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The nagging drizzle of the night before had yielded to clearing skies at dawn, but a persistent
overcast renmi ned even at noontine on this chill day in early June of the Year of Qur Lord 928,
now seventh in the reign of Rhys M chael Alister Hal dane, King of Gwnedd. dinmbing to the
castle's highest rooftop walk, two wonen had braved a cutting wind to seek out a sheltered angle
bet ween cap-house and ranpart wall, a natural sun trap that was warm enough to shrug off fur-1lined
cl oaks and begin to thaw chilled bones while they resunmed their watch of the day before.

It was a better place than nost to await the return of their nen, now several days overdue. To
the south they could see for mles across the vast plain of lomaire—and a | esser distance
eastward, to where the msts of the Rhelljan foothills obscured the approach to the vital Coldoire
Pass. It was toward this pass that their nen had ridden, nore than a week ago, and it was toward
Coldoire that the elder of the pair now turned her gaze yet again, shading her dark eyes agai nst
the glare of sunlight on persisting tatters of fog.

She had kept this kind of vigil all too many tines before. Sudrey of Eastnarch had been
chatel aine of this castle for fully twenty years. She was hardly nore than a child herself when
she first cane to Lochalyn as a bride and, within the year, bore the daughter who woul d becone the
taller, redheaded young woman fretting at her side. Apart fromthe death of a bel oved brother, a
decade ago, the intervening years had been nostly kind, though she and Hrorik had never been
bl essed with any nore children. Stacia was their only child and sole heir, herself now a nother
suckling an infant son but hours old when his father and grandfather had spurred urgently toward
the Coldoire Pass to investigate reports of Torenthi troop incursions.

"Dye think it's only yesterday's stormthat's del ayed then?" Stacia suddenly blurted,
startling one of the wol fhounds basking at her feet as she rose to peer out over the ranpart
agai n, clasping her son closer. "Dear God, what if sommat's happened to Corban? They shoul d hae
been back days ago. Oh, sommat's happened—+ know it has!"”

"Hush, child. W don't know anything yet."

But as Sudrey of Eastnmarch gazed out at the Coldoire nists, her |lips conpressing in a tight,
expectant line, she very nmuch feared that she did know nore than she cared to adnmit. Not of
Staci a's bel oved Corban, but of her own dear Hrorik.

The dread confirmation would cone soon; she could feel it. She carried but little of the bl ood
of the nmagical race that once had ruled this | and, and she had deni ed what she had for nore than
half her life, but it was enough to give her sudden, blinding flashes of unsought know edge when
she | east expected or wanted it. Nor had she ever received but rudinentary training in the use of
the powers that m ght have been hers to command, for she and her brother had been orphaned young
and brought up by their uncle, a Deryni lordling whose abuse of his power and privilege eventually
had led his tenants to turn on himand kill him

That had been just on the eve of the overthrow of King Inre of Festil and the Hal dane
Restoration. After that had cone the turnoil and wars that |eft her and her brother hostages of
Hrorik's father, the fierce but kindhearted Duke Sighere of C aibourne, for she and Kennet were
both of themdistant kin to the royal House of Torenth. In those days, she had deened it the
better part of prudence to pretend that she had no powers at all; and after a tine, she had al npbst
forgotten that she ever did. She had never expected to fall in love with one of her jailer's sons

Her wistful recollections had distracted her fromher watch across the castle ranparts, so that
it was Stacia who first sawthe riders, first only a handful and then dozens of them picking
their way slowy and painfully along the muddy, winding track that | ed down fromthe nist of the
Rhel | jans to approach the castle gates.

"They're conmin'!" Stacia breathed, pressing hard against the ranpart edge as she squinted
agai nst the glare. "Look ye, there's Da's banner!"

Sudrey's breath caught in her throat as she, too, began to nake out the battle standard borne
by one of the lead riders—a silver saltire and two gol den suns agai nst an azure field.

"Mot her <+ di nnae see Corban's banner," Stacia cried. "Mther, where is't? Corban—

She was turning to careen down the turnpike stair before Sudrey could stop her, noaning and
clutching her son fearfully to her shoul der, the wol fhounds | unbering after. Behind her, Sudrey
cast her own anxi ous gaze over the approaching riders again, now seeing what her daughter had
failed to notice: the dark, irregular shape bound across the saddl e of one of the horses nearer
the banner, wapped round in a greeny tweed cl oak that she herself had mended before her husband
rode out, what seened like an eternity ago

Later, she would not remenber her own nunbed descent of the narrow, wi nding stair; only that,
all at once, she was down in the castle yard with nen and horses churning all around her, the din
and the stench of bl ood and death al nost beyond imagi ni ng. Across the yard, her son-in-law all but

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%?20Bastard%20Prince.txt (4 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:36 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

tunbl ed fromhis spent nount to stagger toward her, one bandaged and bl oodst ai ned arm braced
around t he shoul ders of his weeping but relieved young wi fe.

He was griny and exhausted, young Corban, his hel met gone, his sweat-matted bl ack hair nostly
pulled free of its border clout, his |eather brigandine showing the signs of heavy battle
survived. As he reached Sudrey, he collapsed to arnored knees at her feet, his broad, |eather-clad
shoul ders heaving with a dry sob as he crushed her to himwith his free hand, burying his bearded
face agai nst her skirts.

"Forgive me, | coul dnae save him" he gasped. "They've ta' en Culliecairn—God knows why! W | ost
dozens, an' nost of those returnin' carry wounds. They lured us wi' a flag o' truce, then o' erran
us. W nust get word tae Sighere an' G aham an' beg reinforcenents—an' fromthe king!"

"I's it invasion?" Sudrey heard herself calmy asking.

"I cannae say." Corban raised his head and drew back a little, dark eyes as bl eak and enpty as
her heart. "They wore the livery o' Prince Mklos of Torenth. It could be one prong of an all-out
i nvasi on. W nust see if Sighere's outposts hae seen activity in the Arranal region or along the
coast."

Her mind flicked back at once to a private neeting several nonths before at Lochal yn: herself,
Hrorik, and the strikingly handsone Prince Mkl os—who was technically a distant cousi nh—and
anot her, slightly younger man, as dark as Mklos was fair, then presunmed nerely to be the prince's
aide. Hrorik had reluctantly encouraged the neeting, not out of any love for Torenth but in hopes
of putting to rest nearly seven years' worth of letters sent periodically fromthe Court at
Bel dour, the Torenthi capital, badgering his w fe about her hostage status.

She had answered that question quite firmy: that she was no | onger hostage or Torenthi, but
gave her loyalty to her husband's liege lord in Rhenuth. The Torenthi prince had been quietly
furious. Hence, this present conflict probably was not really about border disputes; it was
M kl os' response to her refusal to espouse the cause of his conpanion, finally reveal ed as Prince
Marek of Festil, Pretender to the Crown of Gwnedd. And now Sudrey's refusal had cost her her
bel oved Hrorik and the lives of many other |oyal Eastmarch nen

"l do not think there will be activity farther north,"” she whispered, raising her gaze above
Corban's head to where Eastnarch squires and nmen-at-arns were | oosing the |ashings that held a
sad, tweed-w apped shape across the saddle of a spent bay mare. "This is not the true
i nvasi on—+though eventually, that will cone. Horik and | had feared that such night happen, but
not so soon. Prince Mklos tried to win me to his cause sone nonths ago, appealing to my Torenthi
blood. | refused, and this is the result. It has to do with the Festillic Pretender."”

"A feint, then, for testin' the waters?" Corban asked, |eaning heavily on Stacia to get to his
feet.

"Aye—and perhaps a deliberate provocation, to lure the young king out of Rhenuth. They will

know, or at |east suspect, that he is not a free agent. | pray that, in neeting this new threat,
he is also able to cone into his own."
"God grant it!" Corban said fervently. "But meanwhile, | nust see that Eastmarch doesnae becone

the Pretender's own." He bent to press his lips to his son's forehead, then thrust his bew | dered
wife fromhimas he called to several of the Eastnarch captains.

"Attend nme, nen of Eastmarch. We nust ride for Marley, to seek Sighere's aid. Elgin, | need
those fresh horses now. Ni chol as, have ye seen to those provisions? Mirray, | give ye comand o'
the garrison here at Lochalyn. I'"'mtakin' half a dozen men, in addition to Elgin. WII that |eave

ye enou' tae hold the castle?"

Staci a | ooked thunderstruck, though Sudrey knew that Corban was only doi ng what he nust, under
the circunstances. He was a good commander, the son she had never borne. Behind him sonme of the
fittest-1ooking men were already nounting up again, others shouting answers to his questions.

"But, ye cannae just |eave!" Stacia wailed. "What about mnmy da? \What about our bairn? \What about
ne?”

"Mo run, ny heart, your da is dead. | share yer grief, but | cannae change fate." He turned
aside to nod gruff thanks as a man brought up a fresh horse, setting foot to stirrup and springing
up into the saddle. The aninal was fractious, and nearly unseated himas another man offered him
the flappi ng Eastnarch banner

"But—that's ny father's banner!" Stacia gasped, clutching her son closer and barely avoidi ng
the horse's hooves as her husband fought his nount and deftly footed the banner's staff at his
stirrup.

"Stacia, ny daurlin', have ye no been listenin' ?" Corban said. "This is your banner, now t hat
yer father is dead. 'Tis you who are Countess of Eastmarch. An' that makes ne Earl of Eastmarch,
so 'tis also ny banner. An' one day, if we all live through this, it will be his banner." He
jerked his bearded chin toward their now squalling son, then cast a beseeching |look at his wife's
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not her .
"My lady, | beg ye to make her understand. | cannae delay nore. See to the wounded. Bury
Hrorik. Hold this castle, howe' er best ye can. I'Il bring ye help as soon as | may. Mirray's

sendin' nessengers on to Rhemuth to informthe king. God keep ye."

He was spurring back out the castle gates at the head of his tiny escort before either woman
could gainsay him the bright blue and gold and silver of the Eastmarch banner fluttering boldly
above his head. Watching himgo, Sudrey of Eastmarch, née of Rhorau, found herself already
shifting into that calm passionless efficiency that must be her bulwark for the next little
while, setting aside the grief that would render her useless if she let it take over.

"Jervis, please start bringing the wounded into the great hall," she said to her househol d
steward, turning her back on the nmen now carrying the |ong, tweed-w apped bundle toward the
castle's chapel. "That will serve the best as infirmary, until we can get everyone taken care of.
Have the kitchen start boiling water and tell the wonen to gather bandages. And summon Fat her
Colluntille and Father Derfel and that midw fe fromdown in the village. She may be some hel p. And
Murray—

"Aye, ny |ady?"

"Did nmy husband's battle surgeon conme back from Cul |l iecairn?"

"He did, ny lady." Murray was instructing the two nessengers about to | eave for Rhenuth, and
| ooked |ike he, too, could use the surgeon's services—eor at |east a woman's hands—+to cl ean and
bind his wounds. "He's al ready working on sone men o'er in the stable entrance.”

"Well, have himnove everything and everybody into the great hall as soon as he can. | want
some order to this."

"Ri ght away, ny |ady."

As she turned to deal with her daughter, she saw that Stacia, too, had rallied to necessity and
training and was tearfully entrusting her baby to Mirray's el dest daughter, with instructions to
take the bairn upstairs to her bower and stay out of the way.

"I have to be strong now, for my da," Stacia told her nother tremulously, lifting her chin and
W pi ng away her tears on the edge of a sleeve. "He raised ne tae be his heir. He'd be shaned if he
t hought | coul dnae take care o' his nen—ef ny nen."

In the din of nmilling horses and cl anking arnor and shouting and noani ng nmen, the two nade a
tiny island of calmas, arns around one another's waists, they began to head purposefully toward
the great hall. Behind them the messengers chosen to carry word to Rhermuth swung up on fresh
mounts and gal | oped out the castle gates.

chapter one

Therefore pride conpasseth them about as a chain; violence covereth themas a garnent.
—Psal ns 73: 6

The Eastmarch nessengers exhausted a succession of mounts in the days that followed, galloping
into Gwnedd's capital less than a week after the taking of Culliecairn. Al nost incoherent wth
exhaustion, the pair nmade their initial report to a hastily gathered handful of Gwnedd' s roya

m ni sters, then were whi sked away for further interrogation in private by Lord Al bertus, the Earl
Marshal, and certain menmbers of his staff. The king was told of their news, but was not invited to
join the inpronptu neeting now in progress in Gwnedd' s council chamber.

"Aside fromthe mlitary inplications, this is going to raise certain practical conplications,"”
Rhun of Sheel e said, sour and suspicious as he sat back in his chair. "For one thing, the king is
going to want to go."

Lord Tammaron Fitz-Arthur nodded patiently. As Chancellor of Gwnedd, it was his duty to
preside over neetings of the king's council when the king was not present—and in fact, he presided
even when the king was present-—but formalities hardly seemed necessary with only four of them
seated around the |ong table.

"OF course he'll want to go," Tamaron said. "It's only natural that he should wish to do
so—and were the decision up to him there would be no question. There's a risk involved, of
course. Not only mght he be killed, but he might be tenpted to assert his independence. However,
| believe that both possibilities pale beside the very real prospect that this is the challenge
we' ve been hoping to postpone.”

At Tammaron's right, quietly inmposing in his robes of episcopal purple, Archbishop Hubert
Macl nni s nodded his agreenent, one pudgy hand caressing the jeweled cross on his anple breast.
Those who did not know himwell saw what he wanted themto see: an affable if oversized cherub
ostensi bly godly and devout, rosy face framed by fine blond hair cut short and tonsured in the
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clerical manner, tiny rosebud |lips pursed in a |anguid pout.

But the apparent innocence of the w de blue eyes was deceptive, and the cunning m nd behind
them had contrived the death of nore than one person who stood in his way. In the | ast decade, the
Primate of All Gwnedd had becone the single nost powerful man in the ki ngdom

"This is damably inconvenient, if it is the challenge,"” Hubert muttered sullenly. "Dam, why
couldn't they have waited even another year? A second son would make all the difference."

"You're assuning that the queen carries another son and not a daughter," said the archbishop's
el der brother, Lord Manfred Maclnnis, seated across from Hubert. He was a beefy, red-faced man in
his md-fifties, nuscled where Hubert was nerely fat, his sunburned hands scarred and cal |l used
fromyears of wielding a sword. "I wouldn't worry so nuch about potential heirs as | would about
the man who wears the crown right now If this is the challenge we've been dreading, 'tis we and
the present king who will have to neet it. And if he can't do that, not even another prince wll
be enough to ensure the continuance of the Hal dane line in power—and us as the power behind the
t hrone. "

It was no nore than a sinple statenent of fact. The nen seated around the table, the core of
the Royal Council of Gwynedd, had been virtual rulers of Gwnedd for six years now, since plotting
the slaying of the sixteen-year-old King Javan Hal dane in an "anbush" far to the north-blanmed on
Deryni dissidents—and simultaneously masterninding the coup that put his brother, Rhys M chael, on
Gwnedd' s throne, though king only in nane.

The cost had cone high, for the hollow crown this youngest Hal dane prince had never sought. Not
al one had he I ost a bel oved brother and king, but the shock of the sudden and brutal slayings
surroundi ng the coup at Rhenmuth had caused his young wife to mscarry of their first child—-a
suprene irony, for eventual control of an underage Hal dane heir had been a large part of the
ulti mate purpose behind the coup

The new king had not truly conprehended the scope of his captors' anbitions in the beginning.

It was horror enough that he rnust fall under their control. Drugged nearly to sensel essness during
the coup itself, he had been kept drug-blurred for sone nonths thereafter, all through the public
spectacle of his brother's burial and then the sham of his own coronation

Only when he had been safely crowned did they nake their intentions clear—and underlined their
demands with threats of the nost abhorrent nature concerning the fate of his queen if he did not
conply. He had been spared to be a puppet king and to breed Hal dane princes who, in due course,
woul d fall totally under the sway of the great |ords—and under the sway of regents, if their
father made hinself sufficiently troublesone that he nust be elininated before a tane heir cane of
age.

Fortunately for all concerned, especially the king, the prospect of another regicide becane
less and less likely as the first few nonths passed. Though dispirited at first, the new king
gradual |y seenmed to becone reconciled to the inevitability of his situation, allowi ng hinmself to
be shaped as the docile and bi ddabl e figurehead they required.

Conpl i ance sl ow y bought snall indul gences. Once the king ceased to be argunentative or to
di spl ay stubborn flashes of independent thinking, permission was granted for himto attend routine
meetings of the council. A satisfactory history of behavior at council neetings earned himthe

privilege of presiding over formal courts, though always closely attended and working froma
carefully rehearsed script. Very occasionally, the queen and later their young son were allowed to
appear at his side on state occasions. After the first year or so, when it appeared that he had
accepted the restrictions placed upon himand deci ded to make the nost of royal privilege, they
had even allowed himto resunme his training in arns, against just such a threat as now seened to
be materializing. The queen's new pregnancy seened to confirm Rhys M chael's capitul ation, though

there were sonme seated around this table who still had reservations.
"Let's get down to specifics,” Tanmmaron said. "This hardly comes as any great surprise, after
all. We've been aware of increased Torenthi troop novenents up along the Eastmarch border since

last fall."

Several of the others nodded their agreement, and Rhun nuttered somet hi ng about havi ng war ned
them | ong before that.

"It's just the sort of beginning we nmight have expected," Tanmaron went on. "A test incursion
i nto—

The door to the council chanber slamred back without preanmble to admit Paulin of Ranpbs, bl ack-
cl ad and predatory-1ooking as he stalked into the room The mere presence of the Vicar-General of
the Ordo Custodum Fi dei produced no dismay, for he was as heavily involved in intrigue as the rest
of them and one of the architects of their rise to power, but he had been expected to remain with
his brother Al bertus, questioning the nessengers.

"A Torenthi herald has just arrived under a flag of truce," Paulin announced, flouncing angrily
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into his usual place to Hubert's right. "The man denands an i nmedi ate audi ence of the king and
declines to reveal his business except in the king's presence.”

"Do you think he cones from King Arion?" Manfred asked.

"No, | do not. |I thought so at first, but the Torenthi arns on his tabard are differenced. The
bl ack hart is gorged of a coronet. That's Arion's brother."

"Mkl os!" Rhun muttered.

"And the Eastmarch nmessengers claimthat M klos was behind the taking of Culliecairn,” Tanmaron
sai d, enlightennent dawni ng on the angul ar face

"Precisely,” Paulin agreed. "l1'd say that the tinely arrival of Mklos' herald tends to confirm
their story. The question now becones, is Mklos acting alone, or for King Arion, or for Marek of
Festil, as he has in the past?"

Uneasi ness nurmured around the table at that, for the prospect of an eventual Festillic bid to
take back the throne of Gwnedd had | oomed with increasing probability since 904, when Cinhi
Hal dane, the present king's father, had ended a Festillic Interregnum of nore than eighty years by
ousting and killing the unmarried King Imre. There it mght have ended, except that Inre's sister

the Princess Ariella, had been carrying his child when she fled. Later legalists had tried to
claimthat the royal pregnancy derived froma dalliance with one of her brother's courtiers, by
then conveniently dead, for nere illegitimcy was not necessarily a bar to inheritance in Torenth,
but everyone knew that Inre was the father

The child born of this incestuous union the follow ng year had been christened Mark I nre of

Festil, though he now went by Marek, the Torenthi form of his nanme, and was accorded the title of
prince among his Torenthi kinsmen. The House of Festil was descended from a cadet branch of the
Torenthi royal |ine—Beryni, all—-and Torenth had provided troops for Ariella's unsuccessful attenpt

to take back the throne | ost by her brother. Followi ng her death in that endeavor, her son and
heir had been brought up anmong the Deryni princes of Torenth, biding his tinme until conditions
were right to make his own try for his parents' throne. Prince Marek now was twenty-three, a year
ol der than his Haldane rival in Rhemuth, recently married to a sister of the King of Torenth and
lately the father of a son by her

"I would think it very likely that Marek is, indeed, behind this," Tammaron said thoughtfully.
"Having said that, however, | amnot altogether certain we can assune that this is a serious bid
to take back the crown. Marek is yet unbl ooded. He has an heir, but just the one; and many's the
i nfant that dies young."

"Yet Culliecairn has been taken," Mnfred pointed out.

"Yes, but | suspect Mklos has done it on Marek's behal f," Tanmaron countered. "And | seriously
doubt that King Arion supports it. He certainly doesn't want a war with us right now, because he
hasn't got adult heirs yet either

"No, | would guess this to be a drawing action, alnost a field exercise, to see what we'll do
Marek hasn't the support to nake a full-scale invasion and won't until his heir is of age. | think
he wants to flex his nuscles and size up his eneny—and perhaps test to see whether it's true,
that the King of Gwnedd is not his owmn nman."

"Whi ch neans," Hubert said, "that the king nust be seen to be his own nman, and a conpetent one,
by riding with an expeditionary force to free Culliecairn. I'Il grant that there is sone snal
risk, if he should take it in his head to actually try to lead," he added, at the | ooks of
obj ection form ng on several faces. "On the other hand, he knows full well that if he should neet
his death in such a canpai gn—for what ever reason—young Owai n woul d become the next king, with the
certainty of an actual and open regency until the boy reaches his majority."

"I can't say I'd mind a ten-year regency," Manfred said, grinning as he | eaned back in his

chair.

"No, but the queen would," Tanmaron said. "And she'd sit on the regency council by right. Wuld
her brother sit as well, Hubert? He's the boy's uncle; it's custonmary."

"The king, ah, has been persuaded not to nane his brother-in-law to the regency council,"
Hubert said, pretending to study a well-nmanicured thunbnail. "Sonething about concern for the
young nman's health, | believe—the strain of the office, and so forth."

"And it won't be a strain to keep himon at court?" Rhun said archly. "If |I'd had ny way, he

woul d have been killed six years ago."

Hubert favored the younger nman with a droll smile. "Fortunately for him dear Rhun, you were
away supervising another killing at the time. But rest assured that Sir Cathan understands the
precarious nature of his position and will do nothing to jeopardize his access to his sister. Nor
will she do anything that m ght endanger his |ife—er even worse, from her perspective, force us to
forbid her access to her son. So long as both of them mmintain the utnost discretion and
circunmspection, | amcontent that Cathan Drummond should remain in the royal household, if only
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for the sake of appearances. Besides that, his presence reassures the queen, who wll bear

stronger princes if her mind is at ease. 'Tis a small enough inconveni ence, | think—and one that
is open to i Mmedi ate reassessnent, if either of them should abuse the privilege."
Rhun snorted and shook his head. "I'd still rather he were dead."

"That's as nmay be, but at very least, nothing nust happen to himduring the queen's pregnancy.
Do | nmake nyself quite clear?"

"You do."

"Good. Because whatever el se happens, she carries the second Hal dane heir, our backup for
Prince Onain. Wrry about that, if you insist upon worrying about sonething. \Whether or not the
king survives this current crisis, Mchaela could die in childbed—er worse, the child night die.
And if the king should die, whether on a canpaign into Eastnarch or as a result of his own folly,
t he shock could cause her to miscarry again; it happened before."

"Aye," Tammaron breathed. "So all Hal dane hopes ultimately hang on one small four-year-old."

"Precisely. For that reason, and to prevent the boy being brought untinely to the crown, |
rather think that the king, his lady wife, and her brother will continue to do whatever we require
of them™"

Hubert's words brought nods of agreenent. That the king was a devoted father was hardly any
secret, but of the five nen seated around the council table, the archbi shop perhaps knew the king
best of any of them Though Tanmaron and Rhun had been anong the original regents appointed to
rule Gwnedd during the minority of King Alroy, Rhys Mchael's sickly eldest brother, it was
Hubert who, because of his office, had been in a unique position both to interact with the three
Hal dane princes hinself and to require detailed reporting fromthe priests who were the princes
teachers and confessors.

Nor had his influence ended with the end of the regency. For it was al so Hubert who, with
Paul i n of Ranps, had been responsible for the plot that eventually put Rhys M chael on the throne.
Accordingly, Hubert's opinion held weight in proportion to his physical size, ampng these nmen who
shared wi th himthe governing of Gwnedd.

"Well, then," Manfred said, "I suppose we'd better let the king receive Prince Mklos' herald.”
"I ndeed, yes," Hubert replied. "1'd already informed himof the news from Eastmarch. Before
court is convened, | shall be certain that he understands both the political and persona

i mplications of any independent action he might contenplate and that he knows precisely what is
expected of him™"

chapter Two

Be not deceived: evil conmunications corrupt good nanners.
—+ Corinthians 15: 34

Fol  owi ng Hubert's second briefing, the king could harbour no illusions regardi ng what was
expected of him As he dressed for Court, however, he reflected that he probably understood the
i nplications of the com ng audience far better than any of his great |ords supposed.

Still alittle stunned, nonethel ess, he considered his situation as he crossed the fronts of a
clean white shirt his body squire had just put on him stuffing the tails into the waist of close-
fitting black breeches and then holding out his arns for the sleeves to be fastened at the wists.

At |least the afternoon was nmild, not at all like that other June, when his brother Alroy |ay
dying and his brother Javan had cone back to Court, forever changing the destiny of the fourteen-
year-ol d Prince Rhys M chael Alister Hal dane. Seven years had passed since then, and Rhys M chael
had been king for six of themking in nane, at |east.

For now he knew, though he had not wanted to believe it at the tine, that Javan's own great
| ords had conspired to be rid of him the king they could not control, and to set Rhys Mchael in
his place. It had cost the youngest of the Hal dane princes his innocence and the lives of his
brot her and the child who woul d have been his own firstborn son. It had al so cost himhis freedom
for the future and sentenced whatever further progeny he m ght engender to a life dictated by the
great lords. As King Rhys, he now cane and went at their behest, all but worn down by the
i ntervening years of subjugation, both physical and nmental, with even the thought of further
resi stance al nost battered into resignation and acceptance of what they required, if he w shed to
survi ve.

This | atest devel opment might not set too well with their |ong-range plans, though. Already, a
faint pang of hope had flared in his breast, where he had thought all chance of deliverance nearly
stifled.

He had a fair idea what the waiting Torenthi herald would say, based on Hubert's briefing and
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the news brought earlier by the Eastmarch nessengers. The seizure of Culliecairn, with its castle
and garrison and town, could not be tolerated. Culliecairn guarded the Torenth-side entrance to
the Col doire Pass, the nost direct route through the northern Rhelljan Muntai ns between Eastmnarch
and the Torenthi Duchy of Tolan. Hubert had already nentioned the |likelihood of an i nmedi ate
canpaign to free Culliecairn, even conceding that it probably would be necessary for Rhys M chael
to go along. The king had been forbidden to make any official conmtnment without first clearing it
wi th his advisors—which rankl ed, as such constraints always did; but the devel opi ng scenario al so
rem nded Rhys M chael npst pointedly that he was still an anointed king.

At | east they had never forbidden himto | ook like a king. Indeed, they demanded it, whenever
they trotted himout for sone state occasion that required his official presence. The great |ords
approved of keeping up appearances. The body squire kneeling at his feet had given his boots a
final buff with a soft cloth and now was buckling golden spurs to his heels.

"Beg pardon, Sire," his senior aide rmurmured, easing past the squire with a plain white belt in
hi s hands.

Faintly benused, the king |ifted both arns away fromhis sides to allowit. Dark-haired and
dark-eyed, Sir Fulk Fitz-Arthur was several years his junior, obliging and | oyal enough in nost
things, but loyal first to his father, Lord Tammaron, if pushed to a choice. Rhys Mchael tried to
avoi d forcing that choi ce whenever possible, for he honestly liked Ful k and sensed that the liking
was rnutual ; but not for an instant did he believe that nmere fondness ni ght nake Ful k overl ook
forbi dden deviations fromwhat the great lords pernmtted.

Far nore certain was the loyalty of his other aide, who was shaking out a scarlet over-robe
over in the better light of an open wi ndow. A year younger than Fulk, and brother to Rhys
M chael 's bel oved M chaela, Sir Cathan Drunmmond had been a towheaded squire of twelve on that
awful day of the coup, witness to nuch of the slaughter, nearly a victimhinmself, and as hel pl ess
as Rhys M chael to prevent any of it.

Fortunately, the great |ords had stopped short of killing the queen's brother the way they had
so many others of those loyal to the Hal danes. After several nonths' confinenent follow ng the
coup, upon giving his solem oath never to speak of what he had w tnessed that day, Cathan had
been permtted to return to the royal household, the token nenber actually to be chosen by the new
ki ng and queen and the only person, other than thenselves, on whomthey could always and utterly
rely.

It had not taken Cathan long to discover what he nmust do in order to stay alive, even if he was
the queen's brother. Gudgingly permitted to resune his training in arns, as well as the gentler
acconpl i shrents expected of noble young nmen headed toward kni ght hood, he had quickly | earned not
to do too well at anything that m ght suggest a threat to those who were the true nasters at
Rhermut h Castle. H s eventual knighting, the previous Twel fth Ni ght, had been one of the few acts
as king that Rhys M chael had performed gladly, of his own volition. Permission to appoint Cathan
as a second ai de had been an unexpected dividend of the evening, though the king suspected
expedi ency rather than charity to have been Hubert's notive. Now a belted knight as well as
brother to the queen, Cathan was |east apt to cause trouble if he continued directly in the royal
househol d, where he could be watched. It kept Cathan hinself under scrutiny, but at least it
al | oned Rhys M chael an adult confidant and ally besides his wfe.

As if sensing the king's fond gaze upon him Cathan cane sniling nowto lay the scarlet over-
robe around his sovereign's shoulders. The fronts were stiff with gold enbroidery, as were the
wi de cuffs of the sleeves, and the broad clasp Cathan snapped cl osed across the chest resenbl ed
the norse of a bishop's cope. He had pinned to the robe's |left shoulder a large, fist-sized brooch
with the golden lion of Gwnedd enbossed upon it, the background inlaid in crinson
enanmel -M chaela's gift to the king on the birth of little Prince Onmin. For the three of them it
had conme to synbolize their hopes of a House of Hal dane no |longer fettered by the great |ords.

Bl essi ng Cathan for having thought of it, especially today, Rhys Mchael let his fingertips
brush the brooch in passing as he adjusted the hang of a flow ng sl eeve, know ng Cat han woul d
catch the significance. Fulk had turned away briefly to fetch a burnished nmetal mrror, so n ssed
the gesture entirely.

"A good choice, Sire," Fulk declared, as he angled the mrror to reflect the royal inage.

"Yes, | thought so."

Critically the king studied the overall effect, nervously ruffling one hand through the short-
cropped bl ack cap of his hair as he turned to view hinmself from several angles. He woul d have
preferred to wear his hair |onger, perhaps pulled back in a queue or braid, but for some reason
the great lords insisted that he keep it short—alnost clerical in its severity, though w thout the
shaved tonsure. He had often wondered why—further assertion of their control over every aspect of
his life, he suspected. But it sometinmes had occurred to himto wonder whet her they thought that,
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as with Sanmson, they could keep himfrom gaining strength by cutting his hair.

At least the stark barbering |l et the Eye of Rom be seen. The great ruby glowering in his right
ear|l obe had belonged to his father and both his brothers before himand was regarded as part of
the official regalia of Gwnedd. King Cnhil had been the first Hal dane to wear the stone, but the
men who eventual |y becane the great |ords of Gwnedd remai ned unaware that it had been given to
Cnhil by the Deryni nage later to be known as Saint Canber. Ancient tradition, |ikew se unknown
to the great lords, identified the stone as one of the gifts of the Magi to the Christ Child,
|later sold to finance the flight to Egypt. Wether or not that was true, Rhys M chael regarded it
as one of his fewtrue links with the kingship he feared he m ght never wield in fact.

"This will do nicely," he said, turning back to Cathan. "Let's have the crown, then."

From a handsonme wooden casket studded with brass nail heads, Cathan carefully lifted out the
gold and silver State Crown of Gwnedd, with its | eaves and crosses intertw ned. Cabochon rubies
the size of a man's thunbnail had been added to the crown since the coronation six years before,
with | esser gens al so gleani ng anong the crown's interstices. Against the sable Hal dane hair, as
Rhys M chael ducked his head to receive it, the effect was truly majestic.

"Yes, indeed," Fulk murnured approvingly, as he surveyed the king over the top of the mrror
and Cathan al so grinned his agreenent. "That should nake the Torenthi herald sit up and take
notice."

"Let's see, shall we?" the king replied, sniling.

Bef ore that question could be answered, though, he nust first subnmt to a final briefing, back in
the little withdrawi ng room behind the dais of the great hall. Afterward, he was told to delay his
entrance while the great lords took their own places and the hall had a chance to settle—which

al so gave himopportunity to survey his audi ence before he went out. He reviewed his instructions
and prayed for courage as he cautiously twitched aside a fold of the heavy velvet that curtained
the opening through the screens to the dais beyond.

The hi gh-beaned hall was not as crowded as it night have been—which was just as well, since he
expected this would be a rather |ess congenial court than nost, based on the news from Eastmarch
and that assunmed to be borne by the Torenthi herald. Accordingly, he was a little surprised to see
a fair nunber of |adies present—pstly the wives and daughters of the great lords or |adies from
the queen's household, twittering anxiously anpbng thenselves as they settled on benches in the
wi ndow enbrasures that overl ooked the castle gardens. A few were even carryi ng baskets of
enbroi dery.

He supposed this did concern them if Gwnedd went to war. M chaela had wanted to attend, but
Hubert had forbidden it. He and Paulin were standing along the right side of the dais, Paulin
apparently briefing the seated Archbi shop Oriss, who had been specially sumoned from his sickbed
for the occasion and who | ooked as if he might not make it through the court. Behind them
Tammaron was instructing a captain of archers, surreptitiously indicating the long gallery that
overl ooked the right side of the hall. Farther to the left, just off the dais, Rhun and Manfred
appeared to be lecturing an angry-|ooking Lord Ri chard Murdoch. Al bertus was not in evidence. CQut
in the hall itself, scores of knights and | esser courtiers were also drifting toward the dais
where the king shortly would energe.

And far at the back of the hall, carefully watched by guards in Hal dane livery, the Iegation
fromTorenth was waiting: half a dozen nen-at-arns in eastern-style arnor, cloaked in the tawny
orange of the Torenthi House of Furstan. One of thembore a flagstaff trailing a banner of white
sil k. Beneath that banner stood a short, dark nan who nust be the Torenthi herald. As expected,
his tabard bore the springing black hart of Furstan on a silver roundel, differenced of a gol den
coronet around its proud neck

"I think they're about ready for us, Sire," Fulk murmured close by his right ear

Wth a grunt for answer, Rhys Mchael let fall the curtain and held out his hand to Cathan for
t he sheat hed Hal dane sword, laying it in the cradle of his left armwith the hilt like a cross at
his el bow. At his nod, Fulk grasped an edge of the heavy curtain and drew it aside, follow ng when
the king and then Cathan had gone through

Those first to notice his entrance stirred and then grew silent as he crossed the dais, turning
to follow his progress and bowi ng when he passed, but not giving his arrival the formality of a
state entry, lest too nmuch cerenmony acknow edge the inportance of the nen waiting. Rhys M chae
acknow edged their bows with an air of preoccupation, settling stiffly into the throne-chair set
under the Hal dane canopy, and then handi ng off the Hal dane sword to Cathan again. Not for the
first time, he found hinself wishing it were Javan still alive to sit here in his place, but he
made hinsel f disniss the thought as futile. Javan was dead, and he was alive; and if he hoped to
stay alive, he nust be very, very careful how he handl ed this.
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And as Constabl e Udaut came forward to inquire about the visitors seeking audi ence at the back
of the hall, another reason for caution suddenly becane clear. Lord Al bertus was entering through
the screen entrance at the other side of the dais, acconpani ed by the two haggard-| ooking
East mar ch nmessengers and a handful of his staff, nostly bl ack-robed Custodes kni ghts. Anpong the
latter, simlarly garbed in black, was a snmall, dark man known only as Dimitri, said to be Deryni
though few at court were aware of that. Though ostensibly enployed by Paulin and the Custodes
Fi dei, his exact allegiance was unknown, the last tine Rhys M chael heard—and it had been Javan
who had told himthat, in one of their |ast conversations before Javan rode off to what was to be
his death. In the back of his mnd, Rhys Mchael had al ways wondered whet her the nysterious
Dimtri was at |least partially responsible for the treachery.

