I could not burn out alog to make aboat, nor direct it by magic?' Niobhyte returned.
"Indeed, my followers are even now honing their skills by practicing the magica felling of treesand
crafting of ships. They will land in aweek'stime. Did you think this battle won?"

"Slay them for me, Niobhytel" John commanded.



"Willingly, Mgesty!" Niobhyte's staff snapped down to point at Brion as he shouted a Sumerian verse,
Matt called out an al-purpose counter,

"Defend usfromill spdlls, and ground

All energiesthat do abound

With malice, hate, or evil will,

Dis-spell aggression, and do ban

Fire and foe asbestos you can!”

He was amazed when Niobhyte'sfireball exploded against an invisble shidd five feet from Brion, then
ran down into the stone floor. The war-horse screamed, trying to rear, but Brion calmed it and said, with
ahard smile, "Our men of magic seem to be evenly matched, brother. Shal | call up my horsesand my
men?'

"Those who acclaimed you shdl die most wretchedly!" John howled. His eyes were manic; Matt would
amost have thought Niobhyte had purged his own near-madness by transmitting it to John.

He thought held better try to distract the fase king. "Niobhyte told us you were giving him orders. | had
trouble bdievingiit."

"Why, were you deceived by my pretended idiocy?" Ingtantly, John was preening. "l assureyou that | am
wdl-versed in it—I learned early that playing thefool lulled my enemies and gave me the advantage.”

"It dmost worked," Matt told him. "1 never would have believed you were the one who engineered
Gaheris assassination if Niobhyte hadn't told me when he was sure he had me cornered.”

Niobhyte looked daggers at him, but the revelation didn't ssem to bother John in the dightest. He only
grinned, ddlighted to be ableto display hiscleverness at last. "Even more—I| spoke afew idiot's phrases,
whining to Mother and complaining to Father asto who should marry Rosamund. Thus 1 set them to
screaming a one another, igniting the quarre that led to actua warfare.”

"Then you sent Niobhyte to kill Brion," Matt prodded.

"No, that wasaspdl of my own." John grinned, delighted with his own cleverness. "I gave the suit of blue
armor the semblance of life, then gave it the command to stab Brion when dl others backs were turned
and hewas defensdess.” Hissmile curdled. "It worked well enough, but it was an idiot of a puppet who
did only asit wastold, exactly asit wastold, and did not make sure that Brion was dead.”

Matt shuddered at the thought of a magica robot. He hoped John wasn't writing his own grimoire. "Good
thing it missed.”

"It struck closdly enough,” John snapped. "Unfortunately, Brion has done too many good works, and said
too many prayers, for evil magic to kill him—but it did take him out of my way, though not quitelong
enough.” He glared daggers at Brion. "Curse you, for coming back before my power was secure!”

"Y our power would never have been complete aslong as you treated the people so cruelly,” Brion
snapped. "What did you do with Mother? Did you day her, too?"

"Mother? Of course not!" John's eyes glittered with contempt. "Redlly, Brion, you are unbelievably
Supid™



Brion strove to master sudden fury, and Matt wondered what ace John thought he had in the hole.

"| kept Mother dive, though aso soundly locked in her gilded prison,” John said. "Fool that | was, | had
some vague hope that, with you gone, she might lavish upon me the affections she gave to you, and which
| craved. Twicefoolish | was, for shewas dill in love with Father, no matter how sherailed a him, and
had no love to spare for me!™

"So when your father had served his purpose and declared you hisheir," Matt said, "you poisoned him."

John frowned. "How did you guess that? No matter, for you are quite right—I commanded Niobhyte to
bring me poison, and mixed it in my father'swine. Then the archbishop declared meking, and |
proceeded to lord it over everybody, deriving great satisfaction from seeing the ones who had treated me
with contempt now fawning over me."

"Except for Earl Marshd, and one or two others who would not fawn,” Brion said, tight-lipped.

"Yes, | shal tear down the earl's castle when | am done with you." John speared his brother with a
venomous glance, gpparently forgetting who had the upper hand—or confident that he himsdlf did, which
gave Mait cold chills.

Of course, John gave him cold chills, period, now that he had dropped his smpleton act.

"Y es, there were those who would not grove,” John said, "or who had treated me far too badly to
forgive—so | had them tortured and executed. | derived agreat dedl of pleasure from their screams, |
assure you, except for those obdurate few who were determined to spoil my fun and refused to cry out.
But | gained my greatest pleasure from the sense of power, proved by caprice—making people
miserable, then occasiondly freeing afelon or showing mercy for no good reason at al, then hauling him
back and watching him hang.”

"Murderer!" Brion cried, hisface darkening.

"Ligento him!" John said, lip twisting in scorn. "It matters not to him that | tried to day hisvery sdf, but
learning that | dew ablameless commoner ignites hisrage! What afool, to care more for another'slife
than for hisown!"

Brion's face turned thunderous. He gripped his sword, moving his horse closer.
John waited, lips parting, eyes glistening.

"Yes, dmost fool enough to lose histemper with you and give you an opening for hitting him with evil
magic that would explode hisbrain,” Matt said quickly.

Brion froze, and John seemed to deflate with disappointment. He turned to glare a Matt, asthough
counting the tortures he would visit on him.

It was S0 venomous a stare that Matt shuddered. ™Y ou've dedicated yoursdlf to evil," he whispered.
"Y ou've sold your soul to the Devil."

"What, Sgn abargain with the Prince of Liars?' John sneered. "1 am not such afool! No, | have sold
nothing—but | have seen that power iswon not by virtue or justice, but by breaking every
Commandment, especialy since my enemies chooseto let those absurd laws limit them!™

"As| said—you've sold your soul."



John turned pae, trembling. "I have not! | am not damned!™

Matt wondered what had gone wrong in John's childhood, but realized that he couldn't know the whole
of it. Some he could guess—that the child-prince had been ugly and scrawny and acquired zero socia
skills, so went after negative attention, and had his Oedipa fedingsinverted because his mother so plainly
favored Brion and barely tolerated him. That had set John to being eaten with envy, especialy when she
was quite willing to send him away with hisfather. But he had seen courtiers bowing and scraping to the
king, imitated them and ingratiated himself with Drustan, and decided to become king himsdlf by killing his
brothers, which had gained him the added satisfaction of revenge.

"You can Hill repent,” Mait told him, "though | doubt that you will, when you take such pridein having
assassnated your father and your eldest brother."

"Y es, that was my doing—the planning, though not the actua stabbing.” Ingtantly, John was preening
again, showing off hiscleverness. "I would have loved to gtick the knifein him mysdf, but | had to befar
away at thetime so that | could avoid suspicion.”

"Y ou knew you'd have a chance when the family went visiting Queen Alisande," Matt guessed. "When
your brothers decided to go wenching—"

"Decided? It was | who put the ideaiinto their heads!™ John cried. "Or into Gaheris, a least—I knew
Brion'sstupid loyaty would make him follow, whether he wished such pleasures himsdf or not. | only
regret that he went in disguise and my man could not find himin themelee”

"So the disguises weren't your idea?"
"They wereindeed, but who would have guessed Brion would dress as acommon soldier?”

Anyonewho knew him, Matt thought, and redlized that John didn't—but thiswasn't thetime to say it.
"So you sent Niobhyte to do the actud killing."

"No, only to seethat it was done,” John said, grinning without the dightest hint of remorse.

"Asthe prince commanded, | waited until Gaheris was embroiled with his doxy, then dipped into the
chamber and stole his purse,” Niobhyte said. "That | did myself, but could not day Gaheris with my own
hand, for | had to brew magicks that would make everyone quick to anger.”

"Why did you jump out the window, then?' Matt held up a hand, the answer dawning even as he asked
the question. "No, let me guess—to draw attention away from the real murderer long enough for him to

"Or to avoid suspicion,” Niobhyte confirmed.
"Then who committed the actual murder?' Matt asked, more at seathan ever.