It was certain that Javan's Deryni allies had not counted Dimitri an ally; and whether he was
wor ki ng only for Paulin and his Custodes renai ned an unanswered question. Not for the first tinme,
Rhys M chael lanmented the fact that not one of Javan's Deryni allies had managed to make contact
with him since Javan's death, though reason reminded himof their small nunmbers even then; and the
few that he knew of personally had died by the same treachery that took Javan

The one ray of hope that nmade hi m keep believing that there had ever been Deryni backing for
the House of Hal dane was the fact that, as Javan had predicted, Rhys M chael gradually had | earned
to discern whether a man was telling the truth. This usually was a Deryni talent, he knew, and
ordi nary humans coul d not detect or prevent its use against thema decided advantage in his
present circunstances, except that even if Dimitri had not been present, the Torenthi herald and
at | east sone of his escort undoubtedly were Deryni

Thi s rather cancel ed out any advantage his meager talent mght have given him for Deryni
t hough they could not prevent being Truth-Read, sonetines could detect it. It would not do for the
Torenthi herald to know what Rhys M chael could do, even if he could keep it fromDimtri.

He dared not Truth-Read during court today, then—and he must guard his own words, for both the
herald and Dimtri undoubtedly would seek to Truth-Read him As Al bertus and his party canme to
stand just behind Rhun and Manfred and Richard, the king shifted his attention back to Udaut, who
had started purposefully toward the back of the hall

Udaut did not announce the visitors waiting there; nmerely gave them|eave with a gesture to

approach, turning then to proceed back up the hall in the assunption that they would follow They
did, but the nmen-at-arns nmade their own statement of their presence, drawing to attention with
much stanping and clashing of arns in martial drill, then pacing behind Udaut with heavy tread,

the banner bearer and a benused herald foll owi ng al nost indol ently behind.

When the six guardsmen reached the dais before the throne, they cane to a halt with another
stanpi ng of steel-shod feet and clashing of namiled fists on ornate breastplates, then parted to
make an aisle through which their |eader night proceed. The nan with the banner footed his staff
with a clash of netal against the wooden floor, dipping the white silk in salute as the herald
gave a restrained, formal bow

"Rhys Hal dane of Gwynedd," the herald said, the clear voice lightly accented as he drew hi nsel f
erect fromhis bow The man's dark hair was cut short around his | ong face, the severity
enphasi zi ng hi gh cheekbones and slightly canted dark eyes above a thin noustache and a snall
cl ose-clipped beard. "Hear the words of ny naster, the Prince Mklos of Torenth, who acts in
behal f of his kinsman, the royal Mrek of Festil, rightful king of this realm"

"Sir, you stand before the rightful king of this realm" Richard Miurdoch said, hotheaded and
belligerent as he took a step forward, one gloved hand w apped taut over the pomel of his sword.
"You will observe appropriate courtesy.”

The herald inclined his head indulgently toward the younger nman. "My master has not sent ne to
debate titles, ny lord. H's nessage is for the Hal dane."

"Then, speak," Rhys M chael said, before Richard could reply. "The Hal dane is listening."

"My lord." The herald inclined his head again. "My gracious prince bids me instruct this court
on the antiquity of the noble House of Festil, which sprang fromthe royal line of Torenth and
ruled in Gwnedd for nearly a century. Prince Marek of Festil is the current representer of that
nobl e house. Through his marriage |ast year to the Princess Charis, Duchess of Tolan and sister to
my lord Prince Mklos and King Arion of Torenth, Prince Marek has confirned, ratified, and
strengt hened his royal heritage. Al ready, the royal and ducal line is renewed and secured in the
person of his firstborn son, the future Duke of Tolan, who also will rule one day in Gwnedd as
King Intre the Second."

A low nmutter escaped Rhun's |ips, but Hubert slightly raised a pudgy hand in forbearance. Rhys
M chael felt a cold chill of dread churning in his gut, spiced by anger, but the herald was not
yet finished.

"To that end," the man went on, "and in celebration of the birth of the young prince, ny lord
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Prince Mklos would invite the Hal dane court to attend his nephew s christening at Culliecairn,
whi ch castle and town ny lord Mklos neans to present to the royal child as a christening gift."

A murmur of outrage began to ruffle through the hall, but the herald s voice rose above it as
he conti nued.

"I'f the Hal dane woul d dispute the giving of Culliecairn to this heir of Prince Marek, let him
present hinself before the city gates within ten days, no later than Saint John's Eve, prepared to
show | egal proofs why Culliecairn should not become the birthright of Prince Inre of Festil."

"By God, he goes too far!" Manfred nuttered dangerously.

"He has sone cheek!" Tammaron decl ar ed.

"This is an outrage not to be borne!" Rhun roared.

Though in total agreenment for once, Rhys M chael kept his anger in check, staying further
uproar of his great lords with an upraised hand which, somewhat to his surprise, was heeded.

"Peace, gentlenen. We nust not confuse the nessenger with the nessage. What is your nanme, sir
her al d?"

"Eugen von Roslov, ny lord,"” the nman replied, with a curt inclination of his head.

"Eugen von Roslov." Rhys M chael repeated the nane, giving its pronunciation the sane accent as
its owner did. "Pray, forgive ne if | appear to have nissed sonething, but is it Prince MKklos or
Prince Marek who affronts ny sovereignty by laying claimto ny property?"

Smiling faintly, the herald favored Rhys M chael with a graceful inclination of his dark head
"Why, 'tis not intended to affront Gwnedd's sovereignty, nmy lord, but to aneliorate a slight, no
doubt unintentional, incurred when Gwnedd neglected to invite a representative of Torenth to your
Hi ghness' coronation. No doubt the precipitous timng of that event contributed to the oversight,
following hardly a year after your predecessor's coronation. Nonetheless, ny lord' s advisors felt
certain that your H ghness would wish to nake anends by attending a simlarly auspicious roya
event in Torenth."

"The christening of my rival's heir in Culliecairn, sir herald?" Rhys Mchael replied. "Surely
you jest. Not only that, your geography is faulty. Culliecairn is in Gwnedd."

The herald spread his hands in a dism ssive gesture. "No longer, nmy lord. Furthernore, its
giving to ny Lord Marek's heir satisfies the social obligation of presenting suitable gifts at the
christening of a royal heir. Having designated the castle and town of Culliecairn as a
sufficiently princely endowrent for his royal nephew, ny lord Prince MKklos took possession |ast
week, thus sparing you the effort of bringing a gift along."

"I prefer to make ny own decisions regarding the giving of gifts,"” Rhys Mchael said quietly,

"and while | understand a father's pride in the birth of a son, you will excuse nme, | hope, if |
do not share your enthusiasmregarding a further pretender to ny throne.
"Furthernore"—he gestured toward the nessengers—1 aminforned by these good gentl enen that

your naster's seizure of ny property has cost the lives of many good men, including ny |oyal Earl
of Eastmarch, to whom Culliecairn's security had been entrusted."”

"No loss of life was intended,"” the herald said smoothly, "but alas, some nmen did die."

"I ndeed, the death of the Earl of Eastmarch is the only thing that woul d have permtted your
master's entry into Culliecairn," Rhys Mchael retorted. He drew a deep breath before going on

"I therefore nust regard the action of your nmaster as an act of unwarranted hostility on the
part of a foreign prince. If Mklos does this as a private individual, then |I shall appeal to his
brother the King of Torenth, who is his overlord, for King Arion surely will not w sh his vassa
to threaten the borders of a neighbor with whom Arion hinself is at peace. If it is done as a
prince of Torenth, with King Arion's know edge, then MKkl os risks war between our two ki ngdomns.
And if he does it in behalf of Marek of Festil, then he supports a rebellious and illegitinate
cl ai mant agai nst my throne—which, again, could be construed as a fornmal declaration of hostilities
bet ween our two ki ngdonms. Pray, what is his intention, sir heral d?"

The herald inclined his head. "My naster has not confided his deeper notivations regardi ng such
matters, nmy lord. | aminstructed merely to convey his intentions regarding Culliecairn."”

So saying, he reached casually to the snmall of his back, up under his tabard, and slowy
wi thdrew a brown | eat her gauntlet, which he tossed al nobst offhandedly on the carpet at Rhys
M chael 's feet.

"I'f you wish a nore formal declaration," the herald went on, "there is a gage in token of ny
master's claim You nmay take it up or not, as pleases you, but to take back Culliecairn, you wll
have to discuss the terms with nmy master."

The gage |l ay a handspan from Rhys M chael's | eft boot. The chal |l enge was not unexpected, and he
had in m nd what he nust say, once he picked it up, but he knew he nust confirmthe terns with the
great |lords before he acted. He nust al so make hinsel f cal m down.

"Let my ministers attend ne," he said, getting snoothly to his feet and gl ancing at Hubert, who
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nodded minutely. "The Lord Constable will see to our guests while we confer. Let refreshnment be
brought if they desire it. My lords, attend."

Wthin mnutes, he was facing the agitated handful of themin the little w thdrawi ng room
behi nd the dais, one forefinger punching the air for enphasis as he argued his point.

"This news changes the entire focus of what was told ne before court,"” he was saying. 'It's a
direct challenge to the sovereignty of this kingdom You nust let me answer it. If | don't, | lose
all credibility; Gwnedd loses all credibility."

"Sire, we aren't prepared to go to war with Torenth," Tammaron began

"That's fine, since this isn't about a war with Torenth. Arion isn't behind this. It's Mkl os,
on behal f of Marek of Festil, and it isn't even a war with Marek. Do you really think he'd nake a
true bid to take back the throne? Not now. Not with only one infant son between him and the
obliteration of his house."

"Has it occurred to you," Paulin said, "that this could be a ruse to lure you fromsafety? You
aren't that nuch nore secure than Marek, with only one heir living and hope of another. The man is
Deryni, Sire. So is Mklos. So is Arion. What if they nean to use their accursed magi c agai nst
you?"

Rhys M chael turned away with a faintly sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, for he had no
answer for that argunent.

"I can't worry about that just now," he said softly. "As an anointed king, | believe and hope
that divine grace will be granted ne to withstand even their nagic. It may al so be that, against
an arnmy, nmagic is not so effective as it is against an individual man. 'Tis said that an arrow or
a sword can be faster and nore deadly than a spell—+ don't know.

"But this | do know If you allow any foreign prince to take and keep Culliecairn, which
bel ongs to Gwnedd, then the very sovereignty of the Crown of Gwnedd is a sham never mnd the
man who wears that crown. |'ve learned to accept ny own i npotence as a nan, but | beg you not to
further hollow away the crown you hope sonmeday to put upon ny son's head. Wat kind of a ki ngdom
woul d you | eave to your sons?"

The question took Richard sufficiently off guard to silence him Rhun and Tanmaron were al so at
a loss for words, for all three had sons who stood to inherit the power wi elded by their fathers.
Manfred exchanged a gl ance with Hubert, for his sons, too—Hubert's nephews-—-had al so benefited
fromthe power wielded by their kin at court. Even Al bertus becanme nore subdued, for in order to
become Grand Master of the Custodes knights, he had resigned his title early to a son already at
court—Bonner Sinclair, the young Earl of Tarleton, who was al so nephew to Paulin.

O all the nen in that room only Robert Oiss had attained his position of influence wthout
the conni vance of the forner regents and had been uninvolved in the coup. Unlike Hubert, Rhenuth's
archbi shop had no rel atives who stood to benefit fromhis high office; but seeing the royal house
purified of its Deryni taints was an aspiration all of them shared

"No one wi shes to impugn the sovereignty of the crown, Sire," the old archbishop said slowy.
"But perhaps Culliecairn does not represent an erosion of royal authority so much as an erosion of
royal loyalties—+n this case, loyalties to the Crowm. Wiat of the Earl of Eastmarch, who should
have protected and held Culliecairn for you? He has a Torenthi wife. It is even said she cones of
Deryni stock. Who is to say that it was not Eastmarch's connivance that hel ped betray Culliecairn
to its captors?"

"If so, he has already paid with his life," Rhys Mchael said quietly. "But Hrorik would never
betray nme. | trust ny northern vassals, and especially the Earl of Eastmarch and his kin. However,
| betray him if | do not ride to the aid of his w dow. "

"Perhaps we ought to send a viceroy," Manfred said, clearly with hinmself in mnd for such an
appoi ntnent. "I like not the thought of putting your Hi ghness at risk."

"I'f it were Culdi taken," the king replied, "and a taunting challenge cane, would you send a
mere deputy? No, you would go. And this is the theft of a fortress at the northern gateway to ny
ki ngdom to be handed over to the heir of my arch-rival, a man who would seize ny throne. | wll
abi de by your gui dance, gentlenmen, as needs | nust, but surely you see why | nust go."

They di sputed the prospect for several mnutes nore, Tammaron and then Hubert sketching out the
details of what he might say in his reply. Before they went back in, he slid the Hal dane sword
into its holders on his belt, setting his hand on its pormel as he returned through the curtained
doorway that Fulk and Cathan parted for him Up in the gallery, the watching archers lowered their
bows and stepped back from sight, though their arrows remai ned nocked.

"I trust you will pardon the brief interruption,” Rhys Mchael said mldly, remaining standing

as he faced the Torenthi herald once nore. "I further note that the gage of your naster's
chal | enge yet lies before ny throne. |I find his belligerence nost distressing, for | have never
wi shed himill, but | amprepared to respond in the way that | nust, if he persists in this folly.
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Is he deternmined to press this futile attenpt to give nmy castle of Culliecairn to the pretender's
hei r ?"

"Not futile, ny lord, since he does possess it," the herald replied. "What answer shall | give
hi "

"Way, that | refute his claimand have taken up his gage," Rhys Mchael said quietly, "for it
is certain that neither your master, the Festillic Pretender, nor any other person outside Gwnedd

shal |l keep Culliecairn."” He bent and scooped up the gauntlet al nost before anyone coul d react,
hefting it briefly in one hand before tossing it deftly back to the herald, who caught it against
his chest.

"Tell your naster that | shall neet himat Culliecairn no later than the Eve of Saint John, at
which time he shall render up nmy property," Rhys Mchael said. "Tell himthat | regret he has
forced us to neet under arms, for | remenber himkindly frommnmy brother's coronati on and woul d
rat her have counted himas a friend."

"When friendship would dinminish a king's crowm, he needs nust discount it, nmy lord," the herald
replied.

"Aye, that is true. | cannot count as friends those who befriend ny enenmes. |If your roya
master woul d assist the Festillic Pretender, who seeks to west back the crown ny father restored
after seventy years of usurpation, then he declares hinself my eneny as well. Tell himwhat | have

said and warn Marek of Festil that | shall ask and give no quarter where he and his are concer ned.
You may go in safety.”

W thout further comrent, he turned on his heel and strode fromthe dais to di sappear through
the curtai ned doorway in the screen behind. Cathan and Fulk followed, nearly colliding with the
ki ng, who had stopped just inside to draw a deep breath, shivering in after-reaction.

"Well said, Sire!" Ful k whispered fiercely, as Cathan urged the king farther fromthe screen so
other of the great lords could conme through. d ancing back a little dazedly, Rhys M chael saw the
Torent hi contingent naking an uncertain withdrawal, for their audi ence had suddenly evaporated.

"You handl ed that very well, your Highness," Hubert said, suddenly beside him his touch
bri ngi ng back the king's focus in a flash. "Wiy don't you rest for half an hour or so? Be assured
that Lord Al bertus will see our visitors safely out of Rhenuth. Meanwhile, I'll have Lord Tanmaron
convene the council. You'll be called when we're ready for you again. Having made our deci sion,

woul d hope that the royal party could leave first thing in the nmorning. You'd best advise the
queen. Ful k, Cathan, would you pl ease acconmpany his Royal Hi ghness back to his quarters?"

If the king objected to this cavalier treatnment, he gave no outward sign of it, nerely draw ng
deep breath and setting his hand resolutely on the hilt of the Hal dane sword before nounting the
turnpi ke stair that |ed back to the royal apartnents. Hubert watched him go, joined a nonent |ater
by his brother, who al so had been watchi ng the exchange.

"He did that far better than | expected," Mnfred said.

"Aye, there's a great deal to be said for Hal dane bl ood," Hubert replied, "even when it's been

suppressed. I magi ne what the sons will be like, who will never have been exposed to corruption
from out si de. "

Manfred nodded thoughtfully. "It's just possible that we may have gotten to himin tine. |
woul dn't have predicted it, after our rocky beginning." He snorted, with an ironic little smle
"Not that he has any choice but to foll ow our guidance, does he? Still, it's for his own good."

"And ours," Hubert remninded him

"And ours, granted," Manfred agreed. "But it's for the good of Gwnedd, too, if we're to keep
the Deryni taint out of Court. And isn't that what keeping the Festils at bay is al
about ?—besi des preserving the Hal dane line, of course.”

Hubert nodded grinmly. "Never the Festils again, no nmatter what else we have to do to ensure
it," he said enphatically. "But, go ahead and hel p Tanmaron begi n summoni ng the council. Take
Archbi shop Oiss with you. | want to have a word with Paulin. I'Il join you directly."

Paulin was waiting for himin the little wi thdrawi ng room behind the dais screen, with several
of his Custodes brethren and the wiry little man known to themas Dimtri. The latter was cl oaked
and cowl ed in black, so that he | ooked al nost |ike one of them but he was not—ot of their Order
not strictly of their faith, and not even fully human, by their reckoning, for he was Deryni

Especially for this last reason, Paulin's Custodes conpani ons were giving himw de berth,
bunched a little uneasily to one side of the fireplace while Dimitri stood before it, hands fol ded
in the sleeves of his robe, gazing into the flames. He glanced around slowy, alnpst as if
awakened froma sleep, as Paulin pulled two chairs closer for hinmself and Hubert and they sat.

"Tell us about the herald and his party," Paulin said w thout preanble. "Al Deryni?"

"Aye, nmy lord, but very well behaved." Dimtri nade them a profound bow, then folded to his
knees before themto sink back on his heels, hands resting on his thighs. "It was alnost as if
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t hey—sensed anot her Deryni presence in the hall besides themselves. Not |, ny lord," he added,
before Paulin could ask. "I kept ny shields danped; they cannot have known. This nmeant that |
dared not essay beyond the sinplest Truth-Readi ng—but nor did they. That is what | neant by 'well
behaved.' In fact, none but the herald even sought to Truth-Read. | would have expected nore-sone

attenpt to Read beyond the nmere words of the king's responses, to catch any hint of bravado or
bl uff."

"Is it possible he was bluffing?" one of the black-clad nonks asked. "The herald, | nean."

Dimitri slowy shook his head. "I think not," he said thoughtfully. "The herald at | east
believes that Prince Mklos holds Culliecairn for the Pretender's son and that the chall enge has
only to do with the future ownership of the castle."

"Then, could this be an excuse to draw our strength up to Coldoire while Torenthi forces make
nore serious encroachnents el sewhere?" The speaker was a dark-haired Custodes knight called
Cl oyce, who was one of Al bertus' aides.

Dimitri inclined his head.

"l cannot rule out such notivations, ny lord, based on what | perceived," he allowed. "You nust
rely upon nore conventional information to confirmor deny such possibilities. All | can say for
certain is that the herald spoke no direct lie in what he told the king—and that, beyond
confirmng that the king also did not lie, he did not press whatever advantage his bl ood m ght
have given him by attenpting to probe beyond sinple truth."

Hubert grimaced. "Wat about the king, then? Is it possible," he asked slowy, "that sonething
in the king hinmself deterred closer scrutiny? You did nention another possibly Deryni presence in
the hall. W' ve always believed Rhys M chael was untainted in that regard, but Javan or soneone
close to himwas skilled enough to mani pulate me briefly, all those years ago."

Looki ng al nost perplexed, Dinitri shook his head. "Wy do you persist in this questioning, ny
I ord? You have never pernmitted nme to exam ne his Hi ghness—and | accept that it is because you fear
I m ght sonmehow seize control and then mani pul ate himfor ny own ends, whatever you can think
those m ght be, after so many years of |oyal service—but sonme ability to shield is not that
uncommon in humans, especially if the subject has been exposed to Deryni. Since all three Hal dane
brothers were in the care of Deryni tutors and Healers in their early childhood, it may be that
the king retained sone residual benefit fromthat tine."

"I would hardly call it a benefit," Paulin muttered.

Dimtri shrugged. "If the herald was deterred from enpl oyi ng advant ages he ni ght have utilized,
then | should count it as a benefit, nmy lord," he replied. "But be advised that such shielding
ability as is sonetimes encountered in humans usually yields readily to physical contact. Had the
heral d had occasion to touch the king, the outcone m ght have been quite different—though, of
course, any serious encroachment would take tinme, especially if one w shed one's efforts to go
undet ected. "

The Deryni agent's attenpt to defuse any threat that m ght be perceived fromhinmself did little
to reassure nost of the men |istening, though Hubert, at |east, did not seem al ar ned.

"The king knows better than to et a Deryni touch him" the archbishop said flatly. "He fears
those of Torenth far nore than he fears us."

"So long as he fears us both," Paulin murmured, casting Hubert a sour |ook. "Shall we adjourn
to the council chanber? They'll be nostly gathered by now, and we should agree on a plan of action
before we sunmon the king to join us.”

"Quite true," Hubert agreed, lunmbering to his feet with difficulty. "Dinmtri, you will hold
yoursel f in readiness for the afternoon, but for now, you may go."

As he and Paulin headed out of the room the two Custodes nmen falling in behind them Dimtri
bowed I ow to touch his forehead to the floor, remaining thus until they had gone.

chapter three

And if it be neet that | go also, they shall go with ne.
—+ Corinthians 16: 4

In the royal apartnents, neanwhile, the king was stealing a few ninutes with his wife before duty
call ed himback to the great lords' business. Wen he came striding into the solar that |inked
their respective sections of the royal apartnents, he found her sitting in a pool of sunshine near
the wi ndow whil e the youngest and prettiest of her mmids conbed out her freshly washed hair.

"My lord!" she cried, her face alight with the joy of himas she sprang to her feet. The royal
bl ue of her overgown was a shade darker than her eyes, and the danp nmane of her hair fell like a
wheaten curtain nearly to her hips, shifting heavily as she handed off a towel to the naid.
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Beyond her in the wi de bay of the window, interrupted in their needl ework and gossip, three of
her | adies-in-waiting also rose—all of them chosen by the great |ords, w ves and daughters nostly,
and also their agents and spies, not really friends. They fell silent and dipped in fornal
curtsies as he entered, civil enough after six years, and the little maid al so bowed and backed
away fromthe queen, her conmb clutched to her breast and eyes downcast.

"Ladi es," the king murnmnured.

He allowed hinself a slight snmile, but he ventured no further comment as he crossed the room
and led Mchaela into the privacy of their bedchanber. He had left the State Crown with Cathan
when he cane through his own quarters, but he still wore the crinson over-robe with the Hal dane
br ooch.

"I"'mto go," he said, the words falling with the threat of unknown peril as he drew her to sit
besi de himon the edge of the great state bed.

Li ke all the Court, she had known of the Eastmarch nmessengers who arrived earlier that norning,
and her troubl ed gaze never left his face as he related the gist of what had just transpired in
the great hall and the room beyond. She said nothing as he spoke, but he could sense her grow ng
fear.

"So that's as nmuch as | know, for now " he concluded, when he had outlined his intentions. "I
don't think this is the full-blown challenge we've been fearing—Marek of Festil wouldn't chance
it, with only the one heir—but on the faint chance that it is, it's essential that | go in person
Not even the great |ords could disagree. Shall you be very brave while |I'm gone? |f—-anything
shoul d happen, you nmust be a strong regent for Owain and—

Hi s voice broke off as his gaze and one suddenly trenbling hand dropped to caress the gently
rounded curve of her abdomen. Shuddering, she stifled a sob and drew himto her, pulling himdown
on the bed atop her, seeking reassurance in his enbrace. The faint perfune of her danp hair
invited himto bury his face and hands in it, to drown his own apprehensions in |oving her, but
the know edge that a sunmons fromthe great |lords was i mm nent rmade hi m push such tenptations to
the back of his mind and draw apart a little. Raising up on his el bows, he took one pale hand to
press a tender kiss to its palm

"God, how | adore you, Mka," he whispered, searching her blue eyes. "I can hardly breathe for
wanting you, but Cathan or Fulk will be knocking on the door any second. It's what |'ve been
I ongi ng for—a council meeting where they nay actually credit what | have to say-but it also nmeans
parting fromyou. Muybe forever, when | go tonorrow "

She sumoned a brave snmile and brushed trenbling fingertips along the line of his jaw, letting
themlinger then on the Hal dane brooch pinned to his shoul der

"Have we not prayed for this day to come, ny |lord?" she whispered. "Not the parting, but the
chance to assert your kingship. 'Tis so sudden, though—but a night away. Must you really | eave so
soon?"

He cl osed his eyes briefly, desperate fear churning at his gut, then sighed and sat up, turning
slightly from her gaze.

"If I let themdelay, they nay find some new reason not to let ne go," he said bleakly.
"Besides that, if Culliecairn really is taken, as seens certain, then best to resolve the
situation before Torenthi forces get too strongly entrenched there."

"I know you nust go," she whi spered, brushing her hand down his arm "I would ride with you if
| could. You know I would."

"Aye, ny love, and | would take you with me,"’
hel d her cl ose again.

"Ch, God, Mka, what if | don't cone back?" he whispered. "Wat will becone of you? Wat will
becone of our sons?"

"I will—try to be strong for themand for you," she said softly, tears welling in her eyes. "
will give ny life, if need be, to see that they survive—and that they do not forget their Hal dane
| egacy. The crown will be free again, soneday, my |ove—+ swear it!"

"Ah, ny fierce, proud queen," he nurrmured. "Now | really don't want to go. And | especially
don't want to go tonorrow, even though |I've lived for this day for six long years nowthe chance
to actually be a king. I wish you could have seen ne at court, Mka."

"I wish | could have been there," she countered softly. "Wuld that | could be at your side
now-and tonorrow. We nust—ake tonight suffice for all our tonorrows."

She woul d have said nore, but an enornous yawn caught her by surprise. After indulging it, she
stretched and drew himto her for a quick, hard kiss, then flashed hima sheepi sh and apol ogetic
smle.

"I must be certain to have a nap this afternoon," she said. "Tis no reflection on the
conmpany, | assure you, but growi ng this baby seens to take such a great deal nore energy than

he replied. He dropped his gaze briefly, then
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Ownai n—

A knock at the door nade them both freeze, and Rhys M chael reluctantly turned his gaze in that
direction, though he kept his arms around her

"Cone. "

Cat han poked his head into the doorway, tentative and i medi ately apol ogetic as he saw t hem
One of his hands clutched the sheathed Hal dane sword, the other a thin gold circlet chased with
Celtic interlace.

"Sorry, Mka," he said, glancing at his sister. "Rhysem they're ready for us."

Closing his eyes briefly, the king heaved a heavy sigh and got to his feet, drawing M chael a
with him

"I don't want to go," he whispered.

"You must, ny love," she replied, lifting her face to his. "Go with ny |ove and ny prayers."

Wth only her brother as witness, Rhys Mchael felt no need to forgo a proper kiss of |eave-
taking. Pressing his lips to hers, he let himself drown for a few seconds in the bliss of their
joining, nore than usually aware that any parting might be their last, if that proved nost
expedi ent for the nen who held their fate. Wen, at length, he finally raised his head from hers,
his body ached fromwanting her. He held her close a nonent nore, feeling her heart poundi ng
beneath his, then resolutely kissed first the tip of her nose, then her forehead.

"Right, then. I'moff." H's voice was a little hoarse. "W'll dine privately, | think. Cathan
can join us for supper, because | know you'll want to say good-bye, but he goes to bed early." He
grinned. "Make sure you get that nap. | should be back in a few hours."”

Bravely blinking back her tears, Mchaela followed himinto the solar and wat ched hi mconti nue
on into his own apartnents with Cathan, ruffling one hand through his hair with a fanm liar gesture
that made her throat constrict with the Ioving of him She caught a sob as she turned away from
the cl osing door, determined not to let her |adies see her distress.

Over in the wi ndow bay, her ladies had risen as the king passed through the room but they
settled back to their needl ework at a gesture fromthe queen. As one of themheld a hank of silk
to the light, drawing out another |ong strand, the queen's young nmai d emerged from anong t hem
After casting a questioning |ook at her mstress, she picked up an ivory-backed brush and cane
back to the sunlit stool where the queen had been sitting, testing a danp strand of hair as the
gueen sat down agai n.

"lIt's very nearly dry, ny lady," she said. "Shall | brush it alittle?"

"Yes, thank you, Liesel," the queen replied. And as the girl began to brush, her mstress
cl osed her eyes and gave a contented sigh

'That feels wonderful ," she murnmured after a few seconds, eyes still closed. "I could sit here
and | et you do that all afternoon.”

A faint snmle tugged at the rosy lips of the girl addressed as Liesel. Pert and pretty, she was
alittle younger than the queen and shorter by a head, with hair a slightly paler shade of gold
brai ded and pinned cl ose under the white kerchief that bound it. The pal e oatneal col or of her
cl ose-sl eeved gown was not flattering to nost wonen—whi ch was precisely the intention of the great
lords, in choosing it for the castle's fenale servants—but Liesel's high color nade it a perfect
foil for beauty yet to ripen fully. Her eyes went golden in the sunlight, lit against the pale
rai nent—eyes that shone with genuine affection for the woman whose hair she continued to brush.

"My | ady has beautiful hair," she said quietly. "Caring for it gives me pleasure as well."

"Does it?" Mchaela sniled dreamily but did not open her eyes. "Aye, it nust be sonething |ike
stroking a cat. It pleasures the cat, but the stroking is also pleasing to the one who does it."

" '"Tis like heavy silk that catches the shinmer of the sunlight, ny lady," Liesel replied.
"Smal | wonder that the king prefers it unbound."

"Aye, he does."

M chaela's snile evaporated as she opened her eyes to gl ance sidelong at her naid, a haunted
| ook flashing briefly in her gaze.

"Liesel, you nust help ne do sonething special with it tonight," she nmurrmured. "The king dines
with me, and tonorrow he rides for Eastmarch. God al one knows if | shall see himagain in this
life."

Li esel had stopped brushing and stared at her mistress with pity in her gol den eyes.

"Ch, mny lady," she breathed.

Reachi ng back to pat the girl's hand, M chaela conjured up a brave smile, suddenly very weary.

"Now, don't you get weepy, or you'll nmake me cry as well," she whispered. "He rmust not know how
much | fear for him" She | ooked about to say nore, but then she sighed heavily and felt at her
hair again. "I think I"'mdry enough now | really do need a nap."

"Yes, ny lady," Liesel nurnured, eyes downcast.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt (18 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:37 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

Covering a yawn with one graceful hand, M chaela bestirred herself to glance over at the wonen
in the wi ndow bay as she rose.

"Dear Lady Estellan, why don't you and Lirin and Adelicia enjoy the gardens for an hour or two?
I'"mgoing to have a nap, so | shan't need you for a while. Liesel will help nme undress."

She did not linger to see that they went. She did not nuch care for them anyway, but she had to
mai ntain a facade of geniality. As she nmade her way back into the bedchanber and watched Liese
turn back the coverlet on the high, canopied bed, with its hangings of crinmson danask and gol d-
shot yell ow silk, another heavy yawn cl ai med her.

"I don't know why | get so sleepy carrying this baby," she nurnmured, as the mai d hel ped her
shed the blue over-robe. "Onain didn't make me this tired."

"Perhaps this time nmy lady is nore preoccupied,”" the maid replied, as her mstress clinmbed up
onto the bed. "But lay you down and rest awhile, your Gace. Sleep is a renedy for many ills."

Yawni ng again, Mchaela did as she was bade, her eyes closing even as she lay down in her
undergown. A deep sigh soon told of her shift into sleep, and the maid, after laying the blue over-
robe across the back of a chair, cane treading softly back to the bed to | ean close to her
sl eepi ng mi stress.

"Sl eep deeper now," she whispered, as she laid one hand lightly across the royal forehead.

Her own eyes closed briefly, and after a nonment a faint gasp escaped her |ips. She was shaking
her head as she gazed at her nistress once nore, concern in her gol den gaze.

"God give you gentle rest now, sweet queen," she whispered, as she withdrew her hand. "SI eep
wel |l and wake refreshed. You gave ne |leave to go and fetch a book of poetry fromthe library. If
you shoul d wake before | return, you also bade nme fetch fresh flowers for your hair tonight."

The ladies in the solar had gone when Liesel cane quietly out of the royal bedchanber, though
another nmaid called El speth lay napping in the sunshine of the deserted bay, not stirring as
Li esel passed through. The usual guards were at their posts in the corridor outside.

"Merry greetings, Mstress Liesel,"” their captain said, sauntering over to snile down at her

She had to tip her head back to | ook up at him for she came only to his shoul der, but she had
the neasure of the man and knew this one coul d be mani pul at ed.

"God give you grace, Captain," she said boldly. "My lady is sleeping. Pray you, see she is not
di sturbed."

He stepped aside with a courteous salute and | et her pass without a word. He had been one of
the nore brutish of the regular guards when first she cane to royal service a few nonths earlier
but now he was as tane as a fireside tabby in the presence of this bold-eyed slip of a girl

For the nane of the queen's favorite maid was not Liesel at all, nor was she only a nmaid. Just
now, this golden-eyed daughter of the Heal er Rhys Thuryn and Evai ne MacRorie was al so the sole
interface between the royal couple and certain Deryni working behind the scenes to extricate them
fromtheir indenture to the lords of state.

Not that either Rhys Mchael or his queen were yet aware of "Liesel" 's true identity or her
m ssi on—+hough she knew, as she headed briskly down the corridor toward a turnpike stair, that
this woul d have to change, and soon

The eventual plan had been to gain access to the king and awaken hi s Hal dane powers—a task for
whi ch Rhysel Thuryn was one of the pivotal players—then stage a sudden coup such as put the king's
father on the throne nearly a quarter century before, spearheaded by Deryni-backed pro-Hal dane
forces who even now were beginning to gather in renote parts of Gwnedd. The target date had been
some five or six months hence, when the queen's new pregnancy woul d have progressed to the point
that safe delivery of a second heir was |ikely—as was the increased danger that the king would be
elimnated by his captors, once his dynastic duty had been done. That danger was dire enough to
hazard nmaking their nove despite its attendant perils—for the king could perish in any attenpted
coup—but his inmpending departure for Eastmarch on the norrow suddenly placed himin far nore
i mredi ate danger, if he nmust face Torenthi nagic without a way to counter it.

Fi ghti ng down a wave of sick fear, Rhysel gained the wel cone di mess of the turnpike stair and
started down, left hand trailing along the newel post for balance. Not for the first tine, she
found herself regretting the circunstances that had kept her nentors fromnoving in the king's
behal f | ong ago.

But it sinply had not been possible to establish contact with the new king during those
precarious days and nonths imediately followi ng the death of King Javan. Not only was Rhys
M chael cl osely guarded, but no one was sure what reception a Deryni contact m ght receive, for no
one knew how nuch Javan had confided to his brother before riding out on his final journey north.

Furthernore, the reshuffling of power that had put Rhys M chael on his brother's throne had
al so cost his woul d-be supporters dearly. Though several well-placed Deryni had established a
precarious foothold in Javan's court, keeping their true identities secret and slowy beginning to
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erode the great lords' influence, Javan's fall had brought their deaths as well. It was believed
that the great |ords had not suspected the Deryni presence; and, indeed, they nust never |earn of
it, else Rhys M chael hinself must fall under closer scrutiny—f that were possible.