John threw back his head and laughed. "'If you can guessthat, Lord Wizard, | shal surrender my crown
here and now!"

The offer of thereward, and of dl the lives saved by avoiding John's last-ditch magica assault, kicked
Maétt's brain into overdrive. Suddenly, the teaming of chief synthodruid and false king made him connect a
series of other facts, leading to only one possible conclusion. "I'll take you at your word. It was Sergeant
Brock."

CHAPTER 25



Brion and Sir Orizhan turned to stare at the sergeant.
Brock, white-faced and trembling, dowly sank to hisknees, bowing his head with acry of anguish.

Matt risked aquick glimpse at Brock and noticed, for thefirst time, atal archer in a peasant's hooded
smock standing in the shadows with an arrow nocked to his bow. His face wasin shadow, but hisleggins
werefurry. Matt felt his ssomach sink and hoped Buckeye liked him today.

" Sergeant, you have been agood and trustworthy companion!™ Sir Orizhan exclamed. "Why have you
done this dreadful deed?'

"Because he was one of the original synthodruids,” Matt said. "He didn't really know what he was getting
into, only liked the sound of it. Besides, Niobhyte told him battle was good and said the strong had the
right to take what they wanted—uvery appeding, to asoldier.”

"It istrue," Brock said through stiff lips. "I forswore the Chrigt, to my shame, and followed Niobhyte with
al my heart. Even when he bade me find amoment to day the prince and promised me chaos to hide my
deed, my heart sang with joy, for none wanted to live in a Bretanglia ruled by Gaheris—your pardon,

Majesty..."

"Given," Brion sngpped. "What assurance have | that you would fed differently about me?' Then he
answered himsdlf. "Y et you do, for in that cavern in Erin, you had chance after chanceto day meif you
had wished. Y ou did not, though. Why?'

"Because you areasoldier!” Brock told him, and the gaze he lifted to Brion wasfilled with wonder and
total loyalty. "You are askilled commander who rarely loses, and arranges the order of battle so that as
few of the common soldiers as possible will bedain!”

Brion frowned. " Can this d one be reason enough for loyalty?*
"It can," Sir Orizhantold him.

"Thereismore." Brock turned his gaze away. "Thelonger | marched behind you, Mgesty, the greater my
respect grew, for you are not only agood prince, but aso agoodly man, loya to your friends,
courageous in the face of any danger, devoted to your fiancee."

John cried out asthough his heart were being stabbed, and Niobhyte snarled, "Traitor! You shdl roast in
wicker for thid"

"Traitor yourself!" Brock surged back to hisfeet, face suddenly suffused with rage, pointing atrembling
finger a the chief druid. "Y ou lied to me, to usdl, you preached atravesty of the ancient religion! |
learned the truth of it, heard it from red druidsin Erin, aye, from a pouka's mouth, from one of the
ageless spirits of theland! Thereisno truth inyou, betrayer of thousands, and | repent the day that ever |
ligened to your lied"

Niobhyte stood unmoving, but his eyes glowed with malice, as though he were memorizing every dightest
feature of Brock's face and form, to work upon him aspell that would cause him endless agony.

The sergeant didn't even notice. He turned to Brion again, dropped once more to hisknees. "The longer |
served you, Mgesty, the more | came to know that you were as good as your brother was bad, and
sworein my heart to serveyou. So | sill swear. My lifeisyours, to take or to give asyou will." He
wrenched off hishelmet and bowed his head, his neck level and naked, waiting for Brion's sword.

"How did you know!" John hissed.



"Modlly by the silver sickle he had in his pack—he didn't rank high enough to rate gold, did he?' Mait
turned back to John. "He said he took it off adead synthodruid when they raided a sacrifice and saved a
maiden, and | never thought to doubt him. But seeing Niobhyte standing beside you made me redlize how
tightly politics and religion have been bound together in this, and Brock was the only man who was both
caught up in that binding and had the opportunity to kill Gaheris. There were ahost of small details, too,
thelook on hisface when he saw Brion for thefirst time, the superstitious fear that fell over him now and
then, his original wariness of me—a dozen of them, plusthe fact that the wound in Gaheris back wastoo
broad for asword, but might have been made by asickle piercing, then hooking to cut itsway out." He
didn't mention that Gaheris ghost had talked about a stabbing pain followed by aripping, only looked
down at Brock. "Niobhyte said it had to be done with the sickle, didn't he? To make Gaheris a sacrifice
totheold gods.”

"Hedid," Brock confirmed, head <till bowed, "and fool that | was, | bdieved him."

"So you knocked out the other man who was protecting Gaheris back—how were you supposed to
know it was Brion, dressed up as atrooper? Then you fought off atownsman or two, pulled out your
sckle, and stuck it in Gaheris back. After that, you pretended to be knocked out yoursdlf, fell down, and
were just one more unconscious victim of abrawl, dong with therest.” Mait turned back to John. "That's
how | guessed | believe you said something about surrendering, Y our Highness? A matter of your word
of honor?”'

"Honor isfor fools and wesklings" John snapped. "If | had known you had the dightest chance of
guessing, I'd never have said it! Niobhyte, day them!”

"I think not," the chief druid said, though his hands began weaving aspell. ™Y our army has abandoned
you, and itisclear | shdl not triumph by supporting you. What say you, King Brion? Would you have
your kingdom so securdly in the pam of your hand that none dares strike againgt you? Would you have
every subject, from high to low, tremblein fear of your name?”’

John whirled, screaming in outrage.

"No!" Brion snapped. "l will never stoop to hold power through fear, with no lovel And | will never
lower mysdlf to borrowing power from aman who is such acoward that he dares not strike his own
blows, but must suborn othersinto striking for him!*

"Then die, fool!" Niobhyte raised his hand to throw a death-spell—but John, still screaming, yanked a
sword from under his cloak and stabbed.

Niobhyte fdl, howling, clutching the wound high on hisbreest.

"Heisn't dead!" Maitt shouted. " Sergeant, sap him! Aslong as he can gill chant aspell, he'sadanger to
usal!"

Brock stared up, amazed at still being trusted enough for an order. Then life flooded back into hisface,
and he leaped at the chance to serve—Ileaped up and over to Niobhyte as he pulled out asmall cudgel
and cracked hisformer leader over the head. Niobhyte went limp, but Matt snapped, "Tie the man up
and keep him unconscious!” He knew from persona experience that it was quite possible to work magic
just by thinking, if there was enough emotion behind the thoughts, and he was sure Niobhyte had some
very srong fedings at that moment.

"My lord, | shal!" Brock took up station by Niobhyte, cudgel up, dert for the dightest movement.

"It isyou who have unraveled al my pland™ John shrieked a Matt, "it isyou who have stolen atenth of



my land, sinking it deep in the ocean! Fed the force of my hatred, fool!" He chanted aversein an old
language as he swung the sword down, but not in ablow, only pointing it at Matt, and alightning bolt
jumped from his blade.

Matt snapped out,
"Beit liveor beit dead,
Ground this spark to spare my head!”

Light blinded him for amoment, and hefelt atingling dl over hisbody. Then the room was clear again,
and hewas gasping.

"Thelightning flowed down over him and into the tonel” Orizhan cried. "Y et he fill stands!”

John screamed again, till in the arcane tongue, hands ralling as though molding clay, then hurling
something unseen that legped into burning light, afirebal Szzling sraight at Mart's chest.

"Thefire returns unto its source!" Matt shouted.
"Bdll, retrace dong your course!™

He held up ahand, and the bal of fire bounced off without touching his palm, arrowing back toward
John.

But John was dready shouting another spell, even as he held up hisown left hand, darkening thefireball
to acinder. Hisright hand snapped down, pointing at Matt. Slver streaks flashed.

"Let fireshroud theice of hatel" Mait called.
"The gtrength of frost in flames abate!”

Flame blazed up about theicicles. With an explosive hiss, theice sublimed into steam and the fire went
Out.