It al so had becone clear, once those critical first nonths were past, that the new king
probably was relatively safe where he was, for the tinme being—at |east until he produced an heir
or two, and so long as he did not take too I ong about it. Even the great lords did not desire the
extinction of the Hal dane |ine. They wanted another |ong regency, heralding a succession of
grateful and bi ddabl e nonarchs who woul d support the dispersal of royal power anong the great
| ords who had engi neered their very existence.

But here, theory and expedi ency mght well diverge. Preserving the legitinate succession was
nost desirable; but if Rhys Mchael had declined to cooperate, the great |ords had deci ded very
early that it was sufficient for their purposes nerely to keep the king alive until some willing
surrogate ensured that the queen did, indeed, bear offspring that would be taken for Hal dane. What
the great |ords nost desired was a puppet Hal dane king; but a puppet bastard carrying the Hal dane
name woul d suit themwell enough, if it came to that.

Rhysel guessed that the king would have come to understand this all too well, as the nonths
spun on into years. From cl andestine probes of Queen M chael a, she knew that the royal couple had
del ayed conceiving an heir as long as they dared, but the birth of a son in the second year of the
king's reign had nade Rhys M chael's conti nued survival that much nore precarious. He now was no
| onger the only Hal dane. The birth of a second heir, especially another prince, might well push
the great lords to a second regicide, once they were certain the second child thrived; for a
regency for a four-year-old heir, with a spare in the royal nursery, would require far |ess effort
than maintaining the illusion that a grown king actually ruled his kingdom Wenever it suited the
great |ords, whether sparked by actual transgression or nere pique, Rhysel had no doubt that the
king woul d nmeet a conveni ent "accident," as many had done before him

Thus had it become urgent that the king be brought to his full Hal dane powers before the birth
of his next child—and now it became essential that he be awakened before he left for Eastmarch
|l est he perish at the hands of a Deryni eneny before he had a chance to clean his own house. The
prospect woul d have been daunting enough with time for preparation, nonths fromnow, as they had
pl anned. But if they were even to try, on such short notice, the king must be willing to cooperate
wit hout reservation, to give hinmself totally into the guidance of his Deryni allies with little
time for wariness or explanations, for there was no tinme except for trust and the doing of what
nmust be done.

From what Rhysel had |earned of the king by her own neager observations, securing that trust
woul d be no easy thing. He had little reason to trust anyone besides his w fe and her brother, and
certainly not the Deryni who seened to have abandoned hi mthese past years. Wat Rhysel thought
nm ght swing the balance was a factor she did not believe even her mentors had considered. Both
Queen M chael a and her brother possessed Deryni blood of their own; it was diluted and had been
rendered inpotent in early childhood, but what potential they once had possessed could be
restored—f the bl ocking process could be reversed.

So far as Rhysel knew, only one person now alive could do that—-her own brother Tieg, not yet
fourteen. She did not want to think about the danger of bringing himhere to Rhemuth—for M chael a
and Cathan certainly could not go to hi mbut she and Tieg had already di scussed the possibility.
She found hersel f wondering whether Tieg's unique powers could al so catalyze a Hal dane's powers.
She knew from readi ng M chaela that the king had shields and perhaps coul d Trut h- Read—whi ch had
kept Rhysel herself from probing nore directly—but he woul d need far greater skills than those to
keep himsafe froma trained Festillic adversary.

Pal e skirts gathered cl ose about her ankles, Rhysel glanced |left and right as she energed from
the spiral stair that led down to the library floor. The corridor was deserted, as she had hoped
it would be at this time of day, and her slippered feet made no sound as she noved quickly al ong
the expanse of diagonally set black and white tiles. Her true destination was a di sused chanber
just beyond the library, but to be seen entering it m ght arouse unwel come curiosity. So she would
go into the library first, fulfilling the errand she had set herself fromthe queen and al so
di sarmi ng what ever potential betrayal mght be lurking there.

The precaution proved to be well taken, for she sensed a presence in the roomeven before her
hand touched the door |atch. Forewarned, she opened it boldly and entered. Over at the far [left
end of the room glaringly it by a wash of sunlight fromone of the bay w ndows, a black-clad
back was hunched anonynously over one of the witing desks, intent on his scribing. He glanced
back over his shoul der as he heard the door, then scranbled awkwardly to his feet, the sunlight
casting rusty highlights on a fanmliar black scholar's robe, worn and nuch- pat ched.

Thank God. She had been expecting one of the sour Custodes scribes. She could deal with this
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young nan.

"Why, Master Donal. God give you grace," she said lightly, as she closed the library door
behi nd her. "Hard at work, | see.™

He bobbed his head and bl ushed to the roots of his short-cropped dark hair. The gangly |ay
schol ar adored her and usually became tongue-tied in her presence—a reaction that Rhysel did not
try too hard to discourage, since a snitten suitor was far nore nalleable than a rejected one.

Si npl e courtesy cost nothing, and she did not dislike Donal, for all that he seemed to work
willingly for those who were her enem es.

"M nistress Liesel," Donal stamered. "Your unexpected p-presence fulfills the prom sed
fairness of a glorious day."

She favored himw th an inclination of her head and an appreciative snile that nade hi m bl ush
even nore, then turned her attention to a casual inspection of the room her gaze brushing
I ovingly over the manuscripts and bound vol umes scattered across another library table. There were
nmore stored in the ceiling-high range of shelves and pi geonhol es that occupi ed the right-hand wal
of the room and the fanmiliar scent of |eather and ink was |ike a heady perfune.

Maski ng her pleasure, she noved a little closer to the table stacked with books and ran a
finger along a spine stanped with gold. Donal knew she could read and wite, but he had no notion
that her passion for |earning probably surpassed his own—ene of the many | egaci es of her bel oved
parents. That she had put it aside in a greater cause, he probably woul d never know. All her
recent years had been spent trying to absorb the practical know edge and training to enable her to
function as she did now.

"Pretty words, Master Donal," she said softly, a smle still playing at her lips as she gl anced
up at him "But if you think to deter ne fromny errand with conplinments, | nust warn you that |
will not be swayed. | cone at the queen's behest. My lady bids nme bring her the book of Lady

Kyl a's poetry, whose binding was to be repaired. Is it ready?"

Ducki ng his head in happy affirmati on, Donal scurried over to the wide library table and sorted
qui ckly through several stacks, finally selecting a vermlion-bound volunme from anmong the rich
j ewel -tones of | eather bindings.

"Aye, here it is." He burnished the book's spine against a sleeve, then held it out for her
i nspection as she cane nearer. "Brother Lorenzo brought it back only yesterday."

As she took the book fromhim it was no difficult thing to brush his hand with hers. The
instant of contact reinstated controls used several tinmes before, sufficient to forestall any
possi bl e interference.

"Thank you, Donal," she whispered. "The queen will be pleased. Now go back to work and have a
| ovely dream" She briefly closed her hand around his slack one, still poised from having given
over the book. "Renenber only that | came to fetch this. Go now "

He turned without a word and went back to his desk, settling on his stool to gaze dreanily out
the wi ndow, his chin propped on one hand, a grey-nottled quill slack in his other. As she opened
the library door to slip back out, he was already sinking into the pleasant nmenory of an old
daydreanma gentle fantasy just wi shful enough to ensure that the fastidi ous Donal woul d never
dream of nentioning it to anyone, even a prying Custodes confessor. Pleasant enough for Donal
harm ess enough for both of them and far |less intrusive than other neasures she nmi ght have
enpl oyed to divert his notice of whatever he m ght hear fromthe room next door

The corridor outside was still deserted as she closed the door quietly behind her. She cast
with her powers in both directions, but no one was about. Huggi ng close the volune of poetry that
was her ostensible reason for being in this part of the castle at all, she noved silently to the

next door to the left. She already knew the room beyond was unoccupi ed, but as she gently turned
the latch and slipped inside, she wondered what she would do if soneone were assigned pernmanent
quarters here. The | ocation would be ideal for some avid schol ar

As she always did, she breathed a faint sigh when she had eased the door closed behind her, her
vi sual inspection confirnmng that the small, |ine-washed chanber renmai ned di sused. A sheen of dust
blurred the surfaces of the table and chairs set before the cold hearth in one corner, and the
mattress on the sinple bed remai ned fol ded up agai nst the head, hard against the wall to the right
of the door. Despite the austerity of the roomthus stripped, she could al nost inmagi ne the man who
briefly had occupied this roomand guarded what it contai ned, even though she had never net him

Hi s name had been Etienne de Courcy, and only a handful of nmen and wonen knew, or woul d ever
know, how he had ai ded the Hal dane cause. Because he had been loyal to King Javan, the great |ords
had executed himfoll owing the coup that put Rhys M chael on the throne, but they had never
guessed that he was Deryni; never guessed that it was he who had spirited away the Deryni w fe and
daughter of a slain Healer during those first hours of confusion

And though he night have stayed with themin safety, it had been Etienne's own choice to
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return, his powers and nenories blocked, to |let hinself be captured, tortured, and eventually
killed rather than risk that the great |ords mght discover how Deryni had been inserted into the
m dst of Javan's court. For that, and to keep this avenue open, Etienne de Courcy had given his
life. Quiscard, his elder son, had also died in the Hal dane cause, fighting at the side of King
Javan.

Breathing a silent prayer of thanksgiving for the lives of both de Courcys, two nore martyrs
for the survival of her race, Rhysel noved quietly into the center of the room trying to disturb
the dust as little as possible. Stepping onto the only square flagstone for a full arms length
all around, she braced her feet and bowed her head over the book cl asped agai nst her breast. As
she let fall her shields, she felt the powerful tingle of a Transfer Portal under her feet, and
she drew on the Portal's power as she warped the energies.

chapter four

M ss not the discourse of the elders: for they also |earned of their fathers, and of themthou
shal | | earn understanding, and to give answer as need requireth.
—Eccl esiasticus 8:9

Many miles north and east, a fair-haired youth assigned to keep watch besi de another Portal | eaned
back in his chair and chewed thoughtfully at the feathered end of his quill. As he gl anced
casually in the direction of the Portal, briefly probing, the hazel eyes went a little unfocused
Though bapti zed Canber Allin MacLean, he had been known as Camlin since childhood, to distinguish
himfromthe illustrious and now sai nted MacRorie kinsman in whose honor he had been named. At
twenty-two, exactly the age of the king, he sonmewhat resenbled Canber's son Joram in whose exile
househol d he now resi ded—except for the tough white scars scribing both wists, front and back

He coul d remenber a tine before the scars, half a lifetime ago. Menory of the scarring itself
was nercifully blurred, though he knew, fromlater conversations with those who found him that he
had been nailed to the tinber portcullis of his father's burning castle. Wthin the range of

atrocities commtted that day at Trurill, crucifixion had been one of the m|der exanples; at
| east Camlin had survived
Most at Trurill had not, including his father. Appallingly tortured and nai mred by his captors,

the dying Lord Adri an MacLean had even been conpelled to watch while they inpaled the boy they had
m st aken for his son and heir—young Ai dan Thuryn, cousin and fosterling of his house, bel oved
el der brother of the sane Rhysel whose arrival was expected |ater today.

Dazed with shock and disbelief, the el even-year-old Camin had been witness to all of it,
shivering with terror in a pitifully inadequate hiding place beneath the kitchen stairs. The
rai ders, when they finally found him had assumed himto be a mere squire, and had settled for
stripping and scourging himbefore dragging himout to the castle gate to crucify him just before
they set fire to the castle and rode away. A snowstorm had saved himfromthe fire; and the slain
Ai dan's nother and younger brother had arrived in tine to save Camiin his |ife and at |east the
limted use of his hands.

He grinmaced as he laid down his pen and nassaged gently at the knotted scars on his right
wrist, gazing unseeing at the enpty Portal square as he fondly renmenbered "Aunt" Evaine and little

Tieg. He still wondered how they had done it, for a Healer's gifts normally did not begin to
mani fest until age ten or so. Tieg had been only three at the tinme and totally untrained; and his
nmot her, though a powerful Deryni, had been no Healer at all. How had she managed to harness and

channel her young son's healing potential and effect even a clunsy healing of injuries that should
have left Camin crippled, if he survived themat all?

O course, she had been Saint Canber's daughter. And perhaps her years of working with her
Heal er husband, the unsurpassed Rhys Thuryn, had given her some special insight; though so far as
Camlin knew, no other Deryni had ever duplicated her feat—er Tieg's.

He couldn't even bring hinself to resent that the result had not been perfect; it should not
have been possible at all. Because of the scarring, he would never again possess sufficient wi st
strength to wield the sword that should have been his birthright; but since his father's nurderers
bel i eved himdead as well, and one of the great |ords now possessed the | ands that should have
passed to Camin, that question was noot at best.

What he could still wield with fair panache was a pen—so long as he did not wax too wordy. Even
here, in the underground saneness of the sanctuary, changes of weather outside nade his wists
ache, and witing for too long al nbst always had its price. Sone days, even the effort of lifting
a cup to his lips produced such excruciating pain that he nust seek a Heal er's easing.

Such physical limtations encouraged an econony of words that, of necessity, nust cut to the

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt (22 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:37 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

heart of any question. His growing proficiency in this regard had inpressed even the nost
demandi ng of his very exacting teachers here in the haven. In a rare flash of old rivalries anpbng
the Deryni religious orders, the Gabrilite-trained Dom R ckart and Dom Queron avowed that Camin
was acquiring an alnmost Mchaeline mlitancy in his sharpness of reasoning; Joram and Bi shop

Ni al | an, who had been M chaelines, professed that this was no bad thing. Whatever the niddle
ground m ght be, Camlin was building a useful niche for hinself, here in the close-knit

envi ronnent of the sanctuary, at last able to begin giving back sonmething to those who had given
hi m so nuch.

Smiling wistfully, he picked up his pen again and returned to his work. For sonething to do
while he took his turn at nonitoring the Portal, he had been annotating Bishop Niallan's history
of the Hal danes since the Restoration, begun shortly after the death of King Alroy.

The piece in progress dated fromjust after King Javan's death—Jieg Thuryn's transcription of
the eyewi tness nenories he had read from Eti enne de Courcy before blurring other menories and
bl ocki ng Etienne's powers. It was one of the few inside accounts they had of the events
surrounding the great |ords' seizure of power and the person of the then-Prince Rhys M chael
Hal dane, and it still chilled Camin to read it: the col d-bl ooded treason, nasterm nded by trusted
m ni sters and so-called nen of God, that had seen the prince's aide brutally nurdered before his
eyes, another loyal lord slain while trying to escape, and a third so gravely wounded that he
later would die of his wounds, though it took himseveral pain-racked nonths.

Eti enne hinsel f woul d never know that, of course. Not for the first time, Camlin found hinself
wondering what kind of loyalty would make a man |ike Eti enne choose to go back to certain capture,
probabl e torture, and al nost inevitable death. Camin was sworn to the Hal dane cause, and to a
prince he had never net, but he doubted he woul d have had the courage to do what Eti enne had done

Shaking his head, Camlin nmade a note to inquire further on a reference to a particul ar Custodes
kni ght, then skipped over Etienne's rationale for returning. An indecipherable word junmped out at
him and he bent closer to puzzle it out. Tieg's handwiting was clear enough, but his spelling
soneti mes bordered on the whinsical. Camin put it down to |aziness; Tieg maintained that a Heal er
had better things to do with his tine than worry about exact spellings, so |long as his nmeani ng was
clear. Camin countered that proper spelling hel ped convey proper neaning, and so the debate
continued. It was an ongoi ng but good-natured di spute that had occupied the pair of them
increasingly as Tieg grew into young manhood. Camlin had just set his pen to another correction
when the door to the outer corridor eased open

" '"Lo, Canlin," came a | ow voiced greeting, as Tieg hinmself slipped inside. "Uncle Joram said |
should relieve you, if you're ready for a break."

Camin snmiled and laid his pen aside as he turned around. Tieg's voice had broken only a few
mont hs ago, and t hough the change had not been unexpected, Camlin still found hinself listening
for a fanmiliar boyish treble, not this deep-voiced young nan.

Tieg seenmed to grow visibly fromweek to week. Yet a few nmonths short of his fourteenth
bi rt hday, he already stood half a head taller than Camin, who was not short, and his hands | ooked
to belong to a far larger individual. A spattering of freckles across his nose still reinforced a
first inpression of boyish innocence, but the hazel eyes were wi se far beyond his years.

H's attire |likew se proclainmed his energing adult standi ng. Though Heal ers usually did not
qualify until about the age of eighteen, Tieg had already earned the right to wear full Healer's
green—at |east here in sanctuary. Recently, in imtation of Dom Queron and Dom Ri ckart, he had
al so begun pulling back his wavy reddish hair in a four-stranded Gabrilite brai d—a capital offense
outside these walls, if the wearer was Deryni, and even humans sporting such a braid risked having
their heads shaved. The law al so allowed for hunman transgressors to be flogged to unconsci ousness,
i f circunstances suggested that the offense had been neant to show support for Deryni. Fortunately
Tieg rarely ventured outside the sanctuary, and never in green or wearing a braid.

"Well, you're looking very official today," Camlin said, restraining a grin. "Did Joramreally
send you, or did you just get bored?"

Ti eg chuckl ed and shook his head, |ooking down sheepishly. "He didn't exactly send ne—but |
guess | did get bored. They're busy tal king about |evies and supply lines and the strategic
weaknesses of Rhenuth Castle. | don't mind relieving you, though."

"Well, it's very kind of you to offer, but | think I'd just as soon stay a while |onger and
finish what 1'"mdoing. I"mnot that tired."

"No, but your hands are," Tieg replied. Looking faintly snug, he cane over to catch up Canlin's
two wists in his big Healer's hands. "Wen are you going to stop trying to mask your pain, when
you know | can do sonething about it?"

Camin caught his breath as Tieg probed gently at the scarring on one of his wists, then

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt (23 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:37 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

exhal ed softly and cl osed his eyes, al nost goi ng bonel ess as bl essed healing poured into swoll en
ti ssues and di ssol ved away his disconfort. He had never felt a Healer's touch like Tieg's, and he
wonder ed whether it had anything to do with his bl ocking tal ent.

"I don't think so," Tieg said al oud, answering the unasked question. "Dom Rickart told ne one
tinme that, back when he first started his training, one of the oldest brothers at Saint Neot's had
sonet hi ng of the sanme feel, but Dom Queron says he detects a little of my father's flavor."

He shrugged as he shifted his attention to the other wist. "I haven't had contact with that
many other Healers, so | really couldn't say. And unfortunately, I'mafraid | don't remenber very
much about ny father.”

Only half listening, Camlin let the bliss of Tieg's healing wash all around himas the second
wist was eased. He wondered how Tieg did it. He could only conpare it to the feeling he sonetines
got when neditating, when he thought he had nade a better than usual connection with the rhythm of
the Spheres. Bishop Niallan had suggested that perhaps Camlin was tapping into the energies that
sonetimes called one to a life of contenplation and prayer. Camlin was not certain he had such a
calling, but many aspects of such a life were definitely appealing—and suited to his physica
limtations.

"I remenber your father fairly well,’'

he said, reluctantly dragging his focus back to the here

and now. "OF course, | was only eleven when he died." He sat back in his chair and let his heal ed
hands rest easily in his lap. "I really liked Lord Rhys; everyone did. | wish |I'd had the chance
to know himas a nman."

"So do I," Tieg said softly.

The very tone of his words conveyed several shades of neaning, but before their conversation
could digress into usel ess conjecture on what night have been, a faintly discordant surge in the
| ocal energies rippled at the edges of consci ousness.

"Rhysel's coning," Tieg said, instantly refocused as he turned away to nove closer to the
Portal .

Catching a little of Tieg's sudden tension, Canlin also got to his feet. The permanent Wards
built into the sanctuary Portal were supposed to prevent unauthorized access, but solo Portal duty
al ways put hima little on edge, on the chance that magi cal protections nust be augnented with
physical force. It was not |ikely—the Portal's defenses probably would hol d agai nst any psychic
trickery nost intruders might try, at least until help could be sumobned—but Camin's Deryn
abilities were not particularly strong, never nmnd that his hands would be all but useless in any

physical altercation. Still, that first instant of tenporary disorientation upon arrival would
render any newconer vul nerable as well.
She was there even as he thought it, not |ooking vulnerable at all, the sheer psychic inpact of

her sudden presence nmaking Camin recoil a step even as he drew a startled breath. For all that
both he and Tieg towered over her, she was cool and sel f-possessed, gol den eyes scanning and
assessi ng over the book she clasped to her breast. Even in the drab, colorless gown worn by the
queen's maids, with her spun-gold hair nostly covered by a white kerchief, Camin thought her
quite one of the loveliest creatures he had ever seen—though here, in the cloistered seclusion of
the sanctuary, he had to adnit that his experience was sonmewhat |imted.

"What' s happened?" Ti eg denanded, as her | ook of concentration shifted to a worried snile. "You
weren't expected for hours. Does this mean there's news?"

Si ghi ng, she stepped fromthe Portal niche to deposit her book on the table where Canlin had
been wor ki ng.

"More like intimtions of disaster, I'mafraid. Hello, Camlin. | don't know whether we can nove
fast enough or not. Messengers from Eastmarch arrived at Court this norning with news that
Torenthi forces have taken Culliecairn, up by the Eastmarch-Tol an border. Then a Torenthi herald
arrived. It seens that Mklos of Torenth intends Culliecairn as a christening present for Marek of
Festil's new son. The king | eaves for Eastmarch in the nmorning. This could be Marek's bid for the
t hrone. "

Camiin could only stare at her, opennouthed. Tieg had gone a little pale beneath his freckles,
obviously fathoming far better than his el der cousin what the news neant in nore i medi ate terns.
"It's too soon," Tieg nuttered. "Dear God, we'd better tell Uncle Joram He's with Ansel and

Jesse. They've only just begun conpiling troop comm tnents for six nonths from now "

"Well, | think it's going to take nmore than that and far sooner than six nonths from now, "
Rhysel replied. "Are they in the staff roon? | need to get back as soon as possible, but if we're
to salvage anything fromthis, we'll need to nove quickly."

"I"ll take you," Tieg agreed. "Canmlin, I'Il have to back out on that offer to relieve you."

Rhysel gave her brother the gist of her plan en route, in quick rapport that spared nothing of
t he dangers inherent in what she proposed. She and Ti eg had al ways been close, and they had
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di scussed a similar scenario before, unbeknownst to their elders.

A few mnutes |ater, she had conveyed just her news to her uncle and the other four nen
gathered with himaround a table strewn with naps and papers. She had not expected Niallan and
Queron, but she knew themall very well, and the argunents they were likely to raise—and that any
argunent could conme to only one conclusion, once she told them what she proposed. But she stil
had to convince them

Her Uncle Joram woul d have the final say, of course, even though Bishop Niallan was his senior
in years and ecclesiastical rank. Joramwas the only one of themto have been there fromthe
begi nni ng, back when his father, the sainted Canber, had orchestrated the Hal dane Restoration
Only Joram had firsthand knowl edge of how it had been done, and only Joram coul d shoul der that
ultimate responsibility for deciding what nust foll ow

He had paid a price for the weight of such authority. The silver-gilt hair grewa little nore
tarni shed with each passing year, even receding a little at the tenples of late, cool silver now
agai nst the plain black cassock that was his usual working attire instead of the M chaeline blue
he once had worn. The planes of the handsonme face, once nmerely | ean, had been honed to sonething
nore akin to ascetic.

But the M chaeline knight renai ned. Though the distinctive blue cassock of his former order had
been abandoned sone years ago, save for cerenpnial occasions, he had taken to wearing the white
sash of his knighthood at all tines, in unspoken declaration of his self-assunmed role as inheritor
of the trust his order had borne before their suppression. Had the Order still existed in Gwnedd,
he m ght have been their vicar-general by now. At forty-three, though no longer battle-fit because
of the forced exile of the |ast decade, he was only now approaching his intellectual prine.

Nor were his conpanions any |less fornidable. Close by Joranis right hand sat Niallan Trey, the
exiled fornmer Bishop of Dhassa. Before his elevation to the episcopate, N allan had been a
M chaeline |like Joram Even now, though in his early sixties, sonmething of the forner warrior
remained in the way he carried hinmself, in the cant of the proud grey head, in the mlitary
preci sion of the close-clipped grey beard. He, too, wore the white sash of M chaeline kni ght hood

Dom Queron was one of their two resident Heal ers besides Tieg, steel-slender and intense, his
wiry hair gone nearly white and once again grown |ong enough to display the four-stranded braid of
his original religious order, though he had been a Servant of Saint Canber and a disciple of the
preacher Revan since. A priest and Heal er he remained, and al ways at heart a Gabrilite, though he
wore the grey robe of the Canberians under a green Healer's mantle rather than the white of the
Gabrilites; either would have neant his death outside these walls.

Then there were Ansel and Jesse, only in their md-twenties, Ansel |ooking much as his fanmous
uncl e nust have | ooked at that age, light-eyed |ike Joram but fairer than Joram had ever been. He
wore his hair close-cropped to nake it |less nenorable, for the sun had bl eached it alnost to
white. Hs riding | eathers were well cut, but plain and patched in several places, nolded to his
| ean frane by years of wear in all kinds of weather. Hs honespun shirt could have done with a
wash.

Jesse, shorter and stockier than Ansel, was dressed nuch the same, with brassy highlights
streaking the brown hair queued back with a rawhide thong. Both nmen had unbuckl ed their swords and
| aid them across one end of the trestle tabl e—serviceabl e-enough weapons by nere appearance,
unremar kabl e by their mountings and wel |l -worn scabbards, but bladed with the finest R Kassan
steel. The pair had spent nost of the last six years |ooking |like what they were not, ferreting
out the information and contacts that woul d eventually enable themto assist a Hal dane coup in
Rhenut h.

When Rhysel had finished her initial report, Ansel scowl ed and noved around to the far end of
the table to consult one of the lists he had brought to Joram glancing at his uncle in
specul ati on. Jesse was silently turning a map marker in suntanned, callused fingers, enotion
stirring golden flecks in the depths of his brown eyes.

"I wonder why they're letting the king go to Eastmarch,"” Jesse said quietly. "They've never
even et himgo on a progress before, much less a mlitary canpaign. It's too dangerous—asi de from
the question of his physical safety. What if he tried to take the bit in his teeth and break free,
in front of wtnesses?"

"Maybe they don't nean for himto cone back," Ansel retorted. "Wth another heir in the offing,
maybe they'd just as soon he died in glorious conbat with the eneny, the way his brother did. They
m ght even find a way to blame it on us again.”

"It doesn't matter why they're letting himgo, don't you see?" Rhysel said, |eaning both hands
on the table in front of where she stood. "The point is, he's going—and he's going to be in grave
danger. Now, what are we going to do about it?"

"A bit nore warning would have been useful," N allan said quietly, bestirring hinmself to turn
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one of the maps for a better look at the area of Eastmarch. "But whatever the great |ords' |ong-
termplans may be, we'd better have a presence there secretly, at least. If we're |lucky, nmaybe we
can help counter dirty tricks, if Marek decides to try any arcane unpl easant ness."

Ansel swept aside a stack of papers and flounced into his chair. "Alot of good that's going to
do," he nuttered. "Uncle Joram are you going to say sonethi ng?"

Si ghing, Joramtossed aside the remains of the quill pen he had been shreddi ng while the others
argued, avoiding Queron's gaze.
"Qur original scenario is inmpossible,” he said. "It would nmean noving our tinetable forward a

full six nonths. It can't be done."

"Not all of it—no," Rhysel said.

To the man, other than Tieg, those present turned to stare at her aghast.

"I hope you aren't suggesting what | think you're suggesting," Queron nurnured.

Rhysel pursed her lips, bracing for their objections. "There's only one option open to us, if
we hope to have a king six nmonths fromnow," she said quietly. "W nust try to bring the king's
powers through. Tonight."

Joram cl osed his eyes, drawing a slow, deep breath. Queron was shaking his head. Ansel and
Jesse gl anced at one another uneasily. Tieg sat forward eagerly in his chair on Joram s ot her
side. N allan watched and said nothing, only his nervous turning of his bishop's ring betraying
his tension.

"It's out of the question,” Joramfinally said, not |ooking at her

"No, that is the question. Hear ne out. W know that he can Truth-Read; we al so know he has
shields. That's as nmuch as Javan had, when you brought himto power. He's got to have access to
his powers before he heads off for a war in which his eneny night use magi ¢ agai nst him Whet her
it's Marek hinmself or only Mklos he has to face, neither of themw |l stop at anything to kil
him if they get the chance. Aside fromthe fact that we don't want it known that he has Deryn
backi ng, he may need nore protection than Ansel and Jesse are able to provide."

"The need is not at issue!" Joramreplied. "The neans is another matter entirely. Just whomdid
you have in mnd to acconplish what you're asking?”

"You. Me. Tieg. Mchaela."

"M chael a?" Joram sai d.

"What about M chael a?" Ansel asked, al nbst simultaneously.

"Ch, Ansel, she's your half sister; you needn't sound so shocked," Rhysel replied. "W've al
tended to forget, because she's been bl ocked, but she is Deryni. Not a very powerful one, even if
she weren't blocked, and wi thout any training—but that could be renedied."

"By Tieg," Ansel said disbelievingly. "You' d have hi munbl ock her, and she's suddenly the
equi valent of a fully trained, experienced Deryni."

"OfF course not. But the king trusts her nore than any other living person. She m ght be able to
help us catalyze him"

"I can't even consider such a notion," Joram said, not |ooking at Tieg, whose expression had a
hopeful | ook. "W daren't risk Tieg on sonething so uncertain.”

"You'll need a Heal er," Rhysel countered.

"Queron. Rickart," Joramreplied.

"But they can't unbl ock M chael a."

"But they are trained Deryni and experienced ritualists,” Joram pointed out. "Besides, what
makes you think Mchaela could be useful, if she did have her powers?"

"I know that she'd do anything to help her husband,” Rhysel said sinply. "Incidentally, she's
carryi ng another boy; Tieg showed ne what to look for, and |I finally was able to read it."

Queron groaned, and Joram nerely shook his head.

"That gives the great lords their '"heir and a spare,' " Ansel nurnured, |ooking stricken

"True enough," Jesse agreed, "but they don't know that yet—and won't, until the child is born
A lot could happen between now and then."

Niallan turned hima droll look. "I don't think we can count on another niscarriage to save us
this time, Jesse."

"I't won't natter much anyway, if Marek | aunches nagic at the king and he has no protection,"”
Ansel said.

"Which is why he must have power," Rhysel replied. "Surely you see that. Joram | haven't got
time to argue with you. W've got to try. It's his only hope.”

Joramonly closed his eyes for a long nonent, turning his head aside to bury his face in one
pal e hand briefly.

"I confess to being very nearly daunted," he said quietly, as he raised his head and forced
hinself to draw a deep breath. "Al'l our planning has been geared to a schedul e si x nonths
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away—first an attenpt to bring the king's power through, and then the followup with Ioyal troops
shifted into the castle by Portal, the way we did for Cinhil. There's no way we can nbve our men
that fast, even if the first could be done. I'd be throwing away lives for nothing."

"Then, we won't worry about that part until after Eastnmarch is resolved," Rhysel replied. "I
agree that there's no way we can nove the full operation forward so quickly. But neanwhile, we do
what we can to bring the king's power through tonight. If it isn't tonight, it may not happen at
all. And if it doesn't, and Marek of Festil brings nagic to the neeting in Eastmarch, we may | ose
anot her Hal dane. | thought that's what all our sacrifices have been for—+to keep the rightfu
Hal dane kings on the throne of Gwnedd and give them every possi ble chance to reign i ndependent of
great lords or regents. If Rhys Mchael is killed, it's ten years before his son is of age."

"I have dealt with a regency before, you know" Joram snapped. "I do have sone idea what woul d
be invol ved. "

"Then give the king the best possible chance to survive this," she replied. "W can't let him
ride off to Eastmarch without at least trying to bring through his powers. W' ve discussed the
theory often enough, and you've personally hel ped bring other Hal dane kings to power."

"Wth preparation,” Joramagreed. "Wth an experienced team who knew preci sely what they were
doing. And it didn't work for Alroy."

"Only because you never got a chance to finish what Cnhil started," Rhysel retorted. "It
worked for Cinhil, and it worked for Javan. As for an experienced teamwell, none of you were
experi enced when Cinhil cane to power. You learned as you went along. This tinme, at |east you have
experience."

Joram si ghed heavily and | ooked away from her, shaking his head, clearly preparing another
obj ection, but she set a hand on his wist and drew his gaze back

"Joram we can't hope to succeed w thout you," she said. "Tieg and | are as ready as we can be,
under the circunmstances, but we need you to direct us. And M chaela can be drafted to hel p, once
Tieg reinstates her powers—and Cathan, too."

Ansel snorted, a short bark of mrthless laughter. "Rhysel, they were only children when they
| ost what scant powers they had; it was | who had it done, to protect them And before that,
they'd had no training. My dear nother forbade it."

"I know that," Rhysel replied. "But |'ve taken the liberty of laying some groundwork, at |east
with the queen. |'ve blocked all nmenory of what |'ve done, but she has the full background of what
she is and was, and what she nust |et be done to hel p her husband survive. | can release that in

an instant. Cathan is |less certain, because | haven't had opportunity to probe himor work with
him but | know that he's utterly devoted to his sister and the king. There's absolutely no
question of that. I'msure he'd cooperate as best he's able."

"And what about the king?" Joram asked.

Rhysel gl anced down at her hands, surprised to find them nervously pleating a section of her
skirt.

"I haven't dared to try touching himyet, for obvious reasons. The shields are going to be his

bi ggest obstacl e—and ours. He'll be suspicious, as well he should be. That's why | think that
M chaela will be the key to gaining his cooperation, especially with so little time to prepare and
explain. | know there are excruciating risks, just to confront himwth the possibility, but it

can work, Joram It has to work.'

"And if it doesn't?" he asked.

She drew a deep, fortifying breath and met his gaze unflinchingly.

"If it doesn't work," she said softly, "you and I and whoever else is involved probably wll
not survive to worry. We've waited for ny generation to be ready for this day; perhaps it will be
for the next generation to try again."

"If we do it right," Tieg said, speaking for the first tinme, "it won't be necessary for the
next generation to try again. | know we can do it, Uncle Joram"

"Ah, the optimnismof youth," Joram nurmured. He closed his eyes briefly, then nodded.

"Very well. We're left with no choice. Queron, the rest of you, am| going to have your ful
support in this? W'll have a lot to do in the next few hours."

The two younger nen nodded, wi de-eyed, and Niallan sighed and whi spered, "Aye," as Queron
lifted a hand in reluctant agreenent.

"Al right, then. Rhysel, go back to the queen and make the basic preparati ons you outlined.
You daren't tarry here any longer, or you'll be mssed. I'lIl work out a format with Tieg and
Queron in the neantinme. Be alert for a contact late in the evening. And be very, very careful."”

chapter five
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There is no fear in love; but perfect |ove casteth out fear
—+ John 4:18

Rhysel returned to the royal apartnments to find the queen in the solar, reading to young Prince
Onai n, while the boy's nurse visited with some of the queen's ladies in the wi ndow bay. Mother and
son were cozily ensconced in a | arge wooden chair well cushioned by enbroidered pillows, and both
| ooked up as Rhysel canme in. Gey-eyed Onmain was the i mage of his Hal dane father, with a shining
cap of jet-black hair cut close around his face

"Ah, there you are, Liesel," the queen said, closing her book. "What have you brought?"