"Y ou may be a powerful magus by the standards of your fellow aristocrats, Y our Highness," Matt said,
"but compared to ared wizard, you're not even asquire.”

John stared, hiseyeswild. "But. .. but Niobhyte feared my magic!”

"Helet you think so, aslong asit served his purpose,” Matt said, "but you saw how quickly heturned his
back on you when you outlived your usefulness. I'm afraid you weren't as much in control asyou

thought.”

"So much for magic.” Brion drew his sword and strode toward his brother. "Now we shall test your
swordsmanship.”

"My curse upon you al!" John screamed, and threw down his own blade. Then his nose and chin bulged
outward, hiswhole body swelled, his purple robes turned into maroon and scaly skin, and adragon
stretched its neck ten feet above Brion to blast fire down at him.

Matt'sfirgt ingtinct wasto cal on Stegoman—~but he redized that the dragon couldn't fit through the
windows or the door, and by the time he'd have knocked down the wall, John the Dragon would have
fried them.



Brion, undaunted, sivung his sword back and waded in.

The dragon blasted flame down at him, but Brion legped forward and stabbed at its chest. The beast did
asdelike a snake and blasted again, but Brion pivoted, graceful and quick even in armor, and ashe
swung around, his sword dashed high at the base of the dragon's neck. It writhed aside with ashriek of
anger and fear, then blasted flame a Brion. He started to dodge, but the dragon blasted again, alittle
ahead of the knight. Brion howled with pain but sprang through the flame to stab blindly. His sword
pierced scales and struck into the dragon's shoul der.

The dragon roared in fear and anger and leaped back, one clawed forefoot coming up to press over the
wound. It stared down wild-eyed at its own blood leaking out, then stared again at Brion, in shock that
any mere man could actually hurt adragon.

"I doubt that | could kill my own brother," Brion told him, "but adragon is another matter.”

The dragon body seemed to melt like hot wax, reforming until it was John again, right hand pressed to left
shoulder, blood leaking through the fingers. " Curse you, Brion!" he screamed.

"l have not cursed you," Brion said grimly, "but for that, | shall chastise you most sorely.” Heraised his
sword and strode forward.

John howled and stooped, snatching his sword from the floor.

Brion hated, mixed emotionswarring in hisface. "It need not cometo this, little brother. Repent, and |
shdl spareyou for alife of atonement and prayer, though you shall beimprisoned in ahermit'scel.”

"You cal that life?" John screeched. "Fifty yearsin abarred stone room, when al that stands between me
and akingdomisyou?'

Then he sprang at Brion, hammering blows at him from every direction, and the perfect chivarous knight
was suddenly on the defensive, parrying madly to keep up with the storm of John's strokes. Findly the
usurper dowed alittle, and Brion siwung a counterstroke, but John parried it easily and dashed a Brion's
helmet without even riposting. Again Brion staggered back, barely managing to parry, and one blow in
five struck through to hisarmor.

| cannot be proud of his deeds, said adeep old voice insde Mart's head, but | may boast of how well |
taught him to fight.

"Y eah, but he's fighting with the fury of acornered rat," Matt muttered.

Brion managed to beat John's sword aside long enough to aim ablow at his shoulder, but the sword rang
off sted, and armor showed through the tear.

Armor under hisrobes! Gaheris sneered insde Malt's' head. Ever the coward!

John legped back with ashout of rage and jabbed his sword straight at Brion—but it was the rash
movement big brother had been waiting for. His sword blurred, spinning in abind, and John's sword flew
across the room to crash into the wall. John shrank back, but Brion followed him closdly, sword centered
unwaveringly on John's eyes. Still screaming, the usurper backed away and backed some more, until he
jarred againgt the stone wall.

"He hasthe blood of thousands on hishands!" Brock cried in agony. "Strike, my liege lord, strike!”

Yes, grike! Gaheris said with vicious gleeinsde Matt's head.



Not my son! Drustan's ghost groaned.
"l cannot,”" Brion said, hisvoice agonized. "Heismy brother.”

John shouted with triumph and stepped away from thewall, then struck the flat of Brion's sword blade
with hisfist and kicked with dl hismight. Brion fell like atree, hisarmor clanging hideoudy on the stone
floor.

With ahowl of delight, John legped on him and wrenched the sword from hishand. Hehdd it likea
dagger and swung it high, point straight above Brion'sface.

"No!" howled Sergeant Brock, and threw himsdlf forward, diving to shield Brion's head with hisown
body. The sword plunged down, stabbed through the sergeant's leather armor, and bit deep into Brock's
shoulder blade. He screamed with pain, and John, howling curses, wrenched at the blade, but it was
stuck fast. John set hisfoot on the man and wrenched again.

In the shadows, the bowman with the furry leggins drew hisarrow to his ear and loosed.

The arrow stabbed through John's eye. John screamed, clawing at the shaft, then fell—and for amoment
slence held the room.

Then John's screams came again, but somehow not in the chamber itsdlf, but distant, fading, fading. ..
Downward.

Insde Matt's head Drustan groaned in grief, and Gaheris, for awonder, had the courtesy to remain
Slent.

Brion wrenched himself up, managed to flip over, and shoved himsdf to his knees. Waking on them, he
went to John's body, pressed afrantic hand over his heart. "There must be a heartbeat! There must!"

"I'm afraid not, Y our Mgesty." Matt stepped up beside him, face somber. ™Y our younger brother is
dead."

Brion howled, throwing his head back, along and grief-laden keening. Then he caught his bresth and
looked about him, wild-eyed. "Where is he that shot the arrow! Where is the commoner who dared to
day aprince!”

They looked about them, but the archer was gone.
"Where could he have sped?" Sir Orizhan asked, his voice muted.

"He disappeared, period, and flatly." Matt gazed down into Brion's face and spoke with the full authority
of amaster wizard and student of mythology. "It was no common soldier who loosed that arrow, Y our
Magesty, but aspirit of the land. Bretangliaitself choseto savethelife of itstrue king, at the expense of
thelife of ausurper.”

He sent for Rosamund, and she came quickly, knedling before Brion, holding hishandsin hers, while
noblemen bore away the body of Prince John, and jailors hauled Niobhyte off to acell, already degpina
comainduced by the deep-spell that had held Brion in stasis, recited by Matt but provided by the true
druids. Then Matt went outside to pace across the meadow that could have been a battlefield, and into
thetreesat its edge.

There he stopped and said aloud, "It occursto me that you can never have too many friends, but you



sure can have too many enemies.”
"So it would seem.” Buckeye stepped forward from the shadows. " And so John has proved.”

"| thank you for stepping in at the last moment.” Matt frowned at the bauchan. "I haveto say I'm
surprised, though. Glad, mind you, but surprised. | thought you had left me."

"Not quite yet." The bauchan shrugged. "Once | do, lifewill bedull, and for avery long time. It isfar
more interesting around you."

"But much more dangerous?'
"Thereissometruthinthat," Buckeye admitted.

"Onething | don't understand, though," Matt said. "Don't get me wrong—I appreciate your loyaty—»but
| would have thought John was just the kind of man to delight you."

"Hewasindeed," the spirit agreed. "I understood John's pleasure in caprice perfectly.”
"Thenwhy did you hdpkill him?"

"Ah!" The bauchan grinned, and his teeth looked to be very sharp. "Because |, too, am a creature of
caprice, Lord Wizard."

Matt shivered for therest of the day.

Matt and his parents stayed around to see Brion's coronation—under the circumstances, they wanted to
make sure he was well and thoroughly established in power. They needn't have worried, if the cheering of
the London crowd was any indication.

Sir Orizhan led theway, bearing the scepter on a purple cushion. Rosamund rode next, bearing the orb.
The crowd knew she was their future queen, and cheered her every bit asloudly asthetdl, regd young
man who rode behind her, in apurple robe trimmed with ermine—Brion, thelr rightful king. Behind him
rode al the lords who had ridden with his army on his march from the coast. After them marched the
leaders of the peasant army, dl in new royd livery.