The sweet fragrance of the garden acconpani ed Rhysel as she cane to |l et the queen see into the
flat basket over her arm

"Fresh-cut blossonms to grace the Queen's Grace," Rhysel said, smling, as she held a gol den
jonquil close to the queen's wheaten hair. "Your H ghness asked if | could do something specia

with your hair for tonight. I thought I mght pull the sides back into a | oose braid down the back
and weave in a cascade of flowers."
"Hmm the king would like that, | think," Mchaela replied, selecting a pale yellow rose and

i nhal i ng deeply of its perfume. "Owain, do you think your papa would |ike some of these braided
into Mumry's hair?"
The four-year-old sniffed critically at the bloom then shook his head and pushed it away.
"Papa |ikes red ones best," he declared, reaching for a snaller, nore delicate tea rose of
vi brant crinson. "Put red ones in Mumy's hair, Liesel." He gave it an appreciative sniff and
smiled wide. "Mmm snells nice."
Both M chael a and Rhysel grinned at that, and the queen gave an accomodati ng shrug as she took
the flower from her son.

"Well, that would appear to settle the question,” she said. "Apparently the nmen in ny life
prefer red roses to any other color. Perhaps it conmes of being Hal danes.” She allowed herself a
resi gned sigh. "Ah, well. | prefer pastels, but have Agatha choose sonmething suitable to go with

red roses, would you? Come back when Owain's had his supper and gone to bed."

Later, while Rhysel dressed the queen's hair, she had anple tinme to set her instructions in
place for later in the evening. It would hardly be the leisurely and romantic | eave-taking that
M chael a was antici pating, but Rhysel saw no renedy for that—not if they continued to hold any
hope that the king m ght be brought to full access of his Hal dane powers on such short notice. She
wi shed there had been opportunity to prepare Cathan as well, but he and Ful k had been cl oseted
with the king all afternoon, down in the council chamber. At |east Fulk was dining with his
parents this evening, since he, too, would be riding out with the king on the norrow

She made a | ast adjustnment to the queen's coiffure, teasing | oose two wispy tendrils at the
tenples, then laid aside her conb and picked up a mirror to hold for Mchaela's inspection. The
queen had dressed with care, in a loose-fitting night shift of ivory silk with a rose damask over-
robe. She had clasped it at the throat with the Hal dane brooch, borrowed back from Rhys M chae
when he returned fromhis neetings to bathe and change. The col or conpl enented the claret-col ored
roses twined in her hair and gave her a rosy glow of her own.

"It's perfect," she said softly, smling as she glanced at Rhysel above the mirror. "Thank you
Li esel . Now hand ne those pearl drops for ny ears, and I'I|l be ready."

Alittle later, having overseen arrangenments for dining in the solar, Mchaela wel coned husband
and brother to the rare experience of a truly private neal. Anple candlelight nade of their table
an island of cozy reassurance, set apart fromthe uncertainties of the morrow During a sinple and
| ei surely nmeal that Cathan both served and shared, the three of themwere able to discuss the
day's inplications with far nore candor than was usually possible, none of themyet aware of the
measures set in notion by the queen's naid.

"Ch, ny dearest darlings, this is alnost |like being a real fanmly," Mchaela said softly,
setting one hand on her husband's hand and the other on her brother's. "Do you know how | treasure
nights like this? I can hardly remenber the last tinme when just the three of us were able to sit
down to a neal together, w thout Ful k or sonebody el se |urking about, hanging on our every word."

Cat han snorted softly, permtting hinmself a wan snmle. "Fulk isn't that bad. W could do far
wor se. "

Si ghing, M chael a squeezed his hand and nanaged a brave snile. "Aye, we coul d—and have done, in
the past, haven't we? | wish himwell on the canpaign. The potential replacenents are all far
wor se. "

"Well, I"'mstill glad he had sonmewhere else to go tonight," Rhys Mchael replied, idly picking
up a wine bottle and rejecting it when he saw that it was enpty. "He woul d have wanted to serve
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table, if he'd been here.”

Rol i ng his eyes heavenward, Cathan |eaned back in his chair and indulged in a heavy sigh
briefly affecting the jaded court drawl becom ng common anong his peers.

"The man can be so tiresone. But it's mainly his father's fault, of course. You'd think the
counci| would have given up by now. W're not about to discuss plans for an insurrection when Ful k
is around, even if there were any hope of staging an insurrection."”

"And we're not about to plot an insurrection tonight, in any case," Rhys M chael agreed,
turning his gaze on M chaela and quirking a wicked smile at her. "Actually, my dear, ny intentions
for this evening were of a nore—personal nature.”

As he lifted her hand to nibble on her fingertips, Mchaela broke into delighted giggles of
nock scandal

"What, with ny brother present, sir?"

"Well, you did say it was a fam |y evening,
her other hand to his I|ips.

Where this mght have | ed, M chaela was never to know, for any further devel opnent was
curtailed by a knock at the door. As she burst into giggles anew, Rhys M chael rolled his eyes and
gl anced toward t he door.

"Pl ease go away," he called

Cat han retorted, grinning roguishly as he brought

"Sire, 'tis Liesel," a low fenale voice canme. "Her Gace did bid ne bring her a book of poetry.

Shall | sinply leave it?" Snothering a |augh, Mchaela pulled her hands away and shook her head,
getting to her feet.

"You two are incorrigible!" she whispered sotto voce as she headed for the door. "I did want to
show you this book, though. The binding is a work of art. Don't worry, though. 1'll send her
away. "

She snoothed her skirts in an automatic gesture as she nade her way across the room gl ancing
back at her husband and brother to bl ow thema kiss just before she set her hand on the |atch
Liesel was waiting a little anxiously outside the door, arns clasped around a | arge | eather-bound
vol ure.

"Pardon the intrusion, ny |ady,
curtsey.

"Nonsense. | asked you to cone."

Nei t her Cathan nor the king could see how the girl brushed her mistress' hand as she
strai ghtened from her curtsey, but the touch seened to freeze M chaela's thoughts in her head.

You cannot resist ne, but you have nothing to fear, cane a voice in her nmind, though Liesel's
lips did not nove.

M chael a blinked, a part of her aware that this was famliar, that Liesel was a friend, an even
nmore deeply buried part of her renenbering what was about to be set in notion

"I'"ve been waiting a long time for this," she whispered, closing her eyes briefly. "But, cone
in and show the king and ny brother. Cathan, | want you to see how beautifully Brother Lorenzo
replaced this binding."

Cat han | ooked at her a little oddly, but Liesel was already heading across the roomto show off
the book, diverting the nmen's attention fromthe fact that M chael a | ocked the door before
foll owi ng. The queen reached her chair between husband and brother just as Liesel proffered the
book for Cathan's inspecti on—and took control of himas her hand touched his.

"Rhysem Liesel is a friend," Mchaela found herself whispering urgently, as Cathan breathed
out with a faint sigh and his eyelids fluttered closed. "She's cone to help us. Please don't raise
an alarmuntil you' ve heard what she has to say."

"Hear me, Sire," Rhysel joined in urgently, not breaking gaze with the king, keeping one hand
on Cathan's wist as she set her book aside. "Read the truth of what | say. | pronise you that |
am not an eneny. What | am | think you know "

The stunned Rhys M chael had half risen fromhis chair, instantly on guard, but at Mchaela's
nod of reassurance, sitting calmy in her chair between them he partially subsided. Stil
wat chi ng him Rhysel cane around to stand between Cat han and M chaela, relaxing their controls.

Cat han blinked, then turned to | ook up at her in awe. M chael a swal |l owed nervously, but could not
seemto sumon up any fear

"l apologize to all of you," Rhysel said softly. "It isn't usually done, to take control of
friends without their permission. But | had to be certain you wouldn't raise an al arm before you
realized | wasn't a threat. And | amnot a threat—not to the three of you, at any rate. The great
lords are another matter, entirely."

"You're Deryni," Rhys M chael breathed, w de-eyed. "Soneone's come at |ast. Javan promni sed me

the girl murnured, eyes averted as she dipped in a nervous
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you woul d, but it's been so | ong—=

Rhysel let herself relax just a little, briefly turning away to pull a stool closer.

"They hurt us badly when they killed your brother, Sire," she said quietly, sinking down on the
stool. "Those few Deryni who had successfully infiltrated the Court were killed—though at |east no
one ever knew for certain what they were. After that—well, we have never been very many, Sire, who
could work at the levels necessary to do you any serious good—which is partially why we had to
wait for my generation to grow up a bit. My nother was Evaine MacRorie, and ny father was the
Heal er Rhys Thuryn, for whomyou are partially naned."

"Rhys and Evai ne's daughter,"” Rhys M chael nurnured, taking it all in. "I remenber both of
them That nmakes you—sone kind of a distant cousin to Mka and Cathan." He | ooked at her
uncertainly. "Are you a—a Heal er, then?"

Rhysel smiled and shook her head. "Alas, no, though ny brother and sister both have that gift."

"And what gift do you have, M stress Liesel?" Mchaela found herself asking, not by conpul sion
this time, but out of genuine curiosity.

Their fair captor smled. "Actually, nmy nane is Rhysel —though |I've nmade, ah, certain
"adjustnents' to ensure that you and your brother won't slip and call nme that. That's part of ny
gift." She shifted her gaze back to the king. "I must ask that you guard your own tongue in that
regard, Sire."

"Then, you—haven't tried to influence nme," Rhys M chael whi spered.

She shook her head. "Alnost certainly, you would have felt ny touch. But if you hope to survive
what may wait for you in Eastmarch, you must allow my touch tonight. Do you know of the power that
your brother bore?"

"What good did it do hinP” the king replied, |ooking dowm at his clasped hands. "The great
lords still killed him in the end."

"Ki ng Javan had sone appalling luck and made some unfortunate decisions that had nothing to do
with whet her or not he had that power," Rhysel retorted. "But if you aren't prepared to neet
Prince Mklos or Marek of Festil on their own terns, it's quite possible that your son will never
even get to be a puppet king!"

Rhys M chael | ooked up sharply at that, and M chael a gasped and set a hand of entreaty on
Rhysel's forearm

"Can you really help us?"

"I can try." Rhysel turned her gol den gaze directly on the king's. "But everything hinges on
your willingness not to resist what is asked of you tonight, Sire—and even that may not be
sufficient."”

Rhys M chael breathed out a heavy sigh

"If you're asking me to open ny mind to you, | don't think I can," he whispered. "I have
shields. Javan tried to get past them but he couldn't."

"Because you were trying to prevent it," Rhysel breathed. "But you can learn to | ower them
W'l I show you how. "

L

Rhysel nodded. "Joram and ny brother Tieg. There's a way to snuggle theminto the castle in
di sgui se. If they should be caught and found out, it's death for both of themand probably death
for the rest of us as well, if anyone draws the correct conclusions—but we're willing to take the
risk, if you agree to do your part."

"And what —ahat would | have to do?" Rhys M chael whispered.

"What ever they ask you to do—whatever they ask, no natter how strange it nay sound or how much
it might frighten you. That goes for all three of you," she added, including Mchaela and Cat han
in her glance.

M chael a swal | owed, not taking her eyes fromRhysel's. "I'll do it," she whispered. "You have
ny word."

"And mne," Cathan agreed.

"And what about you, Sire?" Rhysel nurnmured.

Hardly even breathing for a few seconds, Rhys M chael stared at her searchingl y—he had been
Trut h- Readi ng her for sone tinme—then turned his gaze neutrally to his wife.

"M ka, give ne the Hal dane brooch, please," he said.

As she slowly uncl asped the brooch with trenbling hands, the king got to his feet, the grey
Hal dane gaze neeting Rhysel's unflinchingly.

"You shall have nmy word as well," he said, as Mchael a handed hi mthe brooch. "But for a pledge
as inportant as this, | wish to nake it on sonething nore inportant than even a holy relic." He
cupped his two hands around it and held it slightly toward Rhysel, who al so stood.

"My lady, are you aware what this nmeans to us?" he asked softly.
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Rhysel nodded. "Your aspirations for a Hal dane throne that's free."

“Then, believe ne when | say to you that this is ny npbst sacred oath," the king said, shifting
his right hand to cup over the top of it. "By the life of nmy son who is and the child who shal
be"—his glance darted briefly to Mchael a—I pledge you ny word as an anointed king that | shal
do everything in nmy power to assist you and those who shall cone."

"I swear it also," Mchaela whispered, |laying her hand atop his.

Cathan al so had risen as he saw what his brother-in-law intended, and as the brooch was
extended to himin turn, he kissed the fingertips of his right hand, then laid them over the
brooch now cupped again in the king's hands.

"My faith as well," he said, glancing aside at Rhysel. "There is no holier oath | can swear to
my |liege and king."

Tears were glittering in Rhysel's eyes as Cathan's hand fell away, and she nodded tentatively
toward the brooch.

"May |, Sire?" she whispered

Noddi ng, he held it out to her, still cupped in the hollow of his hands, |ocking his gaze with
hers as she laid both her hands lightly atop it, one overl appi ng the other

"I pledge you my word that | amyour true servant, Sire," she said, "and that | and m ne shall
never play you false. Wat we shall do, we shall do only for good and for the good of this
ki ngdom So help ne CGod." She swall owed at his nod and withdrew her hands.

"I"ll go now, to bring the others. Cathan, if Fulk should return before | do, be certain to
| eave the door ajar to warn ne."

"That I will, nmy lady," Cathan nurnured. "But, is there anything else we should do while you're
gone? Any preparations we shoul d nmake?"

She quirked hima wy snile and picked up her book. "Your prayers would not be aniss."

The bored guards outside the royal apartnents did not question her departure and woul d not
cause probl ens when she returned. Soon, a torch in one hand and book hugged cl ose in the other
she was cautiously exiting the turnpike stair on the library fl oor—sent by the queen to exchange
t he book for another, should anyone inquire.

The Hal dane man-at-arns and gangly squire waiting in the room adjacent to the library wore the
faces of Joram and Tieg, though no one in the castle was likely to recognize either. Joram had
never spent much tine at Court, and he had covered his distinctive silver-gilt hair with a quilted
armng cap and mail coif. In addition, the Hal dane crinson of the surcoat over his |eather
jazerant was very different fromthe Mchaeline blue that had al ways been associated with him

As for Tieg, he had been a child of two or three on his last visit to the castle, a far cry
fromthis lean, |ong-linbed youngster kitted out in the livery of a Hal dane squire. Since
m daft ernoon, soneone had barbered his reddish hair in the stark puddi ng-bow style expected of
young gentlenen in squire's training, reinforcing a disguise that would enable himto nove about
the castle alnost invisibly. As a final touch, Tieg was cradling two dusty, grey-glazed bottles of
wi ne, ostensibly brought up fromthe royal cellars, and the thoroughly bored-|ooking Joramraised
a |l aconic eyebrow as he held up a third.

It was a scenario not likely to be questioned, for one of the illusions that Rhys M chael had
taken pains to maintain during the years of his incarceration was that of a prodigi ous capacity
for alcohol. In fact, far nore wi ne had gone down the royal garderobes than had passed the roya

Iips, but he had quickly | earned that when the great |ords thought himless than sober, they
sonetinmes tended to talk nore freely in front of him Sending down to the royal cellars on the eve
of separation fromhis wife and son was not at all out of character

Noddi ng silent approval, Rhysel sent both of them a quick assessnent of her progress with her
royal charges. Then, after scanning the corridor outside, she scurried back the way she had cone,
so that she might arrive back at the royal apartments before them The guards took only bored note
of her return, and a brief word with each ensured that the two nen soon to arrive would not be
chal | enged. She left her torch in a wall cresset before going inside.

She found the door ajar between the outer anteroom and the solar, as she had feared—though at
| east that meant that Fulk had returned now instead of later, to interrupt inportant work. As she
slipped into the solar and saw Fulk sitting with Cathan at the table, Fulk in the chair the king
had occupi ed, she reflected that she had been | ooking forward to what she was about to do for
nearly as long as she had been resident at the castle.

"Ch, good evening, Sir Fulk. The queen bade nme fetch her a book."

Fulk came to his feet and bowed, casual and sniling, and Cathan gl anced around with a silly
grin. The table had been nostly cleared in her absence, but a silver goblet stood before Fulk, and
another was in Cathan's hand. The latter had his feet propped up on the near arm of the queen's
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enpty chair.

"Too | ate," Cathan said cheerily, raising his cup in salute. "The King's Grace has al ready
changed his plans for the evening. | don't suppose you' d care to change yours as wel|?"

Rhysel smiled and arched an eyebrow as she came closer, a little surprised—and flattered—at his
choice of a ruse, but playing along. Despite his slightly slurred speech, Cathan was not drunk

"Indeed," she replied, "the thought is tenpting—and 'tis a passing fine book of |ove poetry
that's set to go to waste. But with two handsome gentlenmen to choose from—=

Chuckl i ng good-naturedly, Fulk came over to pluck the book from her hands.

"Here, now. Let's see what—=

One of her hands cl osed over one of his, and she had him As his eyes fluttered cl osed, and he
started to sway, she steadied himand glanced at Cathan, indicating the outer door with her chin.
At the sanme tine she tightened her controls and guided the oblivious Fulk to a seat back at the
t abl e—but not the king's chair.

In a mtter of seconds, while Cathan went into the outer chanber to await the others' arrival,
she had made the necessary adjustnents to ensure that Fulk Fitz-Arthur henceforth would be the
king's man first, and not his father's. Qher than that, he was no worse than nost young nen of
his class, and far better than nost. And now that he would be unable to remenber or tell of
anyt hi ng unusual that he night see or hear

She got himback on his feet just as the connecting door fromthe outer chanber gently opened,
and Cathan gl anced in, standing aside then to adnmit Joram and Tieg. Rhysel shot thema relieved
smle as she ushered Ful k past them and Cathan cane in and cl osed the door behind them

"Cone and sit down, Cathan,"” Joramsaid quietly, sweeping off his mail coif and arm ng cap and
tossing themonto the table.

Cat han | ooked around at the sound of his nane, his breath catching in his throat as Joranms
grey eyes caught and held his.

"Sit, please,"” Joramrepeated.

Alittle stiffly, Cathan came to sit in the chair that Joram pulled out fromthe table. Behind
him the door to the royal bedchanber slowly opened to reveal the king and queen. Rhys M chael had
changed fromhis nore relaxed attire of supper and now wore a scarl et Hal dane tunic, secured at
the throat with the Hal dane brooch. And of course he wore the Eye of Rom

"Come in, please," Joramsaid softly. "I hope you won't mnd if we don't stand on cerenony, but
we have a great deal of work to do in a very short tine, if we're to mnimze the danger of
interruption. Cathan, Mchaela, | don't know whether you renmenber that you were born Deryni."

Cathan could react but little, still caught in Joramis control, but M chaela paled and gave a

fai nt gasp.

"I see that Tavis was very efficient,” Joramsaid, flicking a glance at her, then back to
Cat han as he sat easily on the edge of the table. "It's going to be a bit tricky putting back the
menories that were taken away, so we'll do Cathan first, since there's less to do; he was younger
when it happened. The two of you may cone closer and watch, if you wish. I'll try to explain as
go, so it won't seemso frightening. Cathan, | ook at ne, please. There's nothing to fear."

Cat han obeyed wi thout hesitation

"Now. W haven't the tine to go into great detail, but believe nme when | tell you that both you
and your sister used to have sonme Deryni powers, or at |least the potential to be devel oped. To
protect you both, when you were still very young, it becane necessary to block those powers and to
bury the menmory that you ever had them | apol ogize for that, because it cut you off from your

heritage, but it also made you i mmune to the Deryni-specific effects of merasha, which probably
saved your lives. W would have restored you sooner, but not just anyone can do it. Tavis had the
ability, and another man you never knew, but they're both dead. Tieg is the only one left that we
know of .

"He's going to unbl ock those powers now. You needn't be anxious. | think you'll have shields
and a bit nore, but Tieg is going to turn control over to nme after he's put things back. Then |'lI
come in with a deep briefing to catch you up on what you need to know now, as an adult.”

As he glanced at Tieg and gave a slight nod, the young Heal er noved into place behind Cathan's
chair, big Healer's hands cupping gently atop Cathan's sandy head. Cathan's eyes closed of their
own wei ght, and Tieg's went dreany and unfocused.

"Good natural shields," Tieg said softly, after a nonment, "a bit nore that can be devel oped,
though not instantly. No training at all, though. Over to you, Uncle Joram"

As he lifted his hands, flexing his fingers several tines, Jorambestirred hinmself fromhis
perch on the table edge and noved in. Cathan had not noved under Tieg's touch, but the closed
eyelids flickered as Joram set his hands to the younger man's head. After a nonment, as Joram drew
back, Cathan gave a |ong sigh and opened his eyes.
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"C Cathan?" M chael a asked, flinching as he raised his eyes to hers.

"I"'mall right," he said softly, searching first her face and then Rhys Mchael's with his bl ue
gaze. "lIt's as if—as if soneone has lit a lanp inside ny mnd."

He got to his feet as, with a sob, she cane to him burying her face against his chest while he
made awkward little stroking notions on her hair, dislodging several of the roses. Apart, Rhys
M chael watched hel pl essly, not daring to nove closer or to say a word as Joram cane to take her
from her brother. She | ooked up at the Deryni as he put his hands on her shoulders to draw her
away, not taking her eyes fromhis as he urged her to sit where Cathan had sat.

"I promise, there's nothing to fear," he whispered. "Your husband will need your help. Just
cl ose your eyes now, and relax."

Her eyes seened to close of their own accord. She felt Joramis hands fall away, and then the
hands she knew nmust be the boy's were resting gently on her head, the fingertips pressing lightly
agai nst her tenples. She could feel all resistance draining out of her, and then a deep, throbbing
sil ence punctuated by a single, crystalline resonance and the flare of warnth and |ight behind her
eyel i ds.

"Good shields here, too," she heard the boy's voice say, as if through | ayers of cotton wool,
as his hands lifted and others took their place. "See what you can do."

The next thing she knew, she sinply knew a great deal about them and what they planned. As she
opened her eyes, she found herself already considering how best to help Rhysem Her first thought
was to reach out her hand to him sniling as she bade himcome to her. There were tears in the
grey Hal dane eyes as he knelt at her side, taking her hand to cradle it to his |ips.

"M ka?" he nmanaged to rmnurnur.

"I"'mfine," she whispered, fighting back her own tears. "Rhysem what do you see, when you | ook
at me now?"

"I see—a sort of brightness. It's shields, isn't it?" Hys face fell. "But, if | can see them
what about other Deryni? What if Dinmitri sees thenP"

Smi ling, she danped the shields, watching the | ook of awe cone over his face.

"I know how to do that nuch, at least,"” she said. "I'"mnot sure what else, but—+'Il figure that
out some other tinme. Maybe while you're gone. As for Dimtri, | suspect he'll be going along with
you, so we'd better see about getting you some protection. Father Joran®"

Joram had drawn Cathan with himto the door to confer with Rhysel as the royal couple spoke,
and now he notioned themtoward the royal bedchanber.

"We'|l nove in there now, where there's a better chance of privacy," he said. "I've pared the
formalities to the bone, but the rest of our work will require a bit nore intensity. An
interruption could be literally fatal. Cathan will keep Ful k occupi ed and nake certain no one el se
gets past them"

As Cat han passed on into the anteroom Tieg was already noving into the bedchanber, taking
sonet hi ng out of the small pouch at his belt. Rhysel fetched a ball of white wool from one of the
sewi ng baskets in the solar w ndow and foll owed as Rhys M chael got up fromhis knees and hel ped
his wife to her feet. Jorambriefly withdrew to confirmthat Cathan knew his part. Wen he shortly
joined the four of them Rhysel was unwi nding the ball of white wool, laying it down to nmark out
the circunference of a large circle centered on the Kheldish carpet at the foot of the royal bed.

"Sire, could you conme over here, please?" Tieg called softly, fromwhere he was pouring water
into a cup on the little table beside the bed.

Though the king conplied, he cast a wary glance at the snmall blue glass vial in one of Tieg's
hands. It seened alnost to glowin the light of the single candle lit there.

"What' s that?"

"Just sonmething to relax you a little, to take the edge off your nervousness. It's perfectly
harnm ess. You aren't going to | ose consciousness or anything like that."

Rhys M chael swallowed with an audible gulp, |ooking at Joramin appeal as the ol der man cane
to join them

"Joram | don't think | can do this," he whispered, watching as Tieg unstoppered the little
bl ue vial and began counting drops into the cup

"I don't think you can not do it," Joramsaid quietly. "You' ve got very rigid shields and very
little control, and we haven't a great deal of tine to take things gently. This should make our
work a | ot easier—and yours."

Rhys M chael had gone a little pale as Joram spoke, and he glanced with growi ng horror at the
cup Ti eg now extended.

"Joram | can't," he whispered. "You don't understand. You don't know what it's been |like. They
kept ne drugged for nonths after Javan was killed."

"This won't be like that," Joramreplied, taking the cup fromTieg and holding it out to the
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king, "W want to enhance your perceptions, not dull them This is simlar to what was given to
you and your brothers the night your father died. | assure you, there's nothing to fear."

As the king turned away, trenbling, Mchaela canme to him gently laying a hand on one taut
shoul der.

"Rhysem you nust trust them" she said softly. "Joramis right; we haven't a great deal of
time. If he says this will help, we have to believe him Drink it, ny love. Do it for ne, for
Onai n- —=

He cl osed his eyes, shaking his head. "Please, don't ask this of me. | can do it wthout."

"l am aski ng, Rhysem" she went on. "I'm asking the same way you asked, many years ago, when
Cathan and | had to do sonmething simlar. Do you renenber?"

He opened his eyes and | ooked at her in question

"I know |I'd forgotten, until Joram gave ne back ny nenories," she went on. "I was ten. It was
the norning after Cousin Gesele died in her sleep, and the regents wanted to find out if Cathan
and | knew anything. We didn't, of course. But then Archbi shop Hubert said we couldn't see our
parents until after we'd drunk a sl eeping potion. W didn't want to; we were afraid. But then you
came over and took the cups from Hubert, and you said, 'Mka, don't be silly. It's for your own
good. It will only nmake you sleep for a while."' "

She coul d see by his expression that he renmenbered, and she quietly took the cup fromJoram to
hol d near her husband's hand.

"I have to say the sane sort of thing to you now, Rhysem" she whispered. "Don't be silly. It's
for your own good. And it won't even make you sleep; it will only help you relax a little. Isn't
that right, Tieg?"

As the young Heal er nodded, Rhys M chael glanced at him at the cup, then back at Mchaela. He
sai d nothing as he took the cup fromher, and his hand was trenbling, but he drained it in one
| ong draught, w ping his nouth with the back of a hand before setting the cup back on the little
tabl e.

"Good man," Joram nurnured, as Tieg grinned and touched the king's hand in thanks and
reassurance, then noved past himto join Rhysel in the circle. "Now, try to relax for a few
m nutes, until we're ready for you. Try gazing into the candle flane—er lie down, if you w sh."

As Joram |ikewi se led Mchaela to join Tieg and Rhysel in the circle, Rhys M chael drew a deep
shuddering breath and did his best to follow Joram s instructions. He knew he had made a fuss over
sonet hi ng that shoul d have been very mnor, but he could not summon up any guilt about it. Even
t hough he believed he trusted these Deryni who had risked so nuch to come to him the incident had
snmacked far too rmuch of the sort of treatnent he had had at the hands of the great lords in those
early days, and the threat of nore such treatnent if he ever crossed them

He sat hinself down on the edge of the great bed and nade hinmsel f draw anot her deep breath,
gazing into the candle flane. He thought he could begin to feel Tieg's drug working in him but he
wasn't sure. He did seemto feel a bit |ess anxi ous now, and he found his heart rate had sl owed
when he pressed his fingers to the pulse in his neck

He closed his eyes, letting the slow, steady pul se beat take himdeeper, trying to put his fear
asi de, and gradual |y becane aware that the edge of his hand was touching the Hal dane brooch at his
throat. Covering it with his hand, he bowed his head and dared to breathe a prayer that what they
wer e pl anni ng woul d work.

After a while, the prayer drifted into stillness, and renaining upright seened to require too
much effort. It was pleasant and floaty behind his closed eyelids, so he drew another deep breath
and let hinmself lie back on the bed, legs still dangling off the edge. As he outflung his arms to
either side to stretch, a nore fearful and cynical part of himmarked the synbolism as
acknow edgnent that he, like his brothers, was very likely to becone another sacrifice for the
great lords' anbitions, just as the Christ had stretched out H s arms upon the Cross; but a
sterner part of himrejected such defeatist notions and brought his hand back to the brooch, like
a talisman against the great |ords' power over hi mthe Hal dane lion, bold and fierce and proud. He
could feel the cool of the netal and enanel under his hand as he nmade his resolve, and he hardly
even flinched when soneone lightly touched his other wist.

"Sire, we're ready for you," Joramsaid quietly.

chapter Six

Then a spirit passed before ny face; the hair of nmy flesh stood up: It stood still, but | could
not discern the formthereof: an image was before mine eyes, there was silence, and | heard a
Voi ce.

—Job 4:15-16
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Rhys M chael felt a nonentary rush of |ight-headedness as he sat up a bit too quickly, and he
gratefully accepted Joraml s steadying hand as he stood down beside the bed. It took a few seconds
for his vision to settle. He was not exactly dizzy, but he surm sed that Tieg's drug probably was
responsi ble for the faint distancing he seened to be experiencing as he glanced around the room

The very silence was inmbued with a clarity, a sense of expectation, that he had never
experienced before. Beyond the foot of the bed, he could just make out the others gathered in the
circle nmarked out by Rhysel's wool —Rhysel closest, Mka to her right, between him and the door
and Ti eg opposite Rhysel, with his back to the curtai ned wi ndow bay. The arrangenent seened to
strike a familiar chord in Rhys Mchael's nenory, but he could not quite renmenber why. It occurred
to himthat the wi ndow faced east, and that this was significant.

The Iight seenmed odd, too, not so nuch bright as—different. Only two other candl es were burning
in the room besi des the one on the bedside table: one by the door and one on the floor in the
center of the circle, next to what |ooked like a small glazed cup. The latter was hard to make
out, as were the occupants, but if Rhys Mchael squinted his eyes just so, he thought he seened to

detect a faint silvery sheen wapping itself over and around the circle, |ike a huge, al nost
i nvisible bow upturned over it. The hazy gl ow obscured his vision alnost |ike |Iooking through a
fine veil, cobweb-fragile, and he shook his head slightly to try to clear it as Joramled him

forward, heading them between the circle and the foot of the bed.

Instinct warned himnot to try to touch it. Even passing close to it, he felt his skin seemto
crawl . Just past the bed, he noted that the circle was i nconplete. The two ends of white wool that
shoul d have closed it had been fol ded back to either side to |l eave a gap wi de enough for a person
to pass. The Hal dane sword lay on the floor just outside, with its point just touching the nore
easterly side of the gap and angled to suggest an open door. Peering nore closely at the opening,
Rhys M chael thought the air seemed slightly clearer there, as if there really was a door through
sonmet hing just beyond his ability to see.

"Go into the circle and wait in the center, Sire," Joramsaid quietly, as he indicated the
opening. "I'll join you when I've | et Cathan know we're starting."

Rhys M chael could feel the hackles rising at the back of his neck as he passed uneasily into
the circle. Mka cane to himas he entered, gathering himto the center in a silent enbrace that
needed no words. He kissed her gently, and as they drew apart, she kissed her fingertips and
pressed themlightly to the Hal dane brooch at his throat, tears in her eyes. Smiling, he did the
sanme, the wonder of her loyalty and | ove | ending himcourage and determ nation as Joram returned,
passi ng agai n between the circle and the foot of the bed. As Joram bent to pick up the Hal dane
sword, Rhys M chael noticed a small silver cross now hangi ng outside his crinson surcoat, a
tangi bl e remi nder of the Deryni's priestly calling.

Sonehow reassured by that, the king let his wife withdraw to her forner place and turned back
to the opening. As soon as Joram had entered, Tieg crouched down briefly to bring the ends of
white wool together and | oosely knot them synbolically conpleting the circle.

But it was Joranmis action that actually conpleted it, Rhys M chael knew. Setting the point of
the sword to the floor at the left side of where the doorway had been, Joram drew the bl ade
smartly across the former threshold three times. Each stroke seemed to nake the fog intensify in
t he opening, so that when he finished, bending briefly to lay the sword just along that part of
the circle's arc, only the weapon's position remained to indicate where the opening had been

"You stand nowin a warded circle, Sire," Joramsaid softly, comng to turn himtoward Ti eg
now, but well back fromthe candle. "I believe you sensed sonething of its power when you passed
through its gate, which nowis closed. The circle is guarded by the holy archangels, upon whom we
shall call again shortly. A few small preparations are required first, however. G ve me your right
t hunb, please.”

Heart beat qui ckening despite his deternination not to be afraid, Rhys M chael gave Joram his
right hand. As he did so, young Tieg produced a snall piece of parchnent fromhis belt pouch and,
surprisingly, the Haldane Ring of Fire. Joram neanwhile, had drawn a small silver dagger froma
sheath at his belt. Sonmehow, Rhys M chael had the feeling he had seen it before, but he could not
qui te remenber where.

"You' ve gone through part of this before,"” Joram said, conpressing Rhys M chael's thunb beside
the dagger's blade. "The sacrifice of blood and at |east a token test of courage have been
elenments of all the enpowering rituals in which |'ve assisted. The formwe have used has differed,
according to the circunstances, but the bl ood baptismof the Ring of Fire seens to be a constant,
as is the formal nanming of the king. The words you are about to hear were chosen by your father
Ti eg?"

Wth a casual gesture of one Healer's hand, Tieg conjured a fist-sized sphere of greenish
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handfire and set it hanging in the air slightly above their heads. The suddenness of it startled
Rhys M chael, especially so close, but he knew what it was; he had seen Javan conjure handfire
once. But even had he wished it, he could not have pulled back, for Jorams hand held himfast,
his thunb inprisoned close by the shining blade. He forced hinself to |ower his eyes fromthe
handfire as Tieg tilted the square of parchnent toward its |ight and read.

"I will declare the decree. The Lord hath said unto nme, Thou an ny Son: This day have
begotten thee. Ask of me, and | shall give thee the heathen for thine inheritance, and the
utternost parts of the earth for thy possession.”

Rhys M chael blinked at the words. He had heard them before, he was sure, at a time just beyond
the range of recall. He was still trying to renenber where, when Joramdrew his captive thunb
sharply across the dagger's razor edge, to the acconpani nent of other words that struck a chord
somewher e deep inside him

"Rhys M chael Alister Hal dane, King of Gwnedd, be thou consecrated to the service of thy
peopl e."

He coul d not nove. He seenmed frozen in this instant of time. Into the thrunm ng silence that
followed cane the faintly rasping sound of Joramtwi ce drawing the flat of the blade across the
thigh of his breeches to clean it, then the cool, netallic snick of it being sheathed. The bl ade
had been sharp enough to cause no i mmedi ate pain or nuch bl eeding, but Rhys Mchael's jaws
cl enched as Joram conpressed the cut fromthe ends and it gaped open, welling with blood in which
Tieg carefully rolled the dark red stones of the Ring of Fire. The touch of the stones agai nst raw
fl esh nmade the king bite back a gasp of real pain, all his body tensing, but then the wounded
thunmb was being pressed to the parchnent Tieg handed to the el der Deryni, nere pressure that
al l oned the cut to close

The action gave the young Heal er brief respite to pull a bit of clean linen fromhis pouch and
wi pe the thunb clean, then clasp it in one hand for a few blurred seconds. The pain ceased; and
when Tieg opened his hand a norment |later, releasing the king's thunmb, the wound was conpletely
heal ed.

Joram meanwhile, had bent briefly to retrieve the cup at their feet. Rhys M chael guessed that
the liquid half filling it was water, but by the greenish light of the handfire above, he could
not be sure. Joram | ooked very focused as he slightly lifted the cup between themin his |eft
hand, the parchnment held over it on his open right palm He did not even blink as the parchnent
burst into flames and, within a few heartbeats, was reduced to a nere snippet of ash. This he
ti pped into the cup, watching the ash disintegrate as he spoke again.