Inside the cathedrd, the dukes and earls waited, even those who had been loyal to John, but who had
declared for Brion as soon asthey could. The younger sonstook their places among the older
men—dukes and earls themsalves now, in place of fathers or elder brothers who had been attainted in
the bloodless civil war, and who had not had a chance to declare for Brion in time. They had taken up
with the synthodruids and enforced John's edicts with relish and zest. Some of them sat in prison on this
day, others had retired to monasteries, but most were smply exiled to their lands at home and barred
from any further use of power.

Asmany of the London crowd as could, followed Brion's homespun army into the cathedra. Asthe
archbishop set the crown on his head, they rocked the rafters with their shouts of approval.

Then, though, ahush fell over the great church, for the new king commanded, "L et the nbe
brought forward!"

Two soldiersled the way with halberds, two followed, and between them came Sergeant Brock in
chains, hiswounded shoulder bandaged—but also dressed in new livery of fine cloth. He knelt before
Brion, bowing his head.



"Did you day my brother Gaheris?' Brion demanded in avoicethat al could hear.

"Your Mgesty, | did!" Brock's voice was as loud as Brion's, but sill held the anguish of aman who
bitterly regretted hisactions. "l was fool enough to believe the lies that Niobhyte preached, thrice more
foolish to do hishbidding and day your brother with aslver scklel”

"Have you confessed your Sins?' Brion demanded.

The archbishop stepped forward. ™Y our Mgesty, he has. No matter what you do to his body, his soul
will go to God—eventuadly."

The whole crowd shuddered at the vision of Purgatoria torturesthat "eventualy™ conjured up.

"I have repented, and am once again a Christian, and more devout than ever for my having strayed,”
Brock called out. "But no confession or repentance can change the fact of what | have done! Do with me
asyou will! Send me naked into the forefront of battle or smite my head off here and now! It shall beas
you wish, and I'll not resist, nay, not even in the dightest!" So saying, he bowed his head again, stretching
out his neck.

The crowd murmured in awe and apprehension.

"To day the har gpparent warrants atraitor's deeth,” Brion told him, face grim, "hanging, drawing, and
quartering. But you have guarded the body of your rightful king, and saved my life at the risk of your
own. What the one action haslogt, the other has gained, and | have no doubt of your loyalty or good
faith. Rise, good sergeant, and live!"

The crowd cheered, and Brock stood up, dazed, looking about him, seeming dmost sad to be dive, so
ready had he been to die.

When the clamor dackened, Brion said, "But such an action cannot go completely unpunished.”
Brock braced himsdif.

"Y ou shdl be exiled now and again,” Brion pronounced. "Y ou have served the good Sir Orizhan as
squirein battle— so may you serve him on your travels." He turned to the knight, drawing hissword. "Sir
Orizhan, kned."

Completely confused, the knight stepped forward and knelt at the king's feet Brion laid theflat of his
blade on one shoulder, then the other. " For your service to your princess and to the crown, | create you
Earl of Orkney, and mine own vassa!" He sheathed his sword. "Rise, my lord!"

Sir Orizhan stood up, dazed.

Brion turned to Sergeant Brock. "An idand off the coast of Scotland should be far enough to be counted
asexile”

Brock finaly understood. A grin ayard wide broke out on hisface; hefairly glowed.

"But before Lord Orizhan goesto take up the rule of hisnew domain, | shal require one further service
of him." Brion turned back to the new earl. "I bid you go, my lord, to Toulenge, to your homeland, and
tell the princess-mother, the regent of Princess Rosamund, and al her people, that by thetime you arrive
there the princess shdl be Queen of Bretanglia, and that if any wrong them, they shall have redress not
only from the Queen of Merovence, but aso from the King of Bretanglia"



The crowd cheered, and Rosamund lowered her eyes, blushing modestly.

Then Brion turned and bowed to his fiancee. "Highness, have | your leave to send your liegeman to bear
word to your home?"'