"G ve the king Thy judgnents, O God, and Thy righteousness unto the king's son.™

Rhys M chael breathed a fervent "Amen," and |l et the words sink into his soul as Joramheld the
cup closer to Tieg. The Heal er carefully slipped the bloodstained Ring of Fire into the cup, then
sumoned t he handfire down beside the cup while Joramgently swirled the ring around the bottomto
stir the contents. Wen it was done to both their satisfaction, Tieg drew the handfire back into
hi s hand and quenched it, leaving the circle lit only by the candle near their feet and the two
el sewhere in the room

"You drank of a simlar cup once before, Sire," Joramsaid quietly. "As we proceed, | expect
you'll begin to remenber. W shall nowreiterate the bl essings that nmade it potent by nore than
bl ood, calling upon our archangelic guardians to witness our intent. Stand where you are and
attend. It's customary to turn as we invoke the various Quarters, beginning in the East."

So saying, he passed the cup to Tieg, then stepped back to the edge of the circle closest to
the foot of the bed as Tieg |ikewi se retreated to the easternnost |linmt of the circle. O asping
the cup between his Healer's hands, Tieg briefly bowed his head over it, then lifted his face
heavenward, eyes closed. H's deep voice was | ow and nusical, al nbst singing words Rhys M chael had
heard before—-he coul d al nost remenber when.

"O Lord, Thou art holy indeed: the fountain of all holiness. In trenbling and humility we cone
before Thee with our supplications, asking Thy bl essing and protection on what we nust do this
ni ght. "

Slightly elevating the cup, he shifted his right hand to extend the palmflat above it, lifting
his eyes to a Presence that only he seened able to see.

"Send now Thy holy Archangel Raphael, O Lord, to breathe upon this water and nmake it holy, that
he who shall drink it may justly command the el enent of Air. Amen."

Shifting the sunmmmoni ng hand to support the foot of the cup, he raised it just above eye |eve
and threw back his head, eyes closing as a faint breeze stirred his reddish hair, swirling once
around the circle's confines and then subsiding. Rhys Mchael, standing at the circle's center
felt the ghost-breath of the stirring as a crawing of the fine hairs on his forearns and a chill
along his spine. As Tieg |lowered the cup, the king found hinself joining his hands in an attitude

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt (36 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:37 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

of prayer, fingers pressed to his lips, only now beginning to realize the magnitude of what they
Cal | ed.

The young Healer smled faintly, bowing slightly to the king before noving slightly to his |eft
to hand the cup to Mchaela. Rhys Mchael turned to face her, but she did not seemreally to see
him so intent was she upon young Tieg. She received the cup as if it bore the Bl essed Sacranent,
reverently bowi ng her head over it before lifting it as he had, with pal mextended flat above it,
drawi ng upon the know edge they had given her of her heritage.

"O Lord, Thou art holy indeed: the fountain of all holiness. W pray Thee now to send Thy holy
Archangel of Fire, the Blessed Mchael, to instill this water with the fire of Thy | ove and nake
it holy. So may he who drinks of it justly comand the elenent of Fire. Anen."

Rhys M chael fancied he could see blue flanes flickering above the rimas she lifted it in
further offering, though he could not inmagine that she had the power to craft such fire herself.
What ever its source, her face seemed agl ow as she carefully passed the cup to Rhysel. Only
reluctantly did he take his eyes from her as she backed into her place and the younger worman bowed
briefly over the cup, then lifted it in supplication

"O Lord, Thou art holy indeed: the fountain of all holiness. Let now Thine Archangel Gabri el
who rules the stornmy waters, instill this cup with the rain of Thy wi sdom that he who shall drink
hereof may justly command the el ement of Water. Anen."

Rhys M chael flinched as thunder seened to runmble softly all around him glancing instinctively
at the door beyond M chaela, for surely they nust be able to hear it in the next room A
glittering mst seemed to gather above the cup as Rhysel spread her hand hi gher above the cup
al nost -1 ightnings crackling and spitting fromhand to contents.

A whiff of the sharp, clean scent of sumrer thundershowers prickled briefly at his nostrils,
and when she | owered the cup, beads of npisture were stream ng down the outside, dripping on the
carpet as she took it to Joram The priest appeared nonplussed, as did Rhysel, only w ping his
right hand against the tail of his surcoat before extending it over the cup he raised. Despite
their apparent nonchal ance, the king felt a shudder of fear tighten along his spine, and he had to
clasp his hands tightly together to stop their trenbling as Joram spoke.

"O Lord, Thou art holy indeed: the fountain of all holiness. Let Uiel, Thy nessenger of
darkness and of death, instill this cup with all the strength and secrets of the earth, that he
who shall drink hereof may justly command the el enrent of Earth. Amen."

Very suddenly, in an instant of unexpected vertigo, Rhys M chael seenmed to feel the floor lurch
under his feet. Though it ended al nost as soon as begun, he had to scranble to regain his bal ance,
arnms briefly outflung in nmindless dismay until the roomstabilized. He could hear the holl ow,
tinkling sound of the Ring of Fire rattling against the inside of the cup as Joramlowered it, and
his heart was still pounding as the Deryni bade himturn to face Ti eg again.

The young Heal er had cone forward to take up the candl e, renmaining deeper in the circle as
Joram noved in beside himwith the cup, and Rhys M chael found hinmself sinking to his knees before
them The candlelight lit their faces eerily frombelow also lighting the cup with nercil ess
clarity, and he knew he was trenbling again.

"I can't tell you exactly what to expect next," Joramsaid quietly, studying the taut, upturned
face of the young man kneeling before him "I think you realize that this cup is now potent with
far nmore than water and Hal dane bl ood. Drinking it should be sufficient to take you past whatever
has prevented your assunption of your father's power—but if It isn't, I'll step in. Possibly Tieg
as well. Try not to resist whatever happens. You probably can, if you' re determ ned not to |et
anyt hi ng past your shields, but it won't be in your best interests.™

Rhys M chael nodded dimy. He was very nuch aware of the power in the cup Joram now held out to
him a power whose promi se he knew he had tasted before, at his father's hands. But as his own
hands cl asped around it and brought it to his heart, a flash of the futility of it all nearly made
himdrop it.

"Rhys M chael Alister Hal dane, you are the true King of Gwnedd, God's anointed," he heard
Joram sayi ng softly, as if through a fog. "Drink. By this nystery shall you cone to the power that
is your Divine Right, as king of this realm and even so shall you instruct your own sons, in due
time."

Rhys M chael raised the cup in shaking hands and drank it to the dregs, wanting it to be true,
praying that it was true. The draught was bitter with ash and despair, flat with the faint salt-
taste of his blood and his nortality. Al too briefly, he thought he sensed sonethi ng vaguely
stirring deep within him the ghost flickers of unfam liar imges teasing behind his closed
eyelids, but he could not seemto bring it to focus.

Choki ng back a sob of frustration, frantic to catch and hold the Sight, he sank back on his
hunkers and blindly scrabbled the Ring of Fire out of the bottomof the enpty cup, shoving the ash-
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smeared band of it hard onto his left hand. The nonentary disconfort as it grazed across his
knuckles flared as a fleeting glinpse of psychic clarity that made hi m gasp, canme and was gone
al nost before it could register

No! Cone back! a forlorn part of himpleaded, sightless eyes straining at the darkness.

Hands huddl ed to his breast half in prayer, he found hinself rubbing at the knuckle he had
scraped in donning the ring. In that instant he becane acutely aware of another presence in the
circle, both famliar and strange—ot Joramor Tieg or either of the wonen—ne who had the power
to give himhis Sight, if only he could focus, could bring the vision through. But how?

"Pl ease, help me," he whispered, slowy collapsing over his clasped hands. "Help ne, whoever
you are. Help ne to See, for the sake of my Crown and ny ki ngdom "

As he huddl ed there in a miserable ball of hopel essness, shaking his head in denial at his
seem ng i npotence, he felt the cool sleekness of the Hal dane brooch hard at his throat. Suddenly
sonet hi ng Joram had said earlier came clear as crystal in his nind: The sacrifice of blood ... the
test of courage ..

In that instant he knew what he nust do. Reason shrank fromthe perfornming of it, but his
fingers were already funbling at the clasp of the brooch, easing the sleek | ength of shining netal
pin fromthe throat of his tunic, testing the sharpness of it against a questing thunb.

"Sire?" cane Joramis tentative query from sonmewhere far away.

He shook his head enphatically, shrinking away fromthe other's touch, opening the clasp w de
so he could get a firmgrip around the brooch itself as he poised the point of the sharp netal pin
agai nst the palmof his left hand.

"Don't touch ne!" he whispered. "I have to do this!"

He felt the pulse pounding in his ears and the surge of hopeful ness welling up within him
Merely nortal flesh shrank fromthe certainty of the pain to cone, but he offered up his fear in a
heartfelt entreaty to Those who watched, of whose presence he had no doubt; to that O her who he
prayed woul d be his salvation; and to H min Wose service he had been anointed as king. Unlike
his father or his brother Javan, he had never considered hinmself particularly religious, but he
sensed the fitness of some formal seal on what he now did

"I'n the nane of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit," he whispered, pouring all
his will and longing into the invocation. "Not ny will but Thi ne be—done!"

He jamed the clasp hone on the final word, a part of him detached and al nost surprised at how
hard it was to force such a slender sliver of netal between bones and sinews.

And the pain of it—a blinding, burning agony centered in his palmbut racing up his armto
lance into his brain in an expl osion of white-hot light. The nass of the brooch itself was |ike
molten netal in his hand, but far worse was the raging inferno that kindled in his head.

The fire illumi nated old, |ong-buried nmenories—standing fearlessly before his father and
drai ni ng another cup, his father's hands | aid upon his head as power came surging through in a
fountaining of Iight and heat, stirring the power and setting its access in place, then reinposing
Bl i ndness, setting constraints that should have | oosed six years ago and nore, when Javan died ..

But besides his father's hands in nenory, other hands suddenly were on his head here and now,
and they were not Joramis hands, or Tieg's. He could feel the presence behind the hands pushing,
probing, insisting, entreating, but his own defenses surged up in rebellion. He sensed the benign
intent of that O her and knew he must not resist, but he could not seemto sumon up the will to
yield. In desperation, he janmed the brooch harder against his palmand gave a twist, shifting the
i mpal i ng shaft of gold between the bones of his hand.

The new pain brought his intention abruptly and sharply to a focus, blossoning out like a
flower of light, pushing back his shields, baring his soul to that Gther who waited. As he felt
t he wei ght of ghost-hands upon his head, |ight exploded behind his eyelids with a white-hot
brilliance, and his brief awareness of illum nation faded snmoothly into oblivion

chapter seven

Thanks be to God for H's unspeakable gift.
—+1 Corinthians 9:15

Joram briefly had glinpsed that other presence in their circle and knew that Tieg had seen it,

too, by the startled | ook on his face. But as the king gave a little nmoan and col | apsed onto his
side, twitching alarm ngly, Joramrel egated any personal dismay to that deeply guarded inner place
reserved for things he did not understand or entirely approve of. He doubted whether Tieg had
recogni zed the figure as his G andfather Canber, Joranmis father, but the boy would surely ask
about it later. Miuch to Jorami s dismay, "Saint" Canber had acquired a disconcerting tendency to
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make unexpected appearances during nagi cal workings, at |east for Hal danes. Whether this betokened
merely an ongoing interest in that royal House's well-being or was sign of nore far-reaching
intent, Joramhad no idea; but with the king's life hanging in the balance, this was not the tine
or place to debate the issue, even with hinself.

"Don't touch him" he ordered, as Tieg started to go to the stricken king. "Let it run its
course!"”

Ti eg drew back, though obedience clearly was at odds with the Healer's instincts urging him
forward. Rhysel had gone to the queen as Rhys M chael collapsed, preventing her intervention, and
gl anced at her uncle in query as the king's nmovenent ceased and Joramfinally dropped to his knees
besi de him

"Al'l right, it's done," he murmured, darting a glance of sumobns at Tieg as he rolled the king
onto his back. "I think he'll be all right. This follows the sane pattern as other Hal dane
enpoweri ngs. Rhysel, please close down the circle while we see how he is. Your H ghness, you'l
help nost if you don't interfere.”

Wi te-faced, M chael a nodded and sank to her knees where she stood, freeing Rhysel to take up
the sword and set about closing the circle. Tieg had already cone to crouch at the king' s head,
setting his candle aside to lay both hands across the pal e forehead.

After a noment, he turned his attention to Rhys Mchael's left hand, grimacing as the |ength of
gold protruding fromits back briefly snagged against a fold of scarlet tunic. Turning the hand
pal mup, he gently unbent the fingers still clasped around the heavy enanel ed brooch, then
carefully drewit free. Two small, alnost bloodl ess puncture wounds renained, in the pal mand on
the back of the hand.

"That can't have been easy, on several counts," Tieg said as he handed off the brooch to Joram
"Hands are tough, and very sensitive to pain. At |east what he did seens to have acconpli shed what
was necessary. Were you expecting this?"

Joram shook his head. "Not this, precisely,” he said, "but it was clear very quickly that
somet hi ng nore was going to be necessary to focus him He obviously figured out what it was."

Shaki ng his head, Tieg clasped the wounded hand in one of his own, fingers covering the two
smal | punctures. When he released it, after a few seconds of concentration, both wounds had
di sappear ed.

"How | ong will he be unconscious?" Joram asked, as the young Healer shifted his attention back
to the king's head.

"Hard to tell. And when he does cone around, all he's going to want to do is sleep. W'd better
get himinto bed. | do want to see himstirring before we | eave, though.”

"But he does have full powers?" Joram asked, as Tieg slid an armunder the royal shoulders to
lift himto a sitting position.

"Well, | don't know how full is full, in the case of a Hal dane, but there's certainly a |ot
nore there than there was before.”

"And could you block it, if you had to?" Joram persisted.

Ti eg shot himan incredul ous | ook. "If you re asking whether he feels |like one of us, the
answer is yes. And | can sense the triggerpoint. You don't really want me to touch it, though, do
you?"

"Good God, no. I'mjust trying to figure out howthis all works. Let nme give you a hand with
him™"

Toget her they pulled the unconscious king to his feet, an anxi ous M chaela al so rising, though
she did not try to interfere. Behind them Rhysel had closed the circle and was briskly w nding up
the I ength of white wool that had delineated its boundaries. Rhys M chael began to revive as they
manhandl ed himtoward the bed, legs noving jerkily at first, then starting to support a little of
his weight as he tried to lift his head and | ook around.

"You're going to be fine, Sire," Tieg reassured him "Don't try to exert yourself. W' re going
to put you to bed now "

They braced hi magai nst the edge of the bed so they could begin undressing him letting
M chael a hel p. He was an al nost dead-weight at first, but he seenmed to be aware of his
surroundi ngs by the tinme they drew the sleeping furs up around his chest. M chaela had crawl ed up
onto the other side of the bed and was sitting cross-1egged beside him watching fearfully as her
husband' s eyes scanned around hi mand gradual |y began to regi ster reason

"I know you nust be very tired, Sire," Joramsaid, as the king's bleary gaze net his. "That's
conpletely to be expected. The best thing you can do now is sleep. There will be a | ot of demands
on you tonorrow and in the days to cone, and you'll want to tread slowy and cautiously as you
explore the limts of your power."

Rhys M chael managed a weak nod and reached out to take M chaela's hand. She was smiling and
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crying, both at the sane tine.

"Mka, it worked," he whispered.

"Yes, ny darling."

"Way did | fight this? How coul d anyone not want it?"

"What you do not want," Joramsaid grinmy, "is any extra scrutiny. Unfortunately, | can't stay
around to hel p you ease into wi sdomon how to use your powers. | can only beg you to go slowy and
be very, very careful, until you can find ways to shift the balance safely. The great lords did
not achieve their positions of influence overnight, and you aren't going to get rid of them
instantly, either. If all of themwere to disappear right now, you wouldn't have the experienced
support you'll need to reign effectively—especially if Eastmarch should turn into a full-blown
war, God forbid. That support can be gathered, but not all at once.

"For now, your primary concern is to neet the challenge of Mklos of Torenth and stay alive.
Remenber that you're still nortal. Mugic you may have, but swords and arrows, poison—they can all
still kill you, if you aren't careful."

"I'l'l remenber," Rhys M chael murnured, earnest resolution in his eyes. "Thank you, Father
Joram—and Tieg. And pl ease—thank that other man who was in the circle with us, there at the end.
I"mnot sure | could have done it, if it hadn't been for him"

Joram cl osed his eyes briefly, knowi ng he had not heard the last of this, then nodded. "W'd
better go," he murnmured, glancing at Tieg. "W don't want to press our |uck-—er yours. | w sh
there were tinme to establish a contact link for future comrunication, but you're in no condition
right now Later, perhaps, after you've returned. Meanwhile, Rhysel will continue to be your go-
bet ween. God keep you, Sire—and your Hi ghness. You'd both best sleep now "

As he and Tieg slipped out of the room Rhysel follow ng, Mchaela snuggled down to |ay her
head agai nst her husband's shoulder. He sniled as he let his armencircle her, reaching out
drowsily with a tendril of thought to gently brush her mind. To his pleased surprise, he felt the
feat her-brush of her response in kind, fragile but exquisite. It was thus that he all owed hinself
to drift into sleep, enwapped in her love and secure in the expectation that, at last, he had a
weapon to use agai nst his enem es.

One of those enenies even then was prow ing the darkness not far away, bound on an errand for

ot her masters besides those to whom he answered in the castle. Unseen, the Deryni Dimtri nade his
way along a dimlit range of vaulted cellars, silent as a wisp of fog. Torches burned here and
there along the stone-flagged corridor, but the pools of |ight they cast were far apart, |eaving
wi de areas of darkness between

The alcove Dinmitri sought was well screened by one of these patches of darkness, and here he
hid hinmself to wait. Very shortly his intended victimcane sauntering along the corridor as
expect ed—a bored and gul libl e young guard nanmed losif, who had served Dimitri's purposes before.

He was bigger than Dimtri, and nuch younger, full-featured and powerfully built, with a nop of
curly black hair above the scarlet surcoat that covered body arnor of boiled | eather. He was arned
with short sword and dagger. One big hand bore a torch aloft, and the other swng a |arge ring of
keys. Though his nere size would have nade him a forni dabl e opponent, Dinmitri had no intention of
ever letting their relationship becone adversarial on any |evel

Poi sed to make his nove, he waited until the young man had cone just abreast of the al cove,
then reached out one hand to seize the man's nearer wist, at once securing control and draw ng
himinto the al cove, his free hand catching up the ring of keys before they could fall. Hs
victims eyes had closed at Dimtri's touch, and he offered no resistance as his torch hand slowy
sank.

"CGood evening, losif," Dinmtri whispered, snmling slightly as he rescued the torch and snuffed
it against the wall. "You do not renenber me, but | pronise you shall remenber your reward, if you
survive this night's work. Sit and be at ease now. | nust reach very far tonight."

olivious to his nortal danger, the younger man sank at once to a sitting position against the
wal | , booted | egs splayed wide to brace hinself, head lolling agai nst the rough stone at his back
bi g hands |ying open and notionl ess beside his |eather-clad thighs. Hi s captor bent to set keys
and torch within easy reach to either side, then folded to sit cross-1egged between the younger
man's knees. Drawing a deep breath then, Dimtri leaned slightly forward and reached up to |ay
hands on either side of the curly head, fingers slipping through the thick hair and thunbs com ng
to rest on the tenples.

"You cannot resist ne," he whispered, dark gaze fixing on the blur of his victims closed eyes.
"I regret that it nay be necessary to hurt you, but | shall try to be brief. Look at me, losif.
Open your eyes ... and now open your soul "

The young man's breath caught in a little gasp, but he obeyed. The Deryni's thunbs tightened.
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Ignoring the brief flash of dread in his subject's eyes, Dinitri at once breached the puny human
defenses, quelling the stifled npan that passed the other's lips as he forced the pat hways open
wi de and pushed deep into the other's mnd, to the very core of life-force. He could taste the
pai n he caused as he began to pull the power to drive his intent, but he balanced his speed to a
| evel that was safe enough, if less than confortable. If he had to draw too deeply or for too

| ong, true danage woul d be done, but that was a calculated part of the risk—tosif's risk

Steely-willed, Dimtri drove his call outward then, tight-focused toward the mnd that should
be waiting for his contact.

Fi ndi ng the connection he sought took | onger than he would have |iked—osif was tiring
qui ckl y—but once the lIink was secured, the comunication itself was quick and snoboth, briefly
gi ddyi ng as the other probed deep and then wi thdrew enough to pass on further instructions before
di smantling the contact.

In the space of a heartbeat, Dimtri was alone in his subject's mind once again, blinking
dazedly back to normal awareness. The pounding of his own heart indicated that the operation just
conpl eted had taken far nore out of himthan it usually did, so he drew a |long, slow breath and
pulled a bit nore energy fromlosif to stabilize hinself, breathing out then with a relieved sigh.
The young guard | ooked pasty-faced and al nost feverish as Dimtri assessed the cost, and the pul se
in the side of losif's neck fluttered weak and thready under his captor's fingers.

"A near-run thing, eh, ny hapless young friend?" Dinmitri whispered, shifting alittle energy
back to better bal ance the younger nman. "Now you shall have what you desire, but consider
careful ly what dream you shall wish for in the future. Succubi are passing fickle, and sonetines
cruel. Pleasure they nmay give, but not always do they reckon well a nortal nount's endurance."

A sly smle curved at his lips as he set the old scenario in notion, for well he knew what mnen
like losif desired, in the loneliness of the long night watch. The erotic fantasy starting to stir
at the edges of the younger man's awareness was tailored to fuel the nost profound of carna
| ongi ngs.

The dream woul d be brief but vivid, after which a shaken and exhausted losif would be off on
his rounds again. If he did not actually ascribe his condition to a literal visitation by the
del ect abl e succubus of nocturnal nmenory, he certainly would be convinced that his exhaustion cane
of an exquisitely satisfying dream-—<l andestine bliss stolen while he sought a catnap in one of the
several hiding places he had discovered were safe fromhis sergeant's prying. And it was sonethi ng
he woul d never report to his superiors or even a confessor

So losif would keep his secret—and Dimtri's—and the odd partnership would continue as |ong as
Dimtri had need of him-er until the night canme, as it could at any tinme, when Dimtri nust drain
his subject past recovery. A less skilled nmage m ght sinply have killed his subjects after each
ni ght's work—supplying such an illusion as Dinmitri's required extra effort and a bit of
i magi nati on—but Dinmtri was savvy enough to realize that a series of nysterious deaths would have
aroused suspi ci on.

No, far better to use the sane subject again and again, and give the workman generous
conpensation for his labors. As Dimtri got to his feet, the younger nman al ready was beginning to
breathe nore heavily, face flushing with anticipated ecstasy.

Smiling slightly as he shook his head, Dimtri put the man fromhis nind and gl anced out into
the main corridor, scanning left and right. He had his orders; time enough to begin inplenenting
them tonorrow, as opportunities presented thensel ves. Several ideas had occurred to him al ready

Hi s naster, meanwhile, had also paid a price for the night's work. Far away, in the cool darkness
of a sparsely furnished tower roomof a castle called Culliecairn, Prince Mklos of Torenth |ay
still as death and set hinself the wel cone discipline of running slowy through a spell to banish
fatigue. These far contacts necessary to maintain input fromhis agent in Rhermuth always |eft him
drai ned, even when he augnented his energies, and it was hard on the subjects from whom he
borrowed those energies. The sturdy captain sprawl ed unconscious in the chair beside the canp bed
was accustoned to serving his prince in this wise, but even with a Healer's nministrations, he was
apt to require a day abed to fully recover. But the extra power had to come from sonmewhere, and a
subordi nate could spare it far nore easily than M Kkl os.

Stirring a little stiffly, the prince opened his eyes and carefully stretched each long |inb
before sitting up with a sigh. Long blond hair tunbled | oose around his shoul ders as he bent his
head to press the heels of both hands hard against his forehead. At this sign of life, a shorter
darker young man of a simlar age canme over to pour wine into a pair of silver goblets, handing
one to the man just awakened before flouncing down in another chair beside the narrow canp bed.

"l | ?"
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"It proceeds according to plan," the fairer man replied, lifting his cup in salute and then
drinking it down. "The Hal dane has taken the bait and will be here within a fortnight."

The younger man | aughed aloud and lifted his own cup in answer. "Well done, Dimtri! | really
didn't think they'd let himcone out. | thought they'd sinply send an arny."

"They are sending that, too," Mklos said mldly. "And it renmains to be seen whether he can be
lured into a confrontation of the sort you seek, once he arrives."

Marek of Festil snorted and set his cup beside his chair.

"I don't see why not. If he thinks he can get Culliecairn back by negotiation, why should he
wish to risk nmen's lives in battle?"

“True enough. However, he seens rightly to have deduced that we have not ny brother's support
in this venture, and that you are as yet in no position to make hima serious mlitary chall enge
These insights show a far keener understanding of political realities than we had been led to
expect. We may have been nistaken in assuming that he is controlled by his great lords."

"Dimitri swears that he is," Mrek said.

"I prefer to judge that for nyself, | think. We can afford to go slowy."

"M klos, |'ve been going slowy for twenty-three years," Marek said, exasperation in his voice.
"I"'mthe sane age ny father was when the Haldane's father killed him It's tinme | found out
whet her the Hal dane nagic that killed ny father passed to his son. | don't think it did, or he
woul d have used it by nowto free hinself fromhis great |ords."

"I aminclined to agree; and if you are correct, | shall kill himfor you."

"I can kill himnyself."

"You probably could. However, if we both are wrong, and the Hal dane magic is his, it is best
that | be the one to find this out. The House of Festil can ill afford the loss of its head at

this time. Your heir is less than a year old, Marek."

"And you have no heir," Mrek pointed out.

M kl os shrugged and smil ed. "The ganble of a younger son, cousin. | have yet to establish ny
dynasty, but if it's to be done, better on the basis of |lands won than | ands nerely given, however
generous one's benefactor.”

"When | am king," Marek nurnured, reaching across to clasp his cousin's arm "when we have won
back ny lands, | shall make you Duke of Moryn, holding all of southern Gwnedd. And it will be
because you have won it, not because anyone deigned to give it."

"Which is precisely why | amwilling to be a little reckless in your cause," Mklos replied
with a sly snmile. "Now, here is what | have asked Dimtri to do."

* * *

At that nmonent, what Dimtri had been asked to do was of far |ess concern to himthan naking his
way back to the privacy of his own quarters for sone nuch-needed sl eep. Soul-weary fromhis work
of the past hour, and grown at once arrogant and conpl acent through several years' supposition
that he was the only Deryni at large in Rhenuth Castle, he hardly noticed or cared that his

shi el ds were sl oppy as he began to clinb a turnpike stair |eading upward. What nere human woul d
notice his vulnerability, should he chance to neet anyone?

But others noticed. Nor were they nerely human. En route back to the Portal room beside the
library, just emerging fromthe turnpike stair that had led them down fromthe | evel of the roya
apartnments, Joram and Tieg paused to gl ance quickly along the corridor and then back down the
stairwell as they sensed the flare of undisciplined shields sonewhere nearby. Simultaneously cane
the faint, paddi ng whi sper of soft-shod footsteps ascending the turnpi ke stair fromfarther bel ow,
confirm ng the source of the flare. But there should be no other Deryni here!

Hardly breathing, Joramset a hand on Tieg's forearm tight-shuttered conmunication passing
bet ween them By keeping their own shields | ocked down, they should be able to avoid betraying
their identity as Deryni; but they stood little chance of going unnoticed, for Tieg carried a
torch. Nor dared they risk being seen entering the little roombeside the library.

But their mere appearance shoul d arouse no suspicion, dressed as man-at-arns and squire. As
such, they had every right to be about the castle at this hour. Could the intruder say as nuch?
VWho was he?

The only way to find out was to brazen it out. Shields pulled close, they turned back onto the
| anding to await whoever was conming, Tieg holding his torch aloft in sinple courtesy. The
footsteps continued up the stairwell, torchlight now breaking around the newel post, preceding the
one who bore it.

Agai nst the glare of the other man's torch, Joram could nake out but little of his features,
but his raiment was bl ack and nonkish. Joramfelt the other's flare of interest as he becane aware
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of them but no suspicion. And before sinple interest could shift to suspicion, Tieg boldly
reached out to grasp the hand holding the torch, at the same tine plunging deep for the
triggerpoint, stripping the other's powers bare and plumeting himinto oblivion

The man had no tine to cry out, even in his mnd. Consciousness sinply ceased. He went rigid
rat her than buckling at the knees, for Tieg's controls held himimmbile. After a taut instant to
confirmhis work, the young Heal er handed off first one torch and then the other to Joram
shifting his hands then to either side of the man's head to Read him Wthin seconds he gl anced
back at Joramin consternation.

"Good God, Joram this is Dimtri!"

Joram noved in beside himimediately, glancing around surreptitiously as he stubbed out one
torch against the wall and then conducted his own quick probe of their captive's mnd. The breadth
and depth of Dimitri's ongoi ng deception was so vast as to be al nost unbelievabl e, except that
Joram had seen the results all too clearly. That the Deryni double agent was no | onger capabl e of
any deception or subterfuge hardly mattered, for his work for the great |lords had cost the lives
of scores of innocent nmen and worren, over the years. His work for Prince Mklos of Torenth and the
Festillic Pretender, Prince Marek, bespoke even nore convol uted plots and betrayals.

W'l | take himback to the haven, Joramsaid in Tieg's mind. | plan to strip himdry before
kill him

That's risky, Tieg returned. If he just disappears, awkward questions are likely to be asked,
maybe even of the king.

If no body is ever found, his disappearance will remain a nystery, Joramreplied. They have no
other Deryni to investigate it, and Fulk will verify that Dimtri never cane near the roya
apartnments and the king never left themwhich is all quite true. Help ne get himup.

chapt er eight

Who causeth the righteous to go astray in an evil way, he shall fall hinself into his own pit.
—Proverbs 28:10

Wth but a few hours renaining before dawn, Joramfinally decided not to kill Dimtri.
"The tenptation is alnost irresistible," he said to his closest advisors. "God knows he
deserves to die. But considering what we've learned, | think he can serve our purposes far better

if we return himprecisely where Paulin and Hubert think he ought to be—with his orders suitably
redirected, of course."

Bi shop Niallan sat back wearily in his chair, absently rubbing one hand over his short-clipped
grey beard.

"I just don't know, Joram Granted, he'd be in a position to do us several very large favors,
but this does conplicate an already precarious situation."

The subject of their discussion still |lay where he had been deposited sone hours before,
oblivious even to their presence, stretched out notionless on the |Iong table previously taken up
by maps and strategy papers. Still stripped of his powers and, therefore, quite humanly

vul nerable, Dimtri had been subjected to the npbst thorough and rigorous exam nation of which the
very proficient Deryni ranged around this table were capable. The full extent of his service to
the great |ords now was known, as well as the superior allegiance he owed to Mkl os of Torent h—and
had owed, fromlong before he allowed hinmself to be recruited by Paulin of Ranps.

"Well, it was an incredible double deception,” DomRi ckart said, glancing toward the head of
the table, where Jesse MacGregor was still imrersed in trance, fine-tuning Dimtri's new orders
whil e Queron and Ti eg observed. "And what incredible [uck, that he should just walk into your
hands like that."

"What incredible luck, that one of our people hasn't just wal ked into his hands, over the |ast

few years," Joramcountered. "And if he'd ever gotten his hands on the king, it would have been
the end of him W' ve all seen what suspicions he already had."

"Which is all the nore reason to sinply kill himand be done with it,"” Ansel said. "The very
t hought of letting himgo back alive, even controlled—

"Ansel, the idea doesn't exactly thrill ne either," Joramsaid sharply. He was still wearing
hi s Hal dane harness and | ooked taut and irritated. "I"'mquite aware of the risks. But his

di sappearance just now, on the eve of departure for a major nmilitary expedition, would raise far
too many questi ons—as would his death by 'natural causes.' "

"Didn't we elimnate sone Custodes priest just before Javan's coronation and nake it | ook like
nat ural causes?" Dom Ri ckart said thoughtfully.

"Yes, and Paulin was suspicious at the time, even though he was never able to put a finger on
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anything," Joramreplied. "I don't think we dare use that ruse again, at least not in this
i nstance. A convenient and fatal 'accident' would be useful, but that's far nore difficult to

arrange so that it's convincing, especially on short notice. And needl ess to say, we daren't even

consider any formof killing that would be recogni zabl e as nurder."

Ni al | an gave a resigned sigh and bowed his head on one hand, rubbing at his eyes.

"So, if we do send himback controlled, how effective do you think he'll be?"

"Not very, and not for long, but he might have time and opportunity to elimnate at |east a few
of the opposition," Joramsaid. "Mklos will be the biggest Iimting factor in that regard. The
nature of the contact link he's forged with Dimtri ensures that he'll spot our tanpering, if

Dimtri nakes the expected contact. So we can't allowthat. And if Dimtri doesn't nake the
contact, Mklos eventually will becone suspicious and try to force it—which he's quite capabl e of
doing. Either way, Dinitri's a dead man."

"What if the great |ords get suspicious first?" Ansel asked.

Joram shrugged. "A | ot depends on the circunstances, but the end result is pretty much the
same. Since they know what he is, they're sure to dose himw th nmerasha before the questioning

goes very far. Gven the zeal of Custodes inquisitors, they'|ll probably enploy torture if he
doesn't break fairly quickly—which he won't. His final defense is set beyond a very high pain
threshold. | don't much care whether he tells about working for Torenth, so long as he dies before

revealing that he's also becone a triple agent."

"I gather he has a death-trigger set,"” Dom Ri ckart said.

Joram nodded. "Quite a powerful one. It's a mark of his devotion to Mklos that he willingly
allowed it to be set, so there could be no possibility of himbetraying MKklos under pressure.
Fortunately, with his powers tenmporarily suspended, it's possible for Jesse to—adjust it."

"Just like that?" Ansel said indignantly. "A nice, clean death-trigger? You nean that after al
the deaths he's caused, he just gets to suicide out?"

"He'll still be dead," Dom Ri ckart pointed out, faintly disapproving. "And suicide is hardly a
cl ean way out, if you accept the teachings of the Church on taking one's own life."

Bi shop Ni allan waggled a hand in a yes-and-no gesture. "Actually, we may be saving himfrom
that, Rickart. It can be argued that since he didn't agree to the changed ternms we're inposing,

his death won't technically be suicide anynore. Call it an indirect execution, if you prefer
Personally, | would as soon send his unrepentant soul straight to hell, but nmy office as a priest
forbids indul gence in vengeance. | salve ny conscience with the know edge that at |east he's going

to have a chance to nake sone restitution before he dies—even if he's forced to do it."

Alittle taken aback at the vehenence of N allan's response, Ansel sat back in his chair as
Ri ckart raised an eyebrow and asked Joram "How |l ong are we tal king about, then? How | ong do you
think he'll have?"

Joram fol ded his arns across his chest with weary resignation

"He's to contact Mklos again when the Hal dane | evies are about two days' ride out of
Cul l'i ecai rn—say, in about a week. That's assuming, of course, that Mkl os doesn't decide he needs
toinitiate a contact sooner, for sone reason. Keep in mnd, though, that it takes a great dea
nore energy if the contact isn't expected and assisted, especially across such a distance.
Natural ly, such a contact becones increasingly feasible, the closer together they get."

"Having said that," Queron interjected, speaking up for the first tine, "the chances are that
M klos won't attenpt a contact for the first four or five days. Wth the kind of power outlay
that's required, why bother, when the royal forces can't have done anything to threaten Mkl os
anyway? And if Dimtri tries to carry out his orders fromMKklos and fails, what could Mkl os do
about it? Meanwhile, Dimitri can do a lot for us."

Ni al | an nodded reluctantly. "I agree with your logic. You may well be right. But I'mstill not
happy about turning himloose totally w thout supervision and without the king knowi ng. So much
could go wong."

"Not hi ng can be done about the |lack of supervision, if we're going to try this,"” Joram said,
"but we'll see what we can do about alerting the king. It will have to be through Rhysel, and she
may not have an opportunity to pass on the information, but it's worth a try."

"I"ll see to it," Tieg said, rising.

Joram nodded. "Be as quick as you can, then. The longer we keep Dimitri here, the greater the
danger that he'll have been m ssed."

The dawning light that norning was fitful, for rain had noved in over Rhenuth during the night.
The steady drumring of it against the | eaded wi ndow gl ass woke Rhys M chael just as Cathan was
pushi ng back the heavy curtains covering the w ndow bay, but the absence of proper daylight made
hi m burrow back under the sleeping furs for a few seconds, seeking warmh nearer M chaela, before
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he renenbered what had happened the ni ght before.

He sat up with a start, causing Cathan to turn to himin question and Mchaela to sigh sleepily
in protest. Instinctively he reached out a tendril of thought to brush her m nd, though he kept
his shields close. Her startled query shifted alnost i mediately to a tender feather-brush of
response that felt alnost like butterflies in his mnd, so intinate as to be al nost physical
echoed by her hands as she snuggl ed cl oser under the sleeping furs. dancing back at Cathan, Rhys
M chael could only manage a sheepish grin.

"Ch, it's you," he murmured, affecting nonchal ance as he partially reclined back onto the
pillows. "Aren't you a bit early?”

"The rain nakes it darker than it should be," Cathan said cheerily, coming closer to lay a robe
across the foot of the royal bed. "Your squires are drawing a bath in your dressing roonmand |'|
rem nd you that you aren't likely to get another while we're on the march—but | think | can stal
themfor alittle while, if you—ah—aren't quite ready to get up yet. | should point out, however,
that you're both expected at Mass in about an hour, and Archbi shop Hubert will be very cross if
you're late.”

He grinned as he handed over a cup of norning ale, deliberately touching his hand to the
king's, and the brief contact enabled Rhys Mchael to confirmfrom Cathan that, indeed, he had not
dreanmed the night before.

Laughi ng delightedly, Rhys M chael waved Cathan out of the roomw th a shooing notion and set
the ale aside, then turned to take Mchaela in his arns, soon losing hinmself in the sweet bliss of
their joining. Al nost fromthe beginning, there had been an urgency to their |ovenmaking that went
beyond the nere physical, knowi ng that each time nmight be the |ast.

Now t hat urgency was hei ghtened by the know edge that he soon would be riding into a nuch nore
tangi bl e and i mmedi at e danger than had been their constant conpanion for the |ast six years.
Though they pl easured one another gently this norning, |est her pregnancy be endangered, their
passion carried a new poi gnancy that left Mchaela softly weeping in his arnms when they were
spent. Only a determination not to let himleave with this inpression enabled her to sunmon up a
tremul ous smle as he drew apart fromher at last, in response to Fulk's knock at the door, to
shrug into the robe Cathan had | eft himand pad off to his bath.

Sonehow, M chael a nmanaged to keep further tears at bay as she set about her own abl utions and
al l owed her ladies to help her dress. She found their fussing and endl ess chatter even nore
irritating than usual, although Lirin, the youngest of them was also a trifle subdued this
nmor ni ng, perhaps because her Richard also was set to ride out with the king. Lady Estellan's
husband was goi ng, too, but they had been married for nore than thirty years and had not shared a
bed for decades.

"Your Highness, you're very pale this norning," Estellan said, holding first one gown, then
anot her near her face, though trying to judge color by the grey norning light and candl es was

difficult. "I thought you were through with the norning sickness."

"I"'mfine, Estellan. Just a little tired."

"And missing the king already, I'll warrant. Well, you just concentrate on bringing that bairn
to term The king will do what he nust, and God willing, they'Il all cone hone safe."

To counter the grey of the norning and offset her pallor, Estellan brought her a |oose-fitting
gown of deep rose silk, with a wide border of interlaced golden |lions chasing one another around
the hemand trailing sleeves. It pleased Mchaela well enough as she pulled it on over her
shi ft—+he gown was one of her favorites, and Rhysem s—but not until Rhysel canme to do her hair
could she begin to feel the grey lethargy lift from her nood.

"Ch, there you are," Estellan said, as Rhysel approached with her basket of conbs and brushes
and pi ns and bobbed a quick curtsey. "She's looking a little peaked this norning, but the hair
must be formal. The right veil will give her some color, | think. She's to wear her State Crown."

"Yes, ny lady."

Maki ng a deeper reverence to the queen, Rhysel set her basket on the dressing table and began
brushing the tangles fromthe | ong, wheaten hair. After seeing Joramand Tieg safely on their way
the night before, she had cone back to Mchaela to check on the king. Dead asleep, the newy
enpower ed Rhys M chael had not stirred, but Mchaela had greeted her like a sister, clinging to
her for a |long nmonment while she sinply shook in after-reaction

After, Rhysel had hel ped the queen ready for bed, then soothed her into dreanl ess sl eep before
returning to the sparse garret chanmber she shared with another maid. She, too, had slept for a
while after that—until Tieg' s nessage roused her out of sleep and left her staring at the ceiling
for what remai ned of the night.

"Pretend to be preoccupied while | braid up your hair," Rhysel whispered, as she divided off
three thick sections with an ivory conmb. "Whatever you do, don't react."
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The officious Lady Estellan had di sappeared nonmentarily, presunably to fetch the crown and a
suitable veil, and Lirin and Lady N eve were out of earshot, brushing up a drab-col ored cl oak by
the wan |ight of day, over in the wi ndow bay, but Rhysel still shifted to m nd-speech

There's been a new devel opnent —spotentially, a very good one. You nust pass this on to the king,
i f you possibly can.

As her ninble fingers quickly plaited a thick braid to pin at the back of the queen's head, she
silently inparted what portion of the news Tieg had instructed her to pass on. Rhysel had the
whol e of it, but too many details could only alarm M chael a and nake her role that nuch nore
difficult to play, at least until she settled into her newy regai ned powers, such as they were.

M chael a received the news of Dimtri's capture with amazenent and a growing flare of hope, a
little of it lending a new light to her eyes, though no sign of it showed in her expression

Now nmake sone critical conment about the way |'ve done your hair, Rhysel sent silently, as
Estellan returned with the crown and a rosy handful of gossaner veil. We don't want the dragon
| ady wonderi ng why you suddenly | ook nmuch perkier than when 1 first cane in.

M chael a si ghed and picked up a hand mirror to inspect Rhysel's work.

"I wish we could |leave at |east part of it down," she said, snoothing a side strand for Rhyse
to pin. "The king likes to see it |oose."

"Queens do not wear their hair |oose in public,

Estel |l an said, handi ng Rhysel the veil with a

sni ff of disapproval. "Here, cover her Grace's hair with this before we put on the crown. It wll
gi ve her some decent color."
"Yes, ny lady," Rhysel nurrured dutifully. The veil was a rose silk shot with gold, and

actually did suit Mchaela's coloring very well, but as Estellan nonmentarily turned her back to
check on progress in the wi ndow bay, the queen stuck out her tongue, in a rare show of pent-up
exasperati on.

The old cowl cane her spirited expletive, fortunately only caught .by Rhysel

Biting back a smile, Rhysel arranged the veil close around Mchaela's face, with part of it
cascadi ng back fromthe crown of her head, then set the crown in place—+eaves and crosses
intertwined and set with rubies like the king's. As Rhysel held up the mirror so the queen could
get a better view, Estellan returned with Lady N eve, bearing a grey wool cloak |ined and hooded
with grey rabbit.

"I'mafraid it's still raining, your H ghness," N eve said, as the queen rose and |l et herself
be helped on with the cloak. "A pity to cover that |lovely gown, but on a day like this—Never m nd
t hough. You | ook beautiful. W'd best go now. Miustn't keep the archbi shop waiting."

"Thank you, Liesel,"” Mchaela murnured, as she turned to go, know ng Rhysel woul d understand
that her thanks were not only for the service just performed with the royal tresses. She wi shed
she coul d send her thanks directly into Rhysel's mnd, but she seened to require physical contact
for that. Perhaps, in time, she would learn how to extend her strength.

But neanwhil e, what she could do had enabl ed Rhysel to pass on the news about Dimtri in
safety, and she knew that she could pass it on to Rhysemin the same way, w thout anyone el se
bei ng aware. That know edge gave her hope that her husband's plight mght not be nearly as
desperate as they both had feared, for Dimtri's intended presence on the expedition to Eastnarch
had been a source of sone anxiety the previous afternoon. She hoped he woul d be greatly relieved
to learn that Dinmitri had been neutralized.

The bells were ringing for Terce as she went into the solar, where Rhys M chael also had just
energed. He was accoutred for his journey, in supple scarlet riding | eathers under a tough, netal -
studded scarlet jazerant, with scarlet gauntlets stuck into his white belt and the Hal dane sword
hanging at his side. The State Crown was on his head, and gol den spurs were on his heels. He had
left the Ring of Fire in Mchaela's keeping earlier, for it was state regalia not suitable for the
field, but the Eye of Romwas in his ear and his Hal dane signet on his hand. He cane to kiss her
when she came out, then led her fromthe solar preceded by Cathan and Ful k, both clad in grey but
arnmored much the same as he, with the badge of his service bold on their sleeves.

A squire bore a torch before themas they carefully descended the di mnewel stair, and
M chaela's | adies followed with another torch. The sounds of voices drifted up on the danp air to
nmeet them as they approached the screens passage, whence they would enter the dais end of the
great hall. Just as they reached the landing, little Oaain broke away from an indul gent nurse and
came running to join them crinmson-clad and joyous, mniature Hal dane |ions enbl azoned bol d across
breast and back, though differenced by a | abel of the eldest son. He shrieked with delight as his
father scooped himup to ride on his shoul ders.

Thus did King Rhys M chael Alister Hal dane make his way through the great hall and on to the
Chapel Royal, with his queen on one armand his |aughi ng young son overseeing all fromhis
superior height. Those gathered in the hall gave themreverence as they passed—ourtiers and
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officers and a few of their |adies, some of the latter sniffing back tears to see the young prince

thus. Those set to acconpany the king on his expedition fell in behind, to join himfor the Mass
of Dedication that would send them bl essed on their way.
Not until Mass was well in progress did Mchaela find the opportunity to pass on Rhysel's news.

Owai n had gotten fidgety very quickly, once the Mass began, so Lirin had taken himout to be
handed back to his nurse. Hubert was intoning a seenmingly endl ess Gospel

" The harvest truly is great, but the |l abourers are few, pray ye therefore the Lord of the
harvest, that he would send forth | abourers into his harvest. Go your ways: behold, | send you
forth as | anbs anbng wolves . .."

Cl ose your eyes and don't react to this, Mchaela sent to Rhysem as they stood w th hands
cl asped between themin the folds of her cloak, and Hubert's voice droned on and on. She wanted to
bow her head, to retreat further into the hood of her cloak, but one could not incline one's head
too far forward while wearing a crown.

Rhysel had nore news this norning, she went on, hoping her concentration would be taken for
attention to the reading. Joramand Tieg ran into Dimitri after they left us last night. They took
him prisoner and—did things to him It wasn't only the great |ords he was worki ng for—but he
serves our purposes now. Rhysel says he won't be useful for very long—his conflicting loyalties
are going to catch up with him probably before you reach Eastnmarch—but neanwhile, don't be
surprised if things happen

He had managed not to react as she passed the nmessage, but he did dare a glance at her before
averting his eyes again and pretending to be caught up in the service.

What do you nean, if things happen?

She squeezed his hand nore tightly and swal | owed.

He was supposed to kill people. He still will. Except that Joram has changed sone of the
targets.

Who chose the original targets? Rhys M chael demanded.

M kl os of Torenth, acting for Marek. That's all | know.

He withdrew from her then. He still kept hold of her hand, but she sensed he had retreated to
sonme intensely private place deep inside his mnd where, at |east for now, she was not wel cone. He
remai ned tightly shuttered until, at the offertory, he squeezed her hand, with a whi sper bade her

stay in her place, and went forward to renmove his crown and lay it on the altar before the
startl ed Archbi shop Hubert.

"Your Grace, as | prepare to enmbark upon this journey, | offer up this endeavor to the greater
glory of God and for the continued freedomof this kingdomfromthose who would usurp her
sovereignty," he said quietly, hoping Hubert would not guess the double neaning in his words. "My
Culliecairn be freed, and may God give us victory."

Wth that he retreated to the |lowest altar step and knelt there for the renmi nder of the Mass,
head hunbly bowed over clasped hands. Later, he could not have said he exactly spent the tinme in
prayer, but he certainly found rmuch food for contenplation in the news M chael a had brought him
To his surprise, when the tine came for Communi on, Hubert gave himthe Cup as well as the Host.

It was neant as an honor and sign of approval from Hubert, he knew, but for some reason he
found it profoundly disturbing. It had nothing to do with religion. Drinking of the Sacred Bl ood
brought nore personal inmages of blood flashing through his nmind-his own blood of the night before,
shed by Joram and then by his own hand; the blood of friends slain on the day of the coup, six
years before; Javan's bl oodl ess body when they had brought it hone, his royal blood soaking a
field Rhys M chael had never seen, by a river ford north of Valoret, where his slayers had cut him
down untinely; and nore blood on Rhys M chael's hands—a great deal of it—whether his own or that
of others, he could not tell. At one point, the sensation of wetness was so intense that he even
wi ped his palms surreptitiously on his thighs. Then he had to clasp his hands again to keep from
shaki ng.

Hubert rnust have taken his trenbling for fervor, for after the Mass was concluded, wth
M chael a called to kneel beside him he blessed Rhys Mchael with a special benediction and put
the crown back on his head, |leaving themthen for a final nonent al one before they nust neke a
public parting. Speaking briefly with Paulin afterward, while they waited for the king and queen
to appear on the great hall steps, Hubert remarked that he thought it boded well for the
expedition that the king voluntarily should offer up his crown upon the altar of GCod.

"It bespeaks a dedication | had not expected," Hubert said.

"I amalso forced to wonder whet her receiving the Cup sparked some sort of religious
conversion. Hitherto, I would have described the king's attitude toward religion as indifferent.
Oh, he goes through the notions readily enough—but you know what | mean."

Paulin was nonconmittal, but assured Hubert of his ongoing concern for the king's spiritual
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wel fare—so long as that did not conpromise the great |lords' intentions for Gawnedd.

"Atame king is an altogether useful thing," Paulin said, "but this particular one occasionally
shows disturbing flashes of independence. | begin to think that he nay well beconme expendabl e,
once the new heir is born."

"Has sonet hi ng happened to nmake you nore wary?" Hubert asked.

Paul i n shook his head. "Nothing specific that | can point out to you. But guard the young
prince well, Hubert, and pray that his nother is granted safe delivery of another heal thy son.
do not trust his father. | shall have Dimitri keep a close watch on him"

chapter nine

Rej oi ce not against ne, O nine eneny: when | fall, | shall arise; when | sit in darkness, the
Lord shall be a light unto ne.
—Mcah 7:8

Rhys M chael had not expected even the ragged cheer that went up as he and M chael a cane out onto
the great hall steps. The castle yard was packed with rows of bright-clad nmen on horses, from
heavy cavalry and | ancers to nounted archers and scouts—but no infantry, for the great |ords had
deci ded that men on foot would slow the arny's pace too nuch. For |ike reason, only a nodest
baggage train waited outside the open gates to acconpany the canpai gn; provisioning and additiona
men woul d conme fromthe estates through which they passed en route north.

The cheer receded into the general din as king and queen slowy descended the steps. Cathan was
waiting to lay a thick woolen cloak around the king' s shoul ders—Hal dane crinson, wi th the Hal dane
brooch to clasp it at the throat. Rhys Mchael drew it gratefully around him for a fine mst
still hung on the air and a pewter-colored sky pronmi sed nmore rain to cone. As M chael a fastened
the clasp, Rhys M chael cast his gaze over the waiting nmen, trying to read their npod.

H s commanders were waiting for himat the foot of the steps, nmounted and ready. He had chosen
none of them Al bertus, the earl marshal, had several of his Custodes officers around him and
Rhun sat his horse beside Fulk Fitz-Arthur, who had the Hal dane battle standard footed in his
stirrup. Fulk's younger brother Qiric held the reins of the reliable grey destrier Rhys M chae
was to ride, and other squires tended Cathan's bay and an ill-tenpered roan that bel onged to Earl
Udaut, the castle's constable, who was consulting with Earl Tammaron off to one side

O hers of the great |ords who woul d be going along were also gathered in the yard behind
Al bertus and Rhun: Hubert's brother Manfred, instructing the captain of a smart-|ooking contingent
of lancers in Culdi livery; Richard Murdoch, husband to Mchaela's Lady Lirin, with a conpany of
archers in the colors of Carthane, perhaps a score of them

Farther back, Paulin had joined a handful of black-clad men whose red-and-gold cinctures marked
them as Custodi es Fidei. Rhys M chael recognized a few of the faces, but he did not spot
Dimtri—though he had no tine to really look for him Behind Paulin were ranged at least thirty
bl ack-cl ad Custodes knights in their red-fringed white sashes. Qther |esser lords also sat beneath
their banners at the head of nore nbdest contingents—tord Ainslie, Richard s brother Cashel, and
others Rhys M chael did not recognize. He guessed their total number at about a hundred, not
counting servants and support personnel —aot many, to defy a Torenthi prince and a bastard
pretender. But several hundred nore would join themas they passed close to Valoret and Caerrorie
and Sheele, in addition to whatever nmen were al ready massing from Eastmarch and points north.

Qui et began settling on the company as old Archbishop Oriss tottered out onto the great hal
steps in cope and mtre, supported by Hubert and | eaning on his crozier, for as Archbi shop of
Rhenuth, it was he who had the honor of blessing the troops. Tammaron approached Rhys M chael
ready to sumon hi m before Oiss, but the king was already renoving his crown, giving it into
M chael a' s keeping. Omain's nurse had brought the boy back to rejoin his parents, bundled in a
m ni ature scarl et cloak against the danp, and Rhys M chael bent to pick up the boy and kiss him

He turned to face the archbi shops then, kneeling with the boy in his arms. A hush fell over the
assenbl ed nmen as they realized he intended so to receive Oriss' benediction

Into the settling silence cane the rustle of pennoned | ances being |owered in salute, the
nmount ed archers saluting with their unstrung bows, cased in oilskin to keep away the danp.

Hel met ed heads bowed as Oiss lifted a palsied right hand, and the Hal dane standard di pped.

"Benedi cat vos ommi potens Deus: Pater, et Filius, et Spiritus Sanctus."

"Amen," Rhys M chael responded, with a hundred other voices, as he crossed hinmself in blessing,
repeating the sign over his young son, then got slowly to his feet. Qut of the silence behind him
arose a cheer froma hundred throats, as |ances again were |lifted and bows were brandi shed. After
ki ssing his son on both cheeks, Rhys M chael gave the boy back into his nother's care, then
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chastely took her hand and kissed it, neeting her eyes only briefly in final, wordless farewell

Then he was turning to descend the steps, pulling on his gauntlets, and nmounting up on the big
grey stallion that Cathan now held for him He dared not | ook back at the pair standing on the
steps. Qiric handed up the open-faced helmcircled by its coronet of gold, and as Rhys M chae
settled it on his head, he becane suddenly aware of the Hal dane standard close by in Fulk's
hand—and that only once before had he ridden under that banner in his own right, as king, on that
nmur Ky and best-forgotten day of his coronation, with his brain dulled by the great |ords' drugs
and his heart still aching for his slain brother, who should have been king instead of him

The old grief caught at his throat, and he |l onged to take the standard in his own hand, the way
he often had seen Javan do, but he knew such an act of independence would only earn hima sharp
dr essi ng- down when they canped for the night—f Al bertus could restrain hinself fromnaking a
public reprimand for that long. Still, the banner that synbolized Gwnedd' s sovereignty now was
his to guard and defend, and now, at |ast, perhaps Rhys M chael would have a chance to assert the
freedom for which Javan had di ed.

Not i mmedi ately, of course; but soon. At least in the field, a king might win by val or what
caution and timdity had not been able to secure under the cl ose confinenent he had endured these
six years. There was nuch to | ose, not |east of which was the grey-cl oaked woman cl utching the
hand of a very snall boy cloaked in crinmson, the pair of themwatching himfromthe great hal
steps—but there was also much to win, including their freedomas well as his own.

Behi nd him Cathan and Udaut were both nounting up, Udaut fighting his nmount for a nonment
before he could force it ahead to join the eight castle guards detailed to escort the royal party
as far as the city gates. Bal anced between excitenent and nel ancholy, Rhys Mchael lifted a
gauntl eted hand in farewell to those waiting on the great hall steps, inprinting his final glinpse
of themin nenory, then turned his steed's head toward the castle gate to follow Al bertus and
Rhun, not | ooking back

The caval cade noved out at a smart pace, for the mist had turned to drizzle, and the horses
were eager to be off. Several ranks ahead of him Udaut's roan was still being fractious, even
crow hopping a fewtines until Udaut slugged it hard in the neck and forced its obedi ence. Ful k
comrented airily that had the animal been his, he would have put the horse down |ong ago, or at
| east turned himout to stud. Cathan avowed that this would only perpetuate a bad bl oodli ne.

Leaving the two to debate the issue, Rhys M chael gigged his own nmount a few paces ahead of
them then settled in half a Il ength before, happily putting Udaut and his mi sbegotten horse out of
m nd. Despite the desperate prospects he nmight face in the days to come, he already felt freer. He
had ridden regularly for years, to keep fit, but not in all that tinme had he been all owed nore
than a few | eagues fromthe city. Despite the rain, cheering crowds |lined the streets, cheering
for him the way they had done in the old days even before Javan, when Al roy had been king.

He was rejoicing in his growing freedom as they approached the city gates, beginning to relax a
little, refusing to think too nuch about what might |ie ahead in Eastmarch—for that was nearly a
week away. He had even begun tentatively casting about with his powers to start getting a feel for
what he m ght perceive with them sonehow knowi ng that the crowd was | arge enough to hide him if
sone ot her Deryni chanced to catch a psychic glinpse of a probe.

Afterward, he realized that the odd shimer around Udaut's stallion should have warned him he
had thought it a fluke of errant sunbeamon raindrops at the tine. But when it first began, he
doubt ed anyone had considered the aninal's behavior that surprising. The big roan had an evi
reputati on and had been acting up fromthe nonment its groomled it into the yard.

Now, spooking at God knew what, the animal suddenly exploded in a scream ng, spine-wenching
series of bucks that hurled the startled Udaut over its shoulder to slaminto one of the gate
pyl ons with bone-breaking force. Apparently not satisfied with merely ridding itself of its rider
t he squeal i ng beast then proceeded to tranple the unfortunate Udaut and several screaning
bystanders who could not retreat fast enough, biting and kicking in a killing frenzy, until a
crusty guardsman with nore courage than good sense nanaged to force his own nount cl ose enough to
fling hinself across, wench the stallion's head around by an ear, and cut its throat.

The ani mal screaned once nore and col | apsed. Bl ood sprayed wide in its death-throes, spattering
onl ookers and running red on the rain-slick cobbl estones, and the guard sustai ned a bone-brui sing
ki ck before the thrashing subsided. The sharp snell of the blood sent several nore horses into
momentary fits of nervous jigging and snorting until their riders could regain control; but by the
ti me anyone could get near the now notionl ess Udaut, nothing could be done.

Rhun and Cathan were the first to reach the constable's side besides the now |inping guardsman,
but Cathan's grimglance back told of the futility of it, even as Rhys M chael calned his own wld-
eyed steed. Around Udaut, his nmen were noving the crowd back with practiced ease, naking room for
Al bertus to disnmount and ran to Udaut's side as Paulin and a grey-haired battle surgeon called
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St evanus began pushing their way forward from behind the king.

"Let the surgeon through!" Paulin ordered, as Stevanus el bowed his way past several nore riders
and dashed ahead to crouch beside the victim

But Stevanus' brisk exam nation could only confirmthat death had been a nercy for Rhenuth's
hapl ess constable, for Udaut's back was broken, one armwas nangl ed al nost beyond recognition, and
one leg lay twisted under himat a sickening angle. The head was nostly unmarked, other than for a
smal|l trickle of blood that ran fromthe gapi ng nouth. The staring eyes | ooked al nost nore
surprised than pai ned. Paulin caught up with his surgeon as Stevanus was cl osing the dead man's
eyes and crossed hinself with every evidence of genuine sorrow as the battle surgeon gently
strai ghtened out the twisted | eg, then noved on to see to the injured spectators.

"I'"ve never seen a horse go berserk like that," Paulin nuttered, alnost a little awed.

"I have," Albertus said, going back to prod the stallion's steam ng carcass with a booted toe
"Never quite like this, though."

As he bent down to begin uncinching the animal's saddle, notioning one of the guardsnen to help
him Paulin renmenbered hinself and crouched down beside the dead nan's head to trace the sign of
the Cross on his forehead. Cathan had conme back to stand besi de Rhys M chael's grey, catching hold
of the reins and stroking the aninmal's neck to gentle it, and though they pretended attention to
Paulin's prayers, both watched surreptitiously as Al bertus pulled the saddle free.

"I'n nomne Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti," Paulin nurnured. "Requi em aeternam dona ei
Domi ne, et lux perpetua |luceat ei."

"Offerentes eamin conspectu Altissim," cane scattered responses from around him though nopst
everyone else within sight was watching Al bertus curiously. The earl nmarshal was running his hands
al ong the sheepskin lining of the saddle, sniffing at his fingers, his assistant renoving the
stallion's bridle to inspect the bit, shaking his head, nystified.

"Kyrie, eleison," Paulin intoned.

"Kyrie, eleison. Christe, eleison," the response cane.

As Al bertus finally ran his hands across the sweat-matted hide on the stallion's back, tight-

i pped as he, too, shook his head, Paulin again signed Udaut's forehead with the sign of the
Cross.

"Ti bi, Domi ne, comrendanmus ani mam famuli tuae, Udauti, ut defunctus saeculo tibi vivat." To
Thee, Lord, we commend the soul of this Thy servant, Udaut, that when he departs fromthis world
he may live with Thee. By the grace of Thy nerciful l[ove, wash away the sins that in human frailty
he has cormitted in the conduct of his life. " Per Christum Dom num nostrum”

"Amen," canme the nmurnured reply.

Paul i n sighed then, and gestured for one of the guardsnmen to cover the body with his cloak as
he and the others got to their feet. As the man obeyed, a slight comotion fromfarther back in
the now stalled caval cade heral ded the agitated approach of Richard Murdoch, who was nmarried to
Udaut's daughter. Recognizing the big roan sprawled with | egs akinbo at Al bertus' feet, and not
i medi ately seeing Udaut, Richard hastily disnmounted and started forward, concern wit |arge on
hi s handsonme face. Al bertus now was inspecting the roan's bl oodi ed hooves, using one of the
qui l l ons of his dagger to pick out the nmud from around each vul nerabl e frog.

"It's too late, Richard,"” Rhun said, catching himby the shoulders to stay him "H s horse
threw himand then he was tranpled. He's there." He indicated the cloak-shrouded formw th his
chin. "There's nothing you can do."

Ri chard sagged agai nst Rhun's hand for just an instant, catching up a noan, then pulled away,
shaking his head slowy as he came to lift an edge of the cloak. Stevanus had seen hi m approachi ng
and cane to crouch beside him

"I'msorry, ny lord," Stevanus said quietly. "I—believe he felt very little after the first
i mpact. And had he survived, any one of his injuries would have | eft hima hopel ess cripple.”

Ri chard swall owed and let fall the edge of the cloak, then glanced back dully at Al bertus, who
was w pi ng his hands on the corner of his cloak.

"Do you know what caused it?" he said. "What were you | ooking for?"

Al bertus shook his head and shrugged. "A burr, sone trace of an irritant—+ don't know. But
there's nothing. It just—happened."”

He cane to stand awkwardly besi de the younger nman as anot her guardsnman joined the first and,
toget her, they wrapped the cloak nmore closely around the body and picked it up. One of the
Cust odes clerics had brought up another horse, and the two laid the cl oak-w apped body across its
saddl e and began tying it in place.

"This, ah, does leave us with an awkward | ogistic problem" Albertus said to Paulin in a | ow
voice, alnost as if he hated even to nmention it. "Rhenuth now has no constable."

"Well, we can't delay our departure, and we can't |eave Rhenuth undefended," Rhun said.
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Hi s gaze flicked appraisingly to the still dazed-Iooking Richard, then back at Al bertus and
Paul in, both of whom gave slight nods of assent. Wth a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach,
Rhys M chael realized what they were about to do.

"So | suppose it's fitting that we appoint a new constable and get on with things," Rhun went
on quietly, setting a hand on Richard's forearm which nade the younger man ook up with a start.
"Do you think you're ready for this, Richard? It isn't a hasty offer. W' ve been watching you for
sone time—since your own father's death, in fact W need soneone |loyal and reliable to hold
Rhenmut h in our absence and to guard the safety of the queen and the king's heir. Also," he added,
inamlder tone, "your wife will need you to help bury her father. W could hardly ask you to

come with us as planned, under the circunstances. |If you wish, I'll take personal command of your
archers. ™"

Ri chard swal | owed, then nodded tentatively. "Yes, |—thank you. You do ne great honor. | shal
try to prove worthy of your trust. But—dear God, what am| going to say to Lirin?"

Gravely Paulin came to lay a synpathetic armaround Richard's shoul ders. "I am so sorry,

Richard. If it will give your dear wife confort, remnd her that her father will have gone
straight to Heaven. He cane from Holy Conmmuni on not an hour ago."

As Richard gave a choked nod, turning to take the reins of his horse and renount, Rhys M chael
t hought the remark m ght have been one of the nore hypocritical ones he had ever heard. Nor had he
even been consulted about Udaut's replacenment—-not that they had ever consulted hi mbefore.

Cat han nust have sensed his resentnment, or at |east shared it, for he cast the king a wy
gl ance before catching up his bay and renounting. Watching him Rhys M chael paid scant attention
to the mounted Custodes man who was | eading up Paulin's nount and the dun gel ding that Master
Stevanus rode. But as the two cane back. to claimtheir steeds, Rhys Mchael could not mss
recogni zing the nman. Dressed like Stevanus in the red and black tunic of a battle surgeon, the
dark, slightly built man with downcast eyes |ooked |ike any of a nunber of others riding anong the
Cust odes Fidei, but the king had no doubt that it was Dimitri. He had not expected that the Deryni
woul d be riding so close.

The little man apparently sensed the royal scrutiny, for when he had handed over his charges,
he turned slightly in the saddle, made what m ght have been a slight bowin the king's direction
then turned deliberately to go back to his place.

In that instant, Rhys M chael knew that the first "thing" had happened through Dimtri's
instigation. It had | ooked entirely like an accident, and he could not regret the death of Udaut,
who had turned on himso traitorously the day of the coup. But to replace Udaut with Ri chard
Mur doch, whose betrayal had been at |east as treacherous—

Then he saw the logic of the nmove, which surely had been orchestrated by Joram |[|f anything,

Ri chard was an even | ess acceptabl e constable than Udaut, but appointing himto that post just now
woul d keep him from acconpanying the arnmy to Eastnmarch. And that meant one | ess powerful eneny for
Rhys M chael to worry about in his inmediate vicinity.

"My condol ences to your lady," the king nmurnured, as a tight-jawed Richard took his | eave of
Al bertus and Rhun and passed nearby, starting to lead the squires back toward the castle with
their grimburden.

As the caval cade began to nove out again, Rhys Mchael reflected that this was |ikely to prove
an even nore interesting journey than he had anti ci pat ed.

chapter ten

Look to yourselves, that we | ose not those things which we have wrought, but that we receive a
full reward
—+1 John 1:8

In the days i mediately follow ng the king's departure for Eastmarch, Joram and his col |l eagues in
sanctuary began setting in place such nmeasures as might give their fledgling Hal dane additiona
support when he reached his destination. From Joramis own agents in Torenth and the Forcinn cane
repeat ed opi nions that Marek hinself was not capable of a serious incursion into Gwnedd this
season and that Mklos had fewer than three hundred men backing him If the taking of Culliecairn
was but a feint to draw the king out of Rhemuth, as it appeared to be, it was not to test his
mlitary strength.

Logic and the agents' past reliability suggested that their assessnents were correct. Though a
full-scale armed encounter seened increasingly unlikely, when viewed in light of the reports, it
was Bi shop Niallan who pointed out that Mkl os could have offered few greater provocations than to
have the Festillic Pretender's heir christened on Gwnedd soil. That he had i nformed Gwnedd' s
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king of his intentions in advance only served to reinforce suspicions that the true object of the
exercise was to lure the king onto ground of M klos' choosi ng where, presumably, he would have no
protection fromnore subtle testing that Deryni m ght enploy agai nst an eneny.

Agai nst that possibility, as well as to augnment the physical force available to the king when
he confronted the intruders, Ansel and Jesse quickly gathered a troop of nearly forty forner
M chael i nes and other loyal mnmen, sone of them Deryni

Though none dared flaunt that |ineage these days, many of the nen had built thenselves
adm rabl e reputations in the | ast decade for hel ping keep the peace in the borders and were
somewhat known in Eastrmarch as nen to be trusted. Wth these nmen in the forefront, and Ansel and
Jesse disgui sed anong them-and Tieg riding as squire, for they nust have a Heal er anong them-the
troop set out for Lochalyn to offer their services to Sudrey of Eastnmarch, who was hersel f of
Deryni |ineage.

Not that shared bl ood was any guarantee of a warmreception. Though Sudrey ni ght have been born
Deryni, distant kin both to Mklos and Marek, she had never been known to evidence the slightest
hi nt of possessing any power s—whet her because they were mnuscul e or because she sinply declined
to use them out of respect for the human sensibilities of her husband and his people, no one
knew. But the killing of her husband by forces under a prince of her own Deryni kindred could have
done nothing to revive her Torenthi connections in any positive way. It was hoped she would turn a
blind eye to the fact that sone of the benefactors conme to hel p avenge her husband's death mi ght
be Deryni |ike herself.

In fact, the composition of Ansel's band never became an issue, for he and Jesse were able to
present thenselves and their nen to one of Sudrey's captains, who was happy to accept the offer of
an extra forty nounted nen with no questions asked. Casual inquiry around the canp that night
di sclosed that with the slain Earl Horik nowin his grave, the Lady Sudrey had called her
husband' s captains to her and personally taken their vows of allegiance, never m nd that Corban
her daughter's husband, now was technically Earl of Eastmarch

Nor was she sol ely dependent upon the men remai ning from her husband' s disastrous foray up to
Culliecairn, where MKklos' forces showed no signs of withdrawing. Horik's nephew, the twenty-year-
ol d Duke Graham of d ai bourne, had rushed to her assistance as soon as he heard the news, with two
hundred nen now encanped round about Castle Lochal yn. Sighere, Hrorik's brother, had brought
anot her hundred from Marley to add to the scores who were continuing to pour in fromthe farther
reaches of Eastmarch itself. Runmor had it that the king was bringing another two to three hundred
and would arrive within a few days—hews brought by fast nessengers fromalong the Iine of the
king's march, not by magic.

In Rhenuth, nmeanwhile, Queen Mchaela could gain little news of what went on beyond the walls
of the royal apartments. The sparse reports she had from Rhysel fromtine to time assured her of
Joram s ongoing efforts to place agents anong the forces massing in Eastmarch; but as she had no
real knowl edge of military thinking and what was appropriate preparation for war, such reports
meant little. She received the odd, brief letter fromthe king as he made his way north and east
by stages, but she knew the letters were read before they left his encanpnents, and again before
being placed in her hands. Accordingly, the letters spoke only of mssing her and Onai n and
concerns for her health and that of the child she carried.