"Mgedy," shesad, "you have"

Brion turned back to Lord Orizhan. "Take your squire now, and tarry with us two more days, then be off
to Merovence and the south!™

Lord Orizhan bowed and stepped back as the crowd cheered.
"It would seem they approve of theking'sjugtice," Papa said.

They stood in the sanctuary with the highest lords, but far enough away from Brion to get away with
muttering.

"He decided well," Mait said, "but hewas still egting his heart out about it last night when | left him. It sort
of condonesthekilling of the heir apparent, you see, providing you're the agent of the new king, and that
bodesill for Brion's children, if he hasany.”

"How did he decide?’
Matt shrugged. "1 left him to talk it out with Rosamund.”

"Of course.” Mamasmiled. "I have afeding our princess of Merovence will have agreat ded to do with
the governing of thisland, though | doubt shell want it known."

"Y es—everybody and his brother would be pestering her for favors,” Matt said. "Better to let Brion be
the heat shidd. That'swhat akingisfor, isn't it?"

"One of thethings," Papa agreed.
"What has he decided to do with Niobhyte?' Mama asked.

"He can't quite see hisway clear to killing himin hisdeep," Mait said, "especiadly since hefedsany man
should have one last chance at repentance and confesson—but | pointed out that if he wakes Niobhyte
at dl, there might be hell to pay.”

"Literdly," Papasad darkly. "So?"
"Theresapromising young wizard in the Abbey of Glastonbury,” Matt said.
Mamaturned to him, staring. "A monk who isawizard?'

Matt shrugged. "We don't choose our talents, Mama, or our vocations, as you kept pointing out to me
during my teen years.”

"Well, that istrue," Mamasaid, frowning.

"When the young monk isamature monk,” Matt said, “and I'm convinced he's powerful enough to handle
awide-awake Niobhyte, I'll come back and stand guard while the kid offers him one last chance at
redemption. Then Brion will hold avery quick trid and an execution.”

"Whether Niobhyte repents or not?"



"Right" Matt shuddered. "It doesn't fed right, but Brion is convinced it's the only way to go. Me, | just
hope Niobhyte doesn't find some way to wake up before then.”

"If his synthodruids are imprisoned or converted, he shouldn't,” Pepa said. "What will you do with
them?'

"Brionissending out al the young knightswho are eager for reputation to scour the kingdom looking for
fase druids, and is sending theword to dl his reeves and magistrates, too. If they find any, they'll arrest
them fast."

"But mogt of them fled south,” Mama pointed ot.

Matt nodded. "I had Stegoman do areconnaissance, and most of them are indeed on the new Ide of
Jersey. They're going crazy without congregations to boss, trying to pull rank on each other.”

"And what do you mean to do about them?"

"I've dready doneit." Matt grinned. "'l put Buckeyeinto amagical deep and hired afisherman to row him
to Jersey. He woke up as soon as the boat landed and went ashore.” He shrugged. "From there on he's
just fallowing his naturd inclinations. By thistime next month any druidswho haven't sacrificed one
another should be more than ready to surrender and repent”

Papa grinned. "Then you have managed to pass the bauchan!"
"That isthe onelast service you asked of him, then?' Mama asked, smiling.
"Yes, and | certainly do hopeit will bethelast... Whup! Next part of the ceremony, folks!"

Hidden musicians pedled forth a solemn but joyous tune, and the crowd parted to form an aide. Down it
came Rosamund, dressed and veiled in white lace, a bouquet in her hands. Lord Orizhan had ducked
around to take his place beside her.

As she came up to the dtar, Lord Orizhan gave her to Brion, who clasped her hands, eyes wide and
incredulous as he stared through the gossamer at her shining, but demure, face.

"Thisishow it should end,” Mamasaid with asgh. "Thisishow it should dwaysend.”

"Yes, but al'so how it should begin,” Papa said, with ameaningful glance a hisson, "for thisisonly a
wedding. Now beginstheir greatest work—abuilding amarriage.”

"You don't haveto tell me" Matt gazed at the couple knedling before the archbishop, but hewas redly
seeing Alisande.