Nor did her donestic situation alter nuch, other than to acconmobdate the brief upheaval of
Court routine caused by Udaut's death. Because it was expected, she nade herself put on nourning
and attend Udaut's seni-state funeral in Saint Hilary's Basilica, at the foot of the castle, but
she hardened her heart to the prayers offered for the dead man's repose. Let God forgive the man
who had been part of the conspiracy that murdered King Javan and put her husband on the throne;
she woul d not. Kindness toward the grieving Lirin canme nore easily, for she well renmenbered
grieving her own father, and she readily granted Udaut's only daughter |eave fromroyal service to
nour n.

O her than this brief deviation fromnormal court routine, the days that foll owed passed with
little variation, each one nuch like the one before. Especially with the king absent, M chael a
chafed increasingly under the enptiness of the life inposed on a captive queen. Only at day's end
did joy touch her heart, when a bathed and fed but inevitably sleepy little Prince Onain was
brought by his nurse for an all too brief visit.

But never in private. The nurse had orders to remain always in attendance, and usually at |east
a few of her ladies-in-waiting also remained. Nor were visits to the nursery pernitted, being
t hought disruptive to the young prince's routine. Even di scussion of her unhappi ness with the
situation could result in the loss of any visiting privileges at all

Thus deni ed even the pretense of nothering her child, Mchaela was expected to join her |adies
in "suitable" pastines during the remainder of the daylight hours—istening to one or another of
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themread or sing, plying her hand at needl ework, which she was growi ng to detest, and pretending
to find diversion in the idle gossip that passed for intellectual stimulation in this stifling
environnent. QOccasionally, when the weather was fine, she was allowed to escape to the gardens for
an hour's stroll, for wal king was deened beneficial for an expectant nother, but usually the

i ncessant chatter followed her even there.

At | east one of her |adies nust acconpany her to Mass, as well —+though at |east they nust keep
silent during the service. Wth concentration, M chaela could use the nurnur of the Latin to
foster an illusion of silence, provided she put fromm nd that nost of the celebrants were priests
of the detested Custodes Fidei—and if not a Custodes man, Hubert hinself was apt to be presiding
M chael a had no i dea whet her she derived any spiritual benefit fromso shifting the focus of the
Mass, using the silence to dreamdire fates for her oppressors, but at least it offered respite
frommndless chatter; and in that sem -privacy, when she did turn her thoughts to prayers for
Rhysenmi s safety and deliverance, she sonetinmes thought she caught a glinmer of what night have
driven Javan to seek out refuge in the nonastery, when it was he who was plotting howto free
Gwnedd' s crown.

Rhysel was able to provide nore active encouragenent in this regard. Though her place as maid
within the royal household did not pernit her unlimted access to the queen, at least it was
regul ar, norning and night. The queen's increasing propensity for afternoon naps gave added excuse
for Rhysel to be nmuch about the royal apartments, there to take down the queen's hair and brush it
after lunch, in preparation for the royal nap, and then to arrange it again for the evening,
especially if the queen was expected to preside at table in the great hall.

M chael a cane to treasure the tine when Rhysel was working on her hair, for the physica
contact pernmitted the two of themto hold silent converse under the very noses of Estellan and the
others who vied for the honor of serving in the queen's entourage. In nore private nmonents, when
Rhysel hel ped the queen retire for her naps, occasional instruction could be inparted in further
refi nement of such powers as she had.

"W nust be very, very careful in this," Rhysel whispered, one afternoon when the other |adies
all happened to be out of the roomnonentarily. "I know this is heady business, but just renenber
that if we're ever discovered, it can nmean both our deaths."

M chael a tossed her tawny nmane. "Do you think | haven't been living with that threat for the
| ast six years?" she said. "Not yours, of course, but Rhysem and | have al ways been that close to
t he edge."

As she indicated a hair's breadth between thunb and forefinger, Rhysel nodded.

"I know that, and you're both incredibly brave. Just renenber that even Deryni are vul nerable
You can't hel p anyone if you're dead."

Lady Estellan returned at that with a cup of cool wi ne, ending their verbal exchange, but the
stark truth of Rhysel's warning tenpered Mchaela's enthusiasmthereafter, though at least this
turn of events had given her a new glimering of hope.

En route to Eastnmarch, nmeanwhile, Rhys M chael was concerned with his own stark truths. Udaut's
death had left a breath of uneasy speculation within the royal entourage that never really died
down. Though not even Al bertus could point to foul play, sone whispered that such a freakish
accident was a portent of ill luck to cone. Cathan noted that the chaplains seened to be doing a
bri sk business in confessions and the bl essing of arns and steeds and holy nedals, and at | east
for the first few days, Fulk reported that the nen talked of little else around the canpfires at
ni ght.

Rhys M chael's own observations tended to confirmthe sense of ill ease. In the sparse |eisure
time that remained to the great |ords between the end of each day's march and finally seeki ng out
their beds—the ongoi ng chores of regular inspection of the nen and dealing with the dispatches
that caught up with themdaily, both from behi nd and ahead of nmarch—the king knew t hat Rhun and
Manfred, at |east, continued to expend a fair anpbunt of tine and energy rehashing the
circunmstances of Udaut's death. Dimitri seemed somewhat nore in evidence than usual, but he never
approached the king; fortunately for him it did not seemto have occurred to his masters that he
coul d have had any part in the death. Rhys M chael continued warily to test his powers as they
rode al ong, but nothing occurred to necessitate even thinking about action that night uncloak his
newfound abilities prematurely.

Thus did the first few days pass uneventfully, as the expedition sped north and eastward,
skirting the southerly bank of the Eirian, overnighting under the stars or sonetines at
establishments of the Custodes Fidei, where the king and at |east his great |ords found proper
| odgi ng and the troops encanped in the fields round about. They nade good tine, and only one other
incident marred their progress, again having to do with horses. What made it stand out
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particularly in Rhys Mchael's mind was that it involved another of the great |ords.

It had happened three days out, while they were riding al ong an enmbanknment that skirted the
Eirian. Al bertus had been riding at the front with some of his Custodes knights when a swarm of
bees suddenly attacked the lead riders, stinging nen and beasts and scattering that end of the
mar ch. Though both Al bertus and his nount avoi ded bei ng stung, one of his conpanion's efforts to
escape sent himcareening into A bertus' nount, and both animls went sliding and scranbling down
t he enbanknent and into fairly deep water.

Al bertus nmanaged to keep his seat, sputtering and swearing as he swam his horse toward
shal |l ower water, but his conpanion was not so fortunate. Still swatting at bees, the man flailed
for balance but lost it as his horse scranbled for footing, dragged under by his arnor and sinking
fromsight even as Al bertus turned to try to aid him By the tine A bertus and others could find
hi m and drag himout, he could not be revived.

This second freak acci dent of the canpaign put a further danper on spirits as the colum re-
fornmed and continued on, the body of the dead Custodes man tied across his horse's saddle for
delivery to his brethren at the next Custodes House they passed. Quickly supplied with a dry cl oak
by one of his squires, Al bertus seened shaken but none the worse for wear as he gigged his horse
with his spurs and headed farther back along the line of march to bully stragglers, keeping a wary
eye out for further swarns of bees, but the oddness of the incident was sufficient to nmake the
ki ng wonder whether Dimtri had attenpted to strike again and gotten the wong nman. The acci dent
was totally unlike the one that had cl ai med Udaut and woul d have been entirely plausible, had it
been Al bertus who drowned, but who could say? He certainly was not going to seek out Dimtri to
ask.

They passed near Valoret |ater that day, pausing only |Iong enough to dispatch two men to Ranops
with the body of the drowned man and to pick up the troops proni sed by Hubert fromthe Custodes
Fi dei garrison there: eighty Custodes knights and nen-at-arnms under Lord Joshua Del acroi x,
Hubert's conmander-general. They canped under the stars that night, but very near Rhun's seat at
Sheel e. When Rhun's levy of twenty knights joined themthat evening, they were acconpani ed by his
castellan, Sir Drogo de Pal ance, who brought several wagonl oads of roasted neats, cheeses, fresh
bread, and wine for the enjoynent of his lord, the king, and their staff.

A festive nood prevailed in the canp that night, at |east anmong the officers, who were invited
to dine in Rhun's command tent, but Rhys M chael was sober as he retired to wite his daily letter
to Mchaela. He dared not voice his suspicions regarding Al bertus' mshap, just as he had not
dared to commit his suspicions about Udaut's death to witing, but he did relate the incident in
as straightforward a nmanner as he could manage, in a tone that al nost appl auded the earl nmarshal's
unfortunate | uck—a reaction that woul d arouse no suspicion at all fromthose who read his
correspondence before he sent it or Mchaela received it. Perhaps Rhysel would be able to read
between the lines and draw nore di scerning concl usions.

The growi ng royal caval cade headed slightly easterly with the dawn, picking up Manfred' s |evy
of fifty lancers at a rendezvous point near Ebor and passing well onto the plain of lomaire, where
they camped under the stars once again. Conmandi ng Manfred's |levies was his son Iver, the Earl of
Ki erney, who had gained his title by marrying well. Nowin his thirties, lIver Maclnnis had becone
his father's hand in the north, dividing his tine between his wife's estates in Kierney and his
father's lands in Culdi, for Iver would own both, once his father died. His addition to the
growi ng royal party only underlined Rhys Mchael's despair that he woul d never break free.

The [ ast day but one saw them pressing north and east at speed across the vast heartland of
lonmaire. They were nore than two hundred strong by the time they encanped that evening in the
fields around Saint Cassian's Abbey, another Custodes House. As was customary, the king and his
great lords and officers were given acconmodations in the abbey guesthouse. Messengers were
awaiting the king's arrival with new maps and di spatches from Lady Sudrey, who pronised a ful
four hundred men when the royal forces joined themon the plain before the Col doire Pass.

Fol  owi ng a qui ck perusal of the nessages waiting, clerks were set to work drafting responses,
and shortly the king and his officers went in to a frugal supper in the abbey refectory, hosted by
the abbot and his obedientiaries. Attendance at Conpline followed, obligatory in return for the
hospitality shown, and thereafter, Rhys Mchael retired to the single roomassigned himand his
ai des at one end of the guesthouse.

The accommodati ons were as sparse as the nmeal. Two pallets had been added to the usual stark
configuration of one narrow bed and a functional washstand with earthen pitcher, wooden bow, and
rough grey towels. Qut of deference to the special needs a king mght have for dealing with
di spatches and the like, a round table and three m smatched chairs had been provi ded nearer the
room s single high window, feebly lit by rushlights in a standing rack beside it. Mre genera
illumnation came fromseveral iron |lanterns hung from netal hooks set into two of the walls. The
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pl ace snelled faintly of sweet herbs and the new straw that had been strewn on the fl ag-stoned
floor.

"We've slept in far worse,” Fulk said good-naturedly, as he slung his saddl ebags onto one of
the pallets.

"Aye, and eaten far better," Cathan replied. "I can't say | envy the abbot his cook."

"Well, it was better than camp fare," Rhys M chael said.

It was early yet for sleeping, so the king sent Cathan for a bottle of wine while he and Ful k
spread out the nmaps he had brought fromtheir pre-supper briefing, intending to reviewthe terrain
of the Coldoire Pass and the fortress of Culliecairn, perched on its rocky crag. A knock at the
door sunmoned Fulk to answer it, expecting Cathan, and he fell back in sone dismay as Al bertus
swept into the room followed by a second man bearing a torch to light their way.

"Sire, it's Lord Al bertus," Fulk announced, though a pinched tone in his voice nade Rhys
M chael | ook around and then get slowmy to his feet.

"My Lord Marshal," he murrmured, his blood running cold, for Al bertus' torch-bearer was none
other than Dimtri.

Al bertus nmade hima curt bow, hands clasped behind his back, hidden in his scarlet-faced bl ack
mant | e.

"Your Highness. | wished to inquire whether you had any questions regarding the maps you took
away with you. From sonme of your comments at supper, | was not altogether certain you approved of
our plans."

The statenment was a blatant lie. Rhys Mchael knew it at once, w thout any benefit of Truth-
Readi ng—whi ch he dared not enploy in Dimitri's presence, even though he knew the Deryni supposedly
was neutralized. Affecting an expression of wi de-eyed nystification, he gestured to one of the
ot her chairs as he took his own seat.

"I can't imagi ne why you would think that," he said easily. "But please, be seated. Perhaps you
woul d care to go over the plans again and question nme on nmy understanding. | amthe first to admt
that nmy know edge of strategy, alas, is totally theoretical. Pray, be seated, ny lord."

"I prefer to stand, thank you," Al bertus said coolly. "And do not presune to patronize ne.

Don't think I amnot aware how you nmouth the platitudes you know are expected of you, while
secretly you plot to overturn the established order. Did you have anything to do with Udaut's
deat h?"

The sudden question stunned him Carefully setting both hands on the arnms of his chair, Rhys
M chael sat back and slowy shook his head. He was too new to his powers to know whether Dimtri
was Trut h-Reading him but there could be no other reason for the Deryni agent's presence. This
question he could answer wi thout danger of being caught in a lie, but what about the next, and the
next? Dimtri supposedly had been "neutralized," but what did that really mean? How far coul d he
actually be trusted?

"Of course | had nothing to do with Udaut's death. Why woul d you even ask such a question?"

"Per haps because there has al ways been runmor about the Hal danes,” Al bertus murnured. "Your
father was friendly with Deryni and was said to have borrowed their nagic fromtime to tinme, in
the early days of his reign. Your brother Alroy was free of the taint, but Javan—well, we were
never able to prove anything, but | have always had ny suspicions. | would like to believe that we
intervened in tine to spare you such contanination, but recent events make ne wonder."

"What recent events?" Rhys M chael said boldly. "Udaut's accident? Your own? | assure you, |
had nothing to do with either. How could 1? Ask him if you don't believe ne."

He gestured toward the inpassive Dimtri, taking a big risk if Dimtri had not been
neutralized. The Deryni's dark eyes caught the light of the torch in his hand and al nost seened to
glow. Rhys M chael all but held his breath as Al bertus glanced at Dimtri, who shrugged and shook
hi s head—but whet her from know edge confirmed by Truth-Reading or a shift in his loyalties, Rhys
M chael could not tell

"He speaks the truth, my lord,” Dimitri said quietly.

Al bertus stared at himfor a | ong nonent, considering, glanced at the king, then took the torch
fromDimtri's hand and turned partway toward the door, where Ful k was waiting nervously.

"Ful k, bar the door and then cone and assist Master Dimitri. | should have had this done |ong

ago.
"Sir Cathan will be returning any moment, ny lord," Fulk said in a | ow voice, not nmoving. "If
you intend what | think, and you wish to keep this private, you'd best wait until he's cone back
or an alarmwi |l be raised."

Ful k' s logic was inescapable and wholly in keeping with his original obligation of loyalty to
the great lords, but it was also a wel come delaying tactic. Quite clearly, Al bertus had not sought
perm ssion of his fellows to do what he obviously intended, which was to have Dinitri probe him at
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last; but just as clearly, Rhys Mchael hinself could not raise the alarm protesting too nuch
that he did not want to be probed, |est the ensuing commotion convince the other great |ords that
perhaps the king had good reasons of his own to avoid Dimtri's touch

"Go and find Sir Cathan and bring himback here," Al bertus said, jammng his torch into an
enpty wall cresset. "And say nothing of this to anyone."

Ful k gave a nod and turned to go, but before he could even get out the door, Cathan returned on
his own, a dusty wine bottle tucked in the crook of one arm and several wooden cups bal anced atop
it. His cheery whistling ceased abruptly as Fulk drew himinside and he saw the king's visitors.

"Sir Cathan, you will remain there by the door and see that we are not interrupted," Al bertus
said, as Fulk relieved Cathan of his bottle and cups and set themon the floor. "Bar the door
Ful k, cone and be ready to assist Master Dimtri."

"I won't be held!" Rhys Mchael blurted, half comng to his feet as Ful k headed toward him

Al bertus whirled and stabbed a forefinger at the king. "Sit down!" Rhys M chael sat. "You will
do what you are told. Wiether or not you are physically restrained depends entirely upon your
cooperation.”

Rhys M chael swal |l owed and made hinself take a deep breath, trying not to shake. He had al nost
| et pride and blind panic stanpede himinto open defiance of Al bertus, which would never be
tol erated. Cathan was standing taut and anxi ous by the door, poised to nove on conmrand, but Rhys
M chael shot hima restraining glance. He was going to have to allow Dimitri's touch. Whether that
woul d prove his betrayal remained to be seen. He could only pray that the information he had
recei ved about the Deryni was correct.

"I didn't say | wouldn't cooperate,” he murnured. He kept his eyes downcast as he clasped his
hands in his lap, aware of Fulk noving in to stand behind his chair. "It wasn't nmy intention to
defy you."

"I amvery glad to hear that," Al bertus said, raising a dark eyebrow. "My | take it, then
that you do not object to letting Master Dimitri resolve the question of your innocence, once and
for all?"

"My objections obviously have no bearing,” Rhys Mchael said quietly. "I think that what you're
proposing is extrenely ill-advised, but I'll do what's required of ne, as |'ve always done. | know
ny place, and | know ny vulnerability. | don't have to |like sonme of the things |'mobliged to do,

but that doesn't nean |'mready to throw everything away in a childish show of pique."

A smile quirked at a corner of the earl marshal's long, cruel nouth, and he signal ed Ful k back
fromthe king's chair with a negligent wave.

"Gracefully spoken—Sire," he said, though disdain tinged the honorific title. "Sir FulKk,
doubt your services will be required. Master Dimtri, | would know whet her our brash young king
bears any traces of the kind of power you w eld. You know the runors concerning the Hal danes. |
woul d have them confirned or denied."

Rhys M chael drew a deep breath, briefly closing his eyes.

"Al bertus, | beg you not to do this," he whispered, averting his gaze fromthe conpul sion of
Dimtri's dark eyes as the Deryni started to nove toward him "You know why he hasn't been
permtted to touch ne in all these years. Wiat if he works his own m schi ef? Does Rhun know what
you' re doi ng?"

"That is not your concern," Al bertus said, and gestured with a curt nod for Dimtri to proceed.

Wth a slight bow, Dinmitri came to perch casually on the right-hand arm of Rhys M chael's
chair, flexing his fingers once as he lifted themtoward the king' s head.

"It will be easier for both of us if you do not resist this, Sire," Dimtri murmured, as he
| aid his hands across Rhys M chael's eyes.

chapter el even

Keep thee far fromthe man who hath power to kill ... lest he take away thy life presently.
—Eccl esiasticus 9:13

"I't will be easier for both of us if you do not resist this, Sire," Dimtri nurnured.

At the sane instant that his hands covered his subject's eyes, curving around the tenples, nore
specific instruction cane sl anm ng agai nst the edges of Rhys Mchael's rigid shields.

G ve a human reaction, or | cannot help you, Hal dane! Appear to | ose consciousness. Read the
truth of what | tell you. | amordered to protect you, regardl ess of the cost to nyself.

Knowing it to be so, Rhys Mchael did his best to convey the desired inpression, eyes closing
and taut linbs twitching as he made themrelax, even allowing hinself to slunp forward so that the
top of his head rested against Dimtri's chest—for it also shielded any telltale expressions from
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Al bertus' view. He could feel the Deryni's hands slipping around to cradl e the back of his head
and the sly insinuation of the other's thoughts settling into a nore stable Iink, and he focused
his intent on a reply.

How can you hel p ne?

That remains to be seen. Al bertus has been gathering his suspicions for sone tine, but
sonet hi ng has persuaded himto demand this confrontation just now | shall know what it was before
he | eaves this room W have not tine for extensive alterations to his nenories, but if his
suspi ci ons hang upon only a few points, | may be able to nmake adjustnments that will spare his life
for now | amordered to kill him but his death nmust not be traceable to you

So saying, Dimtri pushed Rhys M chael back into an upright position, though he kept a hand set
on one shoul der so that his fingers remained curled around the back of the king' s neck

Slowly begin to show signs of regaining consciousness, he sent. Pretend still to be lightly
controll ed.

"Wel | ?" Al bertus demanded, noving closer as the king stirred and softly noaned, and Dimitri
turned his head to glance at the earl narshal

"I do not know what you expected ne to find, ny lord, but he is sinply—a Hal dane. He does not
wear the yoke of his subnmission Ilightly, but surely you did not expect that he woul d."

"I know all that," Al bertus muttered. "Wat about Udaut?"

"He was as surprised and nystified as you, nmy lord."

"Well, what about the bees?"

"Do you truly think he can conmand bees?"

"But the Hal danes do have—an he Trut h- Read?"

"Can a human Truth-Read, nmy lord?" Dimtri asked, scorn touching his tone of voice.

"Don't provoke ne, Deryni!" Al bertus snapped. "His father knew how to do it, and so did Javan
Now, there was a human for you! Jesus Christ, you were the one to confirmthat sonmeone had nmanaged
to tanmper with Hubert's nmenory, and that Javan prob—

Wthout warning, Dimitri seized Al bertus' wist and jerked himoff balance, surging into the
other's mnd even as he rel eased Rhys Mchael, rising to guide the earl marshal's collapse as his
knees buckl ed. Fulk had started forward in alarm not certain what was happeni ng, but Cathan was
al ready hurtling across the roomto westle himaway fromthe king, taking himinto control as
Rhys M chael scranbled fromhis chair.

Meanwhi | e, Al bertus swayed on his knees and then toppled onto his side, while Dimtri stil
mai nt ai ned dogged contact. As the king crouched down beside the kneeling Dimtri, the Deryni was
already forcing his mnd deep into that of the unconscious Al bertus, |ess and | ess ni ndful whether
he ripped it as he searched out what he nust know.

"It is as | feared," the Deryni nurnured, as he wi thdrew enough to speak, the black eyes al nost

gl owi ng as he glanced at Rhys M chael. "He suspects too much, and the threads run too deep. Hs
life was already forfeit, but | had hoped for better cover for the deed. Still, you will not be
suspect."

"Wait!" Rhys M chael whispered. "Wat are you going to do?"

"Merely stop his heart. It will be an easier death than he gave nost of his victins. Easier
than your brother's death.”

Chilled, Rhys Mchael grabbed Dimitri's sleeve.

"Did he kill rmy brother?"

"His was the direct order that permtted it. He watched himdie. See for yourself, if you w sh,
but be brief."

Rhys M chael could not turn away fromthat invitation. Trenbling, he laid his hand on the earl
marshal's forehead and let Dinmitri guide himto the specific menory that |ay bare beneath their
scrutiny. Wth a tiny nmental wrench, he was in Al bertus' nenory, reliving those final nmoments of
treacherous battle lust on a killing field beside a river ford, when a king had fallen to well -
pl anned treason by his own lords of state.

From Al bertus' vantage point astride a great black brute of a battle charger, he saw a hail of
arrows rain down on the red-clad figure farther across the field. Beyond the king, the Hal dane
standard faltered as the valiant Quiscard de Courcy went down at |ast. Though Javan hi nsel f
appeared to escape unscat hed, his horse went dowmn with half a dozen wounds, bright bl ood
bl ossomi ng agai nst the animal's creamny coat.

Sonehow t he ki ng managed to throw hinself clear, |anding on his feet. Bareheaded, he |aid about
himw th the Hal dane sword |i ke a man possessed, but not so ninble afoot as he had been nounted.
Sir Charlan, the king's favorite aide, tried to ride alongside and pull the king into the saddle
behind him but nore of Al bertus' Custodes knights cut down that horse as well. King and ai de
fought together as a teamthen, and with Charlan now guardi ng the king's back and Javan hinsel f
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mai ntai ning a deadly net of steel before him no one seemed able to breach their defenses—nti
nmore arrows began to find their marks.

' Take him" Al bertus screanmed, thrusting his bloody sword toward the distant figure and trying
to fight closer.

Anot her flight of arrows whispered off in the king's direction, and this tine the king fell
The arrow he took in the chest probably was fatal, even if |esser wounds had not already delivered
enough nerasha to kill himw thin nminutes. Sir Charlan caught himas he fell, hinmself now wounded,
and Al bertus spurred his horse toward the spot where he had seen them go down, several of his
Cust odi es knights clearing a path.

It was all but acconplished. H's sword running with the bl ood of good Hal dane nmen, Al bertus
di smount ed and strode exultantly through the carnage of dead and dyi ng nmen. The wounded Charl an
was cradling the dying king against his chest and weeping. In that sudden stillness amid the
continuing battle around them Albertus was not even certain they were aware of his presence.

Prol ongi ng the nmonent served no purpose. As Al bertus gazed down at thempitilessly, one of his
men noved in behind Charlan with sword poised to finish the young knight. At Al bertus' nod, the
sword plunged downward to pierce Charlan through the |lungs. Bl ood gushed fromhis nouth as he
col | apsed across the king with a nortal gasp, still trying to protect his prince, even in death.
But Javan, too, was dead by the tinme they could shift Charlan's body aside .

If you desire his life for this, take it, Dimtri's thought canme. You are his king. He killed
your brother. You have the right.

Show nme how

I will doit, then. There is no tine. Learn by observing, even—so.

Bef ore Rhys M chael could object, the spell was welling up in Dinmitri's mnd, spilling over
into Rhys M chael's consci ousness but forbidding interference. He flinched fromthe power now
uncoi ling fromreserves deep inside Dinmitri, surging down a nuscled armas Dinitri lifted a cupped
ri ght hand above Al bertus' chest. He could sense the energy filling Dimtri's palm spreadi ng out

to his fingertips; and as that puissant hand turned toward Al bertus, he could al nost see a ghost-
hand of fire plunge downward fromthe physical one to penetrate the earl marshal's chest, fiery
fingers curving around the pul sing heart and squeezi ng.

Though unconsci ous, Al bertus fought it. Pain contorted the angular face, and his body arched
against it, one booted foot agitating the straw as his |linbs went into spasnms. He seened to take a
long tine to die, though when Rhys M chael blinked hinself back to normal consciousness, now
shaking in after-reaction, he realized that the entire thing, both the killing and the Readi ng
before it, had taken |l ess than a m nute.

"I will deal with this now," Dimtri said, glancing up at Cathan, who i nmedi ately brought Fulk
closer. He reached up and touched Ful k's hand, closing his eyes briefly, then returned his
attention to the still formbefore him

"Sir Fulk, you had best summon anot her surgeon," he said quietly, beginning to | oosen the neck
of Al bertus' garments and performthe other tasks one woul d expect of a physician. "He has

suffered a seizure of some kind. | think it was his heart."”

As Fulk raced off to obey, Cathan followi ng as far as the doorway, Rhys M chael glanced at the
Der yni

"I know you had no choice in what you did, but I want to thank you," he said in a | ow voi ce.

Dimtri shrugged. "I have worked in the cause of my prince; you are struggling to retain your
Hal dane crown. | cannot resent you for that, and | hope you do not begrudge nme ny loyalty to ny
prince. | thought | knew the risks I ran. | still do not conprehend how | was taken, or how | am
conpel l ed now to serve your interests above my own. But rest assured that | will not betray you
for I cannot. | will die before | allow you to cone to harm"

The pounding of footsteps in the corridor outside forestalled any further discussion, and he
set a hand urgently on Rhys M chael's sl eeve.

Stand up. You should not be seen kneeling here beside himor nme. Remenber that you are neant to
fear Deryni. Wien you are questioned, keep your answers vague but tell as nmuch of the truth as
possi bl e-that Al bertus brought ne here to Truth-Read you regardi ng Udaut's death; that he bade ne
probe you as well, which you protested. You renenber nothing of that experience, save that only a
short tinme el apsed. OF Al bertus' death, you know only that he appeared to suffer a seizure, and
tried to aid him If pressed, wonder whether | mnight have had a hand in his death. Go now

The instructions were conveyed in the blink of an eye. The approaching footsteps still had not
yet reached the door as Rhys M chael lurched to his feet and staggered far enough away to flatten
hinsel f against a wall, trying to make hinself as inconspicuous as possible. He had to keep

rem nding hinself that Dimtri was an eneny, only doing what he did because he had no choice. That
did not alter the fact that the Deryni was about to sacrifice hinself to divert suspicion from
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Rhys M chael .

Rhun was the first to arrive, closely followed by Paulin and Master Stevanus, but the second
battl e surgeon could do no nore than Dinmitri apparently had been able to do. Manfred brought the
abbey's infirmarian as well, but by then the roomwas getting far too crowded. Paulin confessed
hi nsel f too shaken to give his brother the Last Rites and had to sumopn another of his Custodes
priests to cone and adnini ster that Sacranent.

"How can this have happened?" Paulin nurnured, trenbling as Rhun drew himinto the corridor,
where the king and his aides had withdrawn with Manfred. "Wat was he even doing here, Sire?"

Affecting to be dazed and a little confused hinself, Rhnys M chael gestured vaguely toward the
maps still spread on the table, aware that every word he uttered was likely to nake Dinmitri's
deat h nore certain.

"He—sai d sonet hi ng about wanting to make sure | understood the strategy planned for
Culliecairn," he said. "I suppose he noticed that | brought the maps with ne after supper.

"And then he just—ol |l apsed?" Paulin asked, disbelief still nixed with shock.

Rhys M chael let his gaze go a little unfocused, hoping his questioners would read the reaction
as uncertainty, sonething not quite right.

"Il ean't quite remenber clearly," he nurnured. "W'd been tal king, and suddenly he—was on the
floor, going into convul sions of sone kind. He clutched at his chest and—started gasping for
breath. Dimtri tried to help him but—=

"Wy was Dinmitri here?" Rhun demanded, picking up on the cue.

Rhys M chael swallowed audibly, all too aware how very vul nerable he was. "He—tord Al bertus
wanted himto T-Truth-Read ne."

"What about ?"

"Udaut's death."

Manfred snorted and gl anced back into the room where a priest called Ascelin was bent over
Al bertus' body, signing the forehead with holy oil.

"He wouldn't let it go," he nuttered. "He just didn't want to accept that Udaut's death was an
acci dent. "

"So, he had Dimtri Truth-Read you," Paulin said.

Rhys M chael nodded.

"And what else did he have Dimtri do?" Paulin suddenly |ooked at Rhys M chael in nore avid
specul ati on. "Dear CGod, he's been wanting to have Dinmitri probe you for sonme tinme. Did he?"

Swal | owi ng, Rhys M chael | ooked away, knowi ng that the truth—+the only answer that would turn
suspi cion from hi nsel f —aoul d probably seal Dinmtri's fate.

"I =thi nk so," he whi spered.

"What do you nean, you think so?" Rhun denmanded. "Did he touch you?"

"l —don't—+ can't—=

"He did, nmy lord," Fulk offered. "Only for a few seconds, but he definitely touched him™"

Rhys M chael closed his eyes briefly and swayed a little on his feet. He had hoped to avoid so
direct an accusation, but Fulk had taken the decision out of his hands—perhaps on Dimtri's own
orders, he suddenly realized. The Deryni had controlled Fulk briefly before sending himfor help
and nmust have set the instructions he knew were needed to carry out his own priority—that of
protecting the king at whatever cost.

"Sweet Jesu, Al bertus, how could you be so stupid?” Paulin nurmured, his gaze shifting
disbelievingly to the still formof his brother. "On the eve of a confrontation with Torenth, you
al |l ow—nay, you invite—a Torenthi Deryni to probe the king, with no way for us to check and see
what he's done besi des probe—

"What are you sayi ng?" Rhys M chael whispered. "He can't have done nore than that. It was only
a few seconds, |I'msure. Wuldn't | know?"

"You weren't even sure he touched you," Rhun said coldly, keeping his voice very low. "W'l]|
hope no serious harmwas done in so short a tine, but |I suggest we try to find out before he
realizes we're suspicious. It's even possible he had a hand in Al bertus' death. Paulin, have a
word with Master Stevanus, would you?"

H s subtle gesture with the first two fingers of his right hand sent a chill up Rhys M chael's
spi ne, for he knew Rhun was referring to a Deryni pricker, which would adninister a debilitating
dose of merasha. Though it was intended for Dimtri, not hinself, the thought of helping deliver
any Deryni to the great lords' mnistrations made him al nost physically ill.

Back in the deathroom Dimtri was quietly conversing with Stevanus and the abbey's
infirmarian, away fromwhere Father Ascelin was reciting prayers over Al bertus' body. As Paulin
briefly diverted to kneel with the priest and join in a prayer for his brother, Rhun stepped into
the doorway and rai sed a beckoning hand in Dinmitri's direction.
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"Master Dimitri, would you cone over here, please?"

Wth a nod to Stevanus, Dinitri cane to join Rhun and Manfred and the king, meking them a
deferential bow "M lords, Sire."

"Tell me, Master Dimtri, why did Lord Al bertus ask you to acconpany hi mtoni ght?" Rhun asked

Dimitri's glance flicked to Manfred, then to Rhys M chael, carefully neutral, but the brief
t hought that brushed the king's mind confirmed that Dimitri was prepared to play out what now
appeared to be inevitable.

"Am | to speak freely before Lord Manfred, ny lord?" Dimtri asked in a | ow voice

"I would not have asked you in front of himif | did not expect you to speak in front of him"
Rhun said sharply. "Wy did Lord Al bertus bring you here?"

"He wi shed ne to be present while he questioned the king concerning Lord Udaut's death."

"To Truth-Read his answers?" Rhun asked.

"Yes, nmy lord."

"Why shoul d that be necessary?" Manfred interjected. "Did Lord Al bertus have any reason to
suppose that the king knew sonet hi ng about Udaut's deat h?"

"Not to my know edge, ny lord."

"Very well," Rhun said. "And did you Truth-Read the king?"

"I did."

"Wth what result?"

"Why, the king was telling the truth, of course. How could it be otherw se? Lord Udaut's death
was an accident."

"Was it?" Rhun asked.

Dimtri did not even blink. "I have said that the king had nothing to do with it, ny lord. Wy
do you question nme this way? Have | not served you faithfully these nany years and never given you
cause to doubt ny word?"

"Perhaps we were led to overl ook such cause,"” Paulin said, slipping back into the conversation
besi de the Deryni. "Wat else did you do to the king besides Truth-Read him Dimtri? Did you
perhaps probe him as you' ve been wanting to do for sonme tinme? And what did you do to my brother?”

Dimitri had |l ed the questioning in this direction. It was the only possible scenario that woul d
satisfy the great lords' questioning and totally divert suspicion fromthe king, and Rhys M chael
knew it—and knew that Dimtri knewit.

"To your brother!" Dimtri asked, scorn in his tone. "Surely your grief has nmade you nad."

"Dear CGod, did you kill hinP" Paulin whispered, now convinced that he had stunbled onto the
truth. "Brother Serafin died of 'heart failure' a few days before Javan's coronation, and we
al ways wondered about that. You weren't around then, but there were other Deryni who were capabl e.
That's one of the nore insidious Deryni spells, isn't it? You can kill a man wi thout even touching
him We'll never know if Udaut actually died of 'heart failure,' but you could have reached out
with your mind and done that-—-and al so nade his horse go mad and tranmple him to cover your
tracks. Did you summon up that swarm of bees, too? Was it ny brother who was neant to drown?"

Dimtri shook his head disdainfully, turning to Rhun in appeal. "My lord, | amgiven far nore
credit than | deserve. If such conjectures seem plausible to you, small wonder that your people
fear mne. Regardl ess of what answers | may give you, | amdamed nerely for being what | am For
what good it, will do, | renmind you that my kind have limtations, just as all men do. Physica

contact is al nost always required. W—=

In that instant, at a nod from Paulin, Master Stevanus made physical contact with Dimtri via a
Deryni pricker, janmng its double needles into the taut nmuscles at the base of the Deryni's neck
Dimtri gasped and cl apped a hand to the pain, dislodging the device as he whirled in dismay to
throw off the hands already trying to restrain him but his eyes told Rhys M chael that the Deryn
was well aware of his plight.

In the seconds remaining before the nerasha rendered himpowerless, Dimtri might carry out one
nmore order besides the very |last—and over that one, he had no control, for it nmust wait until the
very end. Before the drug could begin to diffuse his powers, even as Rhun and Manfred were
grabbing at his arns to take himprisoner, he turned the full strength of his magic on Paulin,
twining his hands in a death-grip in the neck of the prelate's black robes to pull himcloser and
will invisible hands of fire to clutch not at Paulin's heart but at his mnd.

Paul i n screamed and kept on scream ng, a bloodcurdling wail of nortal agony that rose on a
hi gher and ever higher pitch, until Rhys M chael thought that vocal cords of nere human fl esh
coul d not sustain such a sound. Yet even that was but a poor reflection of the true anguish of a
m nd being ripped. Surely Cathan nust have felt some of the spillover, but he and Ful k boldly
dragged Rhys M chael back fromthe physical struggle to shield himwith their bodies, lest Dinmtri
attenpt some attack on the king.
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And all the while, unaware of the true magnitude of Dinmitri's attack, the others were wenching
at his arms and shouting conflicting orders, Manfred bellowing for themto kill him Rhun
screani ng that, no, they nust take himalive. Cringing behind Cathan and Ful k, hel pl ess to prevent
any of what was unfolding so rapidly, Rhys Mchael sensed a faltering in the energies and guessed
that the nerasha nust be starting to erode Dinmtri's control. Just then, Rhun nanaged to place a
precise blow behind Dinmtri's left ear with the pormel of his dagger

chapter twelve

Whereas thy servant worketh truly, entreat himnot evil, nor the hireling that bestoweth
hi nsel f wholly for thee.
—Eccl esiasticus 7:20

The flow of power ceased utterly as Dinmitri crunpled like an ox felled with a pol eax, arns
trailing linply down Paulin's chest as he sagged to his knees and was dragged apart by ready
hands.

But nerely subduing Dimitri did not end Paulin's agony. Though his shrieking choked off in
nm dscream his body arched in a strangled convulsion, still flailing as it pitched to the floor

"Stevanus, see to him" Rhun shouted, as he and Manfred stripped the belt frombDinitri's own
wai st and began to lash his wists together.

Stevanus was already scranbling to Paulin's side. The convul sions were weakeni ng, but Paulin's
eyes were vacant and staring. His rigid chest kept heaving with the effort to draw breath, but
clearly no air was reaching his |ungs.

"He's dying! He can't breathe!" Stevanus gasped, rolling Paulin onto his side and prying the
rigidjaws apart.

In the corridor, Rhys Mchael clung to the door frame and craned his neck to see what was
happeni ng. Bl ood gushed from Paulin's nouth as Stevanus thrust his fingers inside, apparently
probi ng for whatever was obstructing the airway.

"Jesus, he's swallowed his tongue!" the king heard hi m gasp

As Stevanus forced his fingers deeper to dislodge the obstruction, the abbey's infirnmarian cane
creeping timdly fromunder the table where he had taken refuge. Together, the two of them quickly-
managed to get Paulin breathing again, albeit shallowy, but Paulin had bitten his tongue nearly
t hrough as he convul sed. The bl oody lunp of it lay in the bl ood-soaked straw beside his head as
St evanus cast his knife aside and shakily shifted a gory hand to the pulse point in his patient's
neck. The infirmarian was pressing a wadded edge of his scapular to the stunp of Paulin's tongue
to staunch the bl eeding, keeping the head turned so he woul d not choke on his own bl ood.

"Dear Cod," Rhys M chael nurmured, slunping weakly against the door frane. He had not expected
anyt hing of this magnitude.

Meanwhi | e, Paulin's spine-chilling screams had brought nen running fromeither end of the
corridor, w de-eyed nonks and soldiers with swords in their hands. Crowdi ng anxiously around the
doorway, trying to peer in, nost hardly noticed how they jostled the shaken king and his aides,
pressing themback into the room The priest Ascelin was cowering in shock beside the body of
Al bertus, farther toward the shuttered wi ndow, and both Stevanus and his erstwhile assistant
| ooked white-faced and shaken

"I's he still alive?" Rhun demanded, gl ancing around fromthe still unconscious Dimtri as
Manfred tightened a belt around their captive's ankles.

"Yes." Stevanus grinaced as Paulin's pulse fluttered beneath his bloody fingers.

"Jesus, where did all the blood cone fron?" Rhun said, rising to cone closer

"Hi s tongue." Stevanus gestured toward the bit of bloody flesh in the straw. "Even if he
survives whatever else Dinitri did to him he'll never speak again."

"God in heaven," Rhun nmurrured. "Then, he may still die?"

"I don't know. Since | have no idea what the Deryni did to him | can't even tell you which to
hope for."

"Dam the Deryni and their powers!" Rhun said, uneasily glancing back at Dimtri. "I told
Paulin something Iike this would happen one of these days, if he insisted on continuing to use
Deryni."

Brother Polidorus, the infirmarian, glanced toward Dinmitri and fought down a shudder.

" "Tis black magic," he nuttered. "We be unto all of us, if the Deryni has summned evi
spirits under this roof."

Rhun roll ed his eyes heavenward, though he, too, darted another nervous glance back at Dimtri.
Manfred had shifted nearer the Deryni's head, his dagger pressed to the upturned throat. He
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flinched at the nmonk's words and bl anched even paler, his free hand funbling at the open neck of
his tunic until it could close around a substantial gold crucifix.

"Good CGod, you don't really think—=

"I think," Rhun said, "that Brother Polidorus ought to see about getting Father Paulin to the
infirmary. Stevanus, | need you here with nme. Let the priests deal with Paulin and nake sure he
can't do anything when he conmes around.”" As he prodded Dimtri's bound formroughly with a booted
toe, he finally noticed the nen crowded into the doorway behind the king and stabbed a forefinger
at the soldiers in the front.

"You, you, and the two of you, cone and help get Father Paulin to the infirmary. Wat are the
rest of you gawking at? Go back to your quarters, all of you. Everything is under control."

As the four selected edged warily into the room giving distance to the dark-clad form Manfred
guarded, the others reluctantly began to disperse. Directed by Brother Polidorus, the four briskly
lifted the unconscious Paulin onto their shoulders and carried himout. Stevanus was bendi ng over
Dimtri.

"Now, Fulk," Rhun went on, spotting Fulk beside the king and beckoning himnearer. "Informthe
abbot what's happened, then fetch ne Father Lior, Father Magan—and Gallard de Breffni. Tel
Gallard to bring his tools. Go!"

As Fulk threw a salute and ducked out the door, Rhun turned next to Cathan

"You, help Father Ascelin see about taking Lord Al bertus' body to wherever the nortuary chape
is, then find Lord Joshua Del acroix and tell himwhat's happened. Tell himhe's acting G and
Mast er of the Custodes knights until the Order can nmake an of ficial appointment of Al bertus
repl acenent—er is there someone nore senior, Stevanus?"

"No, he's suitable,"” the battle surgeon said. He had cone away fromDimtri nonentarily to wash
the gore from his hands, over at the washstand beside the single bed.

"Right, then. Delacroix is acting Gand Master. Acting vicar-general, too, for that matter,
unless it has to be a priest. You Custodes will have to sort that out. Go, Cathan. Meanwhile, as
Al bertus' designated second-in-comuand, | take the office of earl marshal to nyself and hereby
assunme conmand of this canpai gn—dnl ess you want it back, Manfred. You were earl marshal before
Al bertus."

"And | resigned," Manfred said. "But I'll serve under you as vice-marshal, if you w sh."
"Thank you. 1'Il welcome your experience. Now, let's get this Deryni secured before he regains
consci ousness. W've got a long night ahead of us, but | intend to break himbefore dawn."

Nei t her Rhun nor Manfred seened to have any particular instructions for Rhys M chael, as they
now proceeded to turn the roominto an inpronptu interrogation chanber. The king had no desire to
stay and watch what was going to happen, but since they had conmandeered his room he really had
nowhere else to go. Nor did he think he ought to go very far, at |least until one of his aides
returned. And the question remained of whether Dinitri would reveal anything that night endanger
Rhys M chael, even though the Deryni had claimed that he was ordered to protect him

Apparently all but forgotten by the two, as men cane and went to do Rhun's biddi ng, the king
soon found hinself eddied into a dimcorner of the roomwhere the torchlight did not really
reach—whi ch at | east was a vantage point fromwhich he night watch and not hinself be noticed.
Now, if he could just avoid doing anything that nmight shift attention back onto hinself

After a few nminutes, Custodes nonks cane to carry Al bertus' body away. Soon after they had
departed, Fulk returned with Father Lior, the Custodes inquisitor-general, who was acconpani ed by
a younger man in priest's garb and a greying, blondish man wearing the black jazerant and red-
fringed white sash of a Custodes knight.

As Ful k canme over to join him Rhys Mchael found hinmself staring at the knight, squinting
agai nst the dimess and trying to recall where he had seen the nman before. The context had not
been good; he was sure of that. Not that he held any Custodes knight in high regard.

"What ' s happened?" Lior demanded, as his companions cane in and set down |eather satchels on
the table, the knight clearing the maps fromit with a sweep of his arm

At Rhun's direction, Manfred had stripped the bedclothes and thin nmattress off the narrow bed

and dragged it out fromthe wall. As he turned it upside down, Rhun said, "It appears the good
Dimtri has turned on his nmasters. O perhaps he's been serving different nmasters all along. He
killed Al bertus, and he's half killed Paulin. |I want himbroken. | want to know what he did to the

king, and | want to know who he's been working for."

Li or was already crouching beside Dimtri, peering under an eyelid, then feeling at the pul se
in the captive's neck. Kneeling on Dimtri's other side, Stevanus had a Deryni pricker in his
hands again, nervously twisting the cap as he awaited further instructions.

"How much has he al ready had?" Lior asked.

"Just a single dose, Father. Rhun managed to tap hi mbehind the ear before it could take
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effect, but | think he's going to need nore when he cones around."

"Which is going to be soon," Lior said, w ping his hands on his thighs and gl anci ng around
behind him "Gallard, let's get another of these beds in here. One is too narrow to be effective.
Sir Ful k?" He sunmopned the aide with a beckoning gesture. "Cone and hel p the surgeon strip him"

Wth Lior standing back to supervise, the nen went about their preparations with an efficiency
that spoke of ready acquaintance with what the inquisitor-general intended. Very shortly the abbot
showed up with one of his subpriors and a Custodes captain-general and briefly drew Rhun aside for
an update on the situation. Watching from his shadowed corner, Rhys Mchael tried not to think
about the tortures they were preparing, glad he could not get a clear |look at the instrunments and
vial s the younger priest was taking fromone of the |leather satchels, laying themout in neat rows
on the table.

Ful k and Stevanus had Dimitri stripped by the time the knight naned Gallard dragged anot her
wooden bedstead into the room Manfred hel ping himupturn it beside the first and | ash the inside
| egs together. Though Dimtri had served an eneny prince, Rhys Mchael felt the gorge rise in his
throat as he watched them shift the hel pl ess Deryni onto this inprovised bed of torture and begin
tying himspread-eagled to the bedposts, stretching the flaccid |inbs taut.

In that instant, as he watched the kni ght naned Gallard securing one of the bonds, he suddenly
remenbered where he had seen the man before. He had never |earned the man's nane, and he had never
again seen the nan at Court in the six years since, but certain it was that Gallard de Breffni had
been the col d-eyed Custodes knight at Hubert's side when the great |ords turned on himin counci
and seized control of the castle, the same day that others of their nunber had treacherously slain
an anointed king. It was Gallard who had nurdered the loyal Sir Tomais d Edergoll before his very
eyes, @Gllard who had dared to lay traitorous hands on Rhys M chael's own person when they narched
himup to see Sir Sorle and the Healer Oriel slain, and to take Mchaela into custody.

And that had been but an extension of earlier treason, for the nan whose nane he only tonight
had | earned al so had been his principal keeper while, nonths before those other murders, he |ay
abducted by the great |ords' agents. They had been Custodes, all of them though Rhys M chael had
been induced to think them Ansel's nen at the time—that it was Deryni who had turned agai nst him
and the great |ords who had rescued him And all the while, the great |ords had been worki ng
toward that nonent when Javan nmust be slain and Rhys M chael set in his place, but as a puppet
king; and in his youthful arrogance and blindness, Rhys M chael had never even suspected until it
was much, much too |late.

Long- banked anger snoul dered into flame. In this one man was enbodi ed much of the treachery and
betrayal of a lifetime, finally given nane and form Gallard de Breffni's life was forfeit in that
instant, just as Al bertus' had been. Rhys M chael Hal dane was an anointed king, entitled to
di spense justice. He had the right and the neans to take de Breffni's |life. Dimtri had shown him
how. He could feel his newfound power starting to stir within him tendrils of energy uncoiling
down his arnms as his hands clenched into fists and the spell began to take shape. Even from here,
all he had to do was reach out and—

"Sit down and have a front-row seat, Sire," Rhun said in a | ow voice, suddenly besi de Rhys
M chael .

Taken totally by surprise, Rhys Mchael started back violently and went into a crouch, one hand
going instinctively to the dagger at his belt, even as he recogni zed Rhun's voice. He frantically
pushed the power back down. In the concentration of his anger, he had not even noticed Rhun's
appr oach.

Weak- kneed with relief, he made hinself stay his hand and straighten up, trenbling in after-
reaction as he cast a shaken glance at Rhun. What had he been thinking? Tenpting though it m ght
be to slay de Breffni, to slay Rhun—to slay everyone in this room for that matter—-he knew he
dared not.

Not with merasha in so many hands. Not on the eve of a confrontation with a Deryni pretender
Not without a man to call his own, save Cathan, who was not even here.

"Good reflexes,"” Rhun comented, totally unaware how cl ose he had conme to death. "He nust have
given you a good scare. Here." He pulled the nearest chair closer and shoved it against the wall.
"You're entitled. | suppose you're as anxious as we are, to find out whether he got into your
m nd. But don't worry; we'll break him Hi s days of playing both sides have just conme to an end."

He did not wait to see whether the king sat, for Dinmitri was starting to cone around. A npan
escaped the Deryni's lips as Manfred tightened down one of the wist restraints, trailing off as
the dark eyes opened and the bleary gaze slowy found focus. Pain was in that gaze, but also
resi gnation. As Stevanus noved the standing rack of rushlights nearer his head, their sickly gl ow
gave Dinmtri's dark visage an oddly jaundiced pallor. The torchlight fromthe walls cast a paler
flickering Iight over his naked formand on the faces of the hard-eyed nen | ooki ng down at him
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The abbot, a round little man with beady eyes and not a hair on his head, crossed hinself and drew
back into the corridor with his tw attendants.

"Dear, dear Dimtri," Lior said softly. Flanked by the younger priest and Gallard de Breffni
he shook his head and made a soft tsking sound with his tongue as he folded his arns across his
chest. "I had so hoped never to neet you this way."

Just visible in one of his hands was the cap end of a Deryni pricker—an unusual one, cased in
ebony and inlaid with nother-of-pearl. H's knuckles showed white upon it as he gazed down at his
captive, betraying his tension. Though sick anticipation churned in Rhys Mchael's gut, he could
not but watch. Every nuscle taut, he nade hinself ease down on the edge of his chair as Ful k cane
to stand beside him

"You have broken faith, Dimtri," Lior said nore coldly. "In tinmes past, you have seened to
serve, but now | worry that deception drove you fromthe start. In asking nmyself what seeds of
treachery you nmight have sown in ny mind, | have asked Father Magan to assist me tonight." He

fingered the Deryni pricker as he glanced at the younger priest beside him "You have never net
him so you cannot have tainted himw th your foul magic. But rest assured that he knows how to
deal with your kind."

Dimtri flicked a glance of utter disdain at both nen, then turned his face away, his wrists
testing at his bonds.

"No good, Deryni," Lior said sharply. "You have killed one of your masters and probably a
second. Before you are paid in kind, as you surely knew nust be your fate, we require information
regardi ng your other nmasters.” He smled without a trace of mirth. "Naturally, you will not w sh
to give us this information. Just as naturally, we must insist.”

Dimtri closed his eyes briefly, a faint grinmace twitching at the sensuous nouth as he
swal lowed with difficulty. Though he still seened deternmined to put up a defiant front, Rhys
M chael guessed that it was becoming nore and nore difficult, with the merasha in his blood. Sweat
sheened on the | ean torso, and nuscles corded in his outstretched arns and | egs flexed as he
continued to test at his bonds.

"Aridiculous gane, isn't it?" Lior said. "You are required by your masters to resist unto
death, and | amrequired by mine to press you as hard as | can, your mnd addl ed by ny drugs and
your body pushed by nbst exquisite pain to the very brink of death, but not beyond—until you have
told ne what | want to know "

H s expression hardened as his words seenmed to have no effect on his prisoner

"Very well. | know that we are not nearly to that point just yet. Wile Master Stevanus' sting
deni ed you access to your powers, you still have nobst of your faculties of reason and the will to
resist. Regrettably, Lord Rhun's method of rendering you sensel ess spared you from what |
understand is a uni que sensation, as the drug disrupted your control and stripped away access to
your powers. Rest assured that such respite will not be granted again. | intend that you shoul d
experience the further erosion of your senses to the fullest."

So saying, Lior handed the Deryni pricker to Father Magan, who unscrewed the cap and carefully
wi thdrew the twin needl es enbedded in its underside. A tawny drop of liquid quivered in the
torchlight, suspended between the needles, as Magan rai sed an eyebrow and calmy bent closer to
their captive's lean torso

Expecting the usual quick jab of the needles, Rhys Mchael stifled a gasp and nearly cane to
his feet as Magan instead touched the needles lightly to the shadowed hollow of Dimtri's navel.
In the same instant, as the act registered, Dimitri groaned and threw hinself against his bonds in
a frenzy, trying to roll away, rocking the wooden bedsteads to which he was bound and nearly
breaki ng free.

"Hold him" Lior ordered, even as Manfred and Gallard were throwi ng their weight across the
ends to keep himfast, and Rhun was pinning his shoul ders back agai nst di e wooden sl ats.

Rhys M chael forced hinself to sink back into his chair, though his own heart nust be pounding
nearly as wildly as Dimtri's was. He could see the hard nuscles of the Deryni's belly rippling in
spasm as he made another halfhearted attenpt to twist free, but clearly the drug so oddly
adm ni stered was having its effect. He was panting as he ceased struggling, his body now running
with sweat, and his eyes were glazing, the pupils wide and dilated as Rhun roughly turned the face
toward the rushlights.

"I's that a new way of administering merasha, Lior?" he asked, as he rel eased the captive's head
and stepped back, |ooking at the inquisitor-general

"Absorption of the drug through the skin is slower but steady,"” Lior said, drawi ng a deep
breath and exhaling. "The unbilicus provides a handy receptacle, and the skin lining it is very
thin. A sonewhat |imted nethod of delivery, but it has its uses. Father Magan di scovered it.
Qobviously, it had not occurred to Dimitri." He glanced at the faintly tw tching captive, whose
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eyes had cl osed.

"I know you're still conscious, Deryni," Lior said, in a slightly |ouder voice. "Nor need you
bot her to hope that your ordeal will be cut short by a mscal culation of the drug's dose. W know
preci sely how nuch nerasha a Deryni can tolerate before the dose becones |lethal, or even before
sl eep gives tenporary respite.

"But before that comes the pain. Just as Father Magan is conversant with the drugs we can use
to help break you, so Sir Gallard is well versed in the various nethods of causing pain. Do not
| ook for your other masters to save you fromeither."

Dimtri's other masters even then were debating the numerous possible reasons why their agent
had not yet nmade contact. In the tower chanber at Culliecairn, Prince Mklos of Torenth was
sitting on the edge of a narrow canp bed with his head in his hands. In a chair opposite sat Marek
of Festil, w de-eyed and inpatient-I|ooking. "But we know they're close,” Marek said. "W' ve had
conventional dispatches since they left Rhenmuth. Besides the death of Udaut, there's been no hint
that anythi ng odd has happened—ertainly nothing to indicate that Dimtri's been found out.
Believe ne, if a Deryni spy had been discovered in the bosom of the Custodes Fidei, we would have
heard. "

"We shoul d have heard fromhim" Mklos said,-raising his head. "I like it not. In nore than
six years of service, he has never been nore than a few hours off, if a contact was prearranged.
G ven the uncertainties attendant upon forced march, | could understand a delay of a day or two.

Privacy could be hard to cone by. But the scouts predict arrival at Lochal yn tonmorrow. That neans
they shall be here the day after. And we have not the foggiest notion where we stand, what other
key nen he has been able to eliminate or subvert, what he has found out about the Hal dane—=

"Then, let's go ahead and force the contact," Marek said. "If he's that close, it won't take
that rmuch nmore energy to initiate the contact, instead of just standing by to receive. It's late
enough now that he's probably asleep. W'll go in tandem with a human backup. If everything s al
right, we can find out what we need to know. If he's captured, or he's turned, we can kill him
And of course, if he's dead, we'll know that, too."

M kl os, Prince of Torenth, rubbed his hands over his face, then nodded with a heavy sigh

"Very well." He stood. "I shall go and fetch sonmeone for backup. | don't wish to use one of ny
regul ar sources; this may kill whomever we use, if the power drain is too heavy."

Wth that he went out of the room closing the door softly behind him Marek rose and paced the
|l ength of the rooma few tines, then went to the wi ndow and | ooked out over the valley below the
castle.

Beyond the valley lay the Col doire Pass; and between the pass and the castle, the watchfires of
M kl os' Torenthi levies sparkled in the cool night air like jewels flung across a bolt of velvet.
It was the gateway to Marek's kingdom stolen fromhis parents by the father of the king riding to

meet himout there in tw days' time. It was close enough that he could al nost smell it.
He turned as the door opened behind himand MKklos returned, now acconpani ed by a short, stocky
guard wearing Mklos' livery.

"Sit there," MKklos said, pointing to the floor beside the narrow canp bed. "Lean your back
agai nst the bed."

The man obeyed the odd command wit hout hesitation, obviously already controlled. Warily MKl os
went around to the other side of the bed and sat down, drawi ng a deep breath, then totally
enptying his lungs before reclining and swinging his booted | egs up onto the thin mattress.

As he briefly laid an armover his eyes, Marek cane to join him sitting in a chair on the
opposite side of the bed fromthe guard and performing the sane deep-breathi ng exercise that
M kl os had done. After a nonent Mklos raised his armto tip the guard's curly head back agai nst
the bed, his hand briefly cupping over the eyes. Then he shifted it down to let his wist lie
agai nst the man's shoul der, the V of his thumb and fingers lightly clasped around the man's
t hr oat .

"Al'l right, he's ready," Mklos nurnured, upturning his other armalong his side. "Wenever you
are. "

Mar ek had been disciplining his owm trance already and linked in easily with the Torenth
prince, as he clasped his hand around the other's wist. Marek was powerful and very well trained,
perhaps the match of his ol der cousin, but this was Mkl os' working, so he let hinself take a
subordinate role as M klos wove the spell. In the background, he could feel the vibrant life-force
of the guard pulsing in synch with the power Mklos was coiling to unleash, not even accessible to
its owner but now set in potential and ready to be drawn upon

Power ful and focused, their call went forth, fine-focused only to the nmnd of the agent they
sought, sweeping a far smaller area and | esser distance than Dinmitri had spanned, a week before,

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt (65 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:37 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

when | ast he conmunicated. It took sone tinme to locate him because his trace, when they finally
pi cked it up, was odd.

Merasha! came M kl os' stark pronouncenent. Sormeone has found him out!

Braci ng hinself for even the secondhand taste of nerasha disruption, Mklos thrust the contact
hone, seeking no pernission and needing none, for Dinitri's shields were in tatters, no inpedi nent

at all. Stark on the very surface of his nmind |ay drug-addl ed snatches of the event that had
precipitated his undoing: Lord Al bertus killed, as ordered, but under circunstances that
i nadvertently had betrayed Dimitri as well ... and the despicable Paulin mnd-ripped even as

Dimtri succunbed to his captors' power.

Dimtri was not unconscious; indeed, he was in a great deal of pain. But not yet near the
breaki ng point; not yet near the trigger Mklos had set against just such a contingency.

Yet sonet hing was wong here—sonet hi ng about the trigger. To Mkl os' consternation, other ninds
had been deep in Dinmitri's. Alien traces showed |like faintly wong-colored threads against the
subtl e, conplex pattern MKklos had |aid down. He could not quite nake out their source, but he
could see glinpses of the work—and where at |least a few of the threads seened to | ead.

Trigger alterations, Mklos noted. Let us see if we can di scover who has done this. Could it
possi bly have been the Hal dane ... ?

He drove his probe closer toward the source of the alteration, hinself causing pain; draw ng
heavily on his backup now, ignoring his pain, starting to catch a glinpse, a glinmrering—

In that instant, nore powerful and nore recent conpul sions slamred into force, tripping the

deat h-trigger that Mklos hinmself had set. Though aware what it would cost to delay the effect,
M kl os | ocked Marek into the link and drove all their considerable power and all the |last reserves
of their backup into one final, desperate attenpt to force the trigger back and keep the channe
open just a little longer, relentlessly seeking explanation, willing the linked mind to yield its
i nformati on.

Who? Tell me who

chapter thirteen

Rej oi ce not over thy greatest eneny being dead, but renenber that we die all
—Eccl esiasticus 8:7

Dimtri had yielded nothing to his interrogators, despite a diverse range of tortures applied to
shrinking flesh over the space of several hours. Efficient and apparently unaffected by the pain
he caused, the inventive Gallard de Breffni had presented himwi th varied i nducements cal cul at ed
to push himto the very brink of what he thought he could bear and then beyond—though never to the
poi nt that he might escape into unconsciousness. Diverse stinulants kept himalert, periodically
reviving sensations pushed to overload and countering the sedative effect of the nerasha, but
these did nothing to ease the disruption of his nind and powers.

Nor could Dinmitri choose either to surrender the information they denanded or to end his agony,
for he had given that choice into another's hands when first he offered hinself as Mklos' agent.
Though the decision of when to activate a death-trigger usually was reserved to the subject, the
protection of extrenmely sensitive information sonmetines required that absolute |evels be set, over
whi ch the subject no |onger retained control. Wth Dimitri's own concurrence, Mklos had set the
triggerpoint against an al nost uni magi nably high pain threshold; for the longer Dimtri could keep
from breaki ng, against the worse coercion, the greater the chance his interrogators woul d doubt
their findings, even if bits of the truth should manage to slip through

But now new pain probed into the very depths of Dinitri's awareness, totally apart from what
Gal l ard de Breffni was doing to his body. Vaguely he recogni zed the touch; weakly he strained to
reach toward it—er at |least toward the triggerpoint, to give himblessed rel ease. As the probe
drove ever deeper, either the pain or his yearning finally tripped the |ong-sought trigger. An
instant of relief inmediately gave way to a rainbow brightness erupting in his mnd, obliterating
all else, hurtling himtoward oblivion at |ast.

Dimtri's bloodied torso suddenly arched in spasm his breath catching in his throat and his
whol e body going rigid.

"What ' s happeni ng?" Rhun denmanded, as Stevanus |l aid an ear against the bl oody, straining chest
and Magan tried to get a look at the prisoner's pupils. The others were throw ng thensel ves across
arms and legs to restrain the convul sion. Rhys Mchael had retreated as far as the corridor some
time before, unable to bear the Deryni's screans and the stench of blood and urine and burnt
flesh, but now he anxiously pressed back into the doorway with Cathan and Ful k. The abbot and his
two attendants were watching with undi sgui sed horror
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"W may have hit a death-trigger,"

can nake thensel ves die, you know "

"G ve himnore nerasha!" Lior ordered, funbling to open his Deryni pricker. "If he's doing this
hinself, it may break his concentration."

"I don't want himkilled yet!" Rhun barked.

"I't won't kill him He hasn't had that much. W' re nowhere near a |l ethal dose."

"We're going to lose himif we don't do sonething," Magan said, snatching the Deryni pricker
fromLior's hands and plunging it into Dimtri's neck

Whet her or not this new outrage was the cause, the fragile bal ance shifted enough in that
instant to let Dimtri's death-trigger snap closed at last. H's back arched once nore, then
rel axed utterly, his linbs going linp as the dark eyes rolled upward until all but the whites
di sappeared. The final breath sighed gently from between slack |ips.

"He's dead," Stevanus whi spered, holloweyed and grey as he lifted bl oody hands fromDi nitri's
chest to stare at themin the torchlight.

Magan murnured, hunting in vain for a carotid pul se. "They

Anot her was passing into death in a darkened tower roomin Culliecairn. In the same instant that
the death-trigger released Dimtri, Marek tunbled out of the disintegrating link with a gasp,
hands cl apped to his tenples, and Mklos of Torenth lost the pulse in the throat of the man under
hi s hand.

Unperturbed, MKklos shifted a portion of his focus to deal with the suddenly dw ndling flow of
backup energy, the while riding out the psychic backlash generated by Dimtri's death-trigger
That the backup was dying was regrettable but not unexpected, for no human coul d have survived the
drain Mkl os denanded, once he had determnmined to seek out the source of the alien threads. Wile a
part of him sealed off the last of the aborted connection, Mklos relentlessly stripped out the
final increments of energy the dying man could give, using it like oil to still the Iast
reverberations of psychic storm He only wished the effort had borne better fruit. Sending nen to
their deaths was a part of command, but he disliked sacrificing themfor so little return

Meanwhi | e, the infusion of energy was having the desired effect. Wth heart rate already
slowing to nore nornmal levels, Mklos laid an arm across his eyes and nmade hinself run through the
usual set of checklists enployed by Deryni after an arduous working. Renaining in another's mnd
at the time a death-trigger tripped was never pleasant and often profoundly unsettling—far
different fromeasing a soul's passing when death cane nore gently.

He felt groggy and a little |ight-headed as he opened his eyes, but at |east he knew that a few
hours' sleep would finish restoring him Drawing a deep breath, he shifted his armto glance aside
at where Marek sat, head bowed in his hands and breathing a little shakily.

"Are you all right?"

Mar ek rai sed his head and took a deep breath before he turned his face to M kl os.

"I will be. What the devil did they do to Dimtri?"

"Physically? The sorts of things one m ght expect. He knew the risks."

"That isn't what | neant."

"I know. And | have no answer for you."

Sitting up, Mklos swng his feet to the floor next to Marek, pausing with hands set to the
edges of the bed on either side before he pushed hinself to his feet and staggered to the table
and two chairs set under the wi ndow. Wod screeched agai nst stone as he pulled out one of the
chairs, and he had to catch his bal ance against its back before passing a hand over a rack of
candl es to produce light.

He sat down heavily, pulling a tray nearer to pour hinself a cup of wine. He managed not to
spill any, but he had to use both hands to Iift the cup and drain it. Wile he drank, Marek cane

to join him pouring a cup for hinmself, then refilling the other's.
"Who do you think got to hinP" Marek asked. "Was it the Hal dane?"
M kl os shook his head, then took another quaff of his wine. "I cannot say. He should not be

capabl e of such a thing, but if not he, then who? Canber's kin again? Dimitri had seen no evidence
of Deryni infiltration at the Court in recent years, but renenber that he has never been all owed
direct contact with the Hal dane himnself."

"Who el se night have done it, then?" Marek asked.

Shruggi ng, M klos set his cup aside. "W know t hat some of those Deryni who had ai ded King
Cinhil were still in evidence when Javan cane to the throne, even though they dared not show their
faces in Rhenmuth. Paulin and Al bertus even had their suspicions about Javan." He raised an eyebrow
and shook his head al nost regretfully. "I shall alnost mss them | think. They have done us many
favors, over the years—they and their Custodes Fidei."

Mar ek suppressed a shiver, then took a deep draught of his wine. "I mistrust religious
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fanatics, no matter what the religion. I'mjust as glad they' re gone."

M kl os' pal e gaze flicked away nmonentarily, even as nenory shied fromthe echo of Paulin's
angui sh he had read fromDinmtri. Paulin, at |east, was not gone; indeed, he mght linger in a
living death for many days or weeks or even nonths. He woul d know nothing nore of pain, but that
was smal | reconpense for the unspeakabl e agony of having his mind ripped while still conscious.
After such an experience, what nortal flesh could possibly ever register nmere pain again?

"You don't |ook particularly pleased,” Marek noted, breaking in on Mklos' distraction. "They
stood in our way."

"So they did," Mklos said, recovering hinself. "Still, they have served our purposes, though
they knew it not. Not only did they rid us of Javan Hal dane, who woul d have nade you a form dabl e
adversary, but now | begin to wonder about his replacenent. Perhaps they did us no favor at all."

"What are you sayi ng?"

"Only that we should not underestimate this son of Hal dane," MKklos said quietly. "W have
believed himto be a puppet in the hands of his great |ords, these six years. W have assuned that
he is not the man his brother Javan was shaping to be—er his father was."

"You think he has the Hal dane power?"

M kl os shrugged. "I know not. But soneone exposed Dimitri. Soneone guessed his dual |oyalties.
You saw the traces of their work. | find it a curious coincidence that Dinitri shoul d be unmasked
on the very eve of this Haldane's first public venture in nearly six years."

When Marek did not speak, MKklos went on nore tentatively.

"Per haps we shoul d consi der whether this may not be a tinely warning, a sign that we should
draw back sonmewhat fromour original plan and rethink our strategy until we have | earned nore of
this Hal dane. It is just possible that he nay have cone into the sane powers his father w el ded.
If so, and if he reveals them his own great lords may kill himnay, will kill him if he has not
supporters to protect him"

"That may take time."

' True enough. But tinme we have. Wat we do not have—what you do not have—s a sufficiently
secure succession, if we were to take himon now, and you should fall. This is further reason for
wai ting, for biding our tine."

"I'mtired of waiting! We can take himnow, | know we can."

"Perhaps. But perhaps not. Consider the risks. My sister Charis has given you a son and heir in

whom t he bl ood of Festil is rejoined to Torenth—a magnificent birthright!—but the child is yet
young. "

"He is strong!" Marek blurted. "He will make a noble king one day."

"He is an infant," Mklos said calmy. "Infants sonmeti nes sicken and die, for no apparent
reason. Do you truly wish to risk all just now, with but one puny princeling to carry on the |line
of Festil, if you should fall?"

Anger flared in Marek's dark eyes as he turned to ook at his elder cousin, but then, after a
taut pause, he shook his head.

"l thought not," Mklos said. "Nor do I."

"What is it you propose?" Marek asked, after another silence.

"Simply this,” Mklos said. "W tread softly. Let us see how this Haldane is m nded to respond
to our challenge, besides bestirring hinself to cone to us. W nust lure himto a face-to-face
nmeeting. Perhaps the Lady Sudrey may be useful in this matter. | amstricken with renorse over the
accidental killing of her husband and desire to nake anends. | might even be induced to wthdraw
fromCulliecairn without further loss of life, as a sign of ny contrition.”

"Pull out of Culliecairn?" Marek began indignantly.

"We shall talk about pulling out of Culliecairn,” Mklos amended. "If opportunity presents, and
he does not display the defenses we fear, we can still try for the kill, but | think it best we
devi se several contingency plans. Perhaps the young prince your son has taken cold, and the
christeni ng nust be postponed. That justification will speak to the Hal dane, since he, too, is

father of a young son. If he can be induced to bring Sudrey to the neeting, additiona
possi bilities becone feasible. That situation has been naturing quite | ong enough.”

Mar ek nodded, begi nning to become caught up in his cousin's reasoning.

"But our ultimate aimnust be to assess the Haldane's strength,” MKklos went on. "Hence, we
must be prepared to negotiate, to back down with at |east sone grace. Culliecairn was a convenient
ruse to get the Hal dane to show his face, but | think it is not worth the cost of a kingdom There
will be other days, other battles. |If expediency requires, we have | ost nothing by giving it
back. "

"I suppose not," Marek said sullenly. "I want him though, Mklos. | want himdead. | want ny
father's throne back."
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M kl os grinned and shook his blond head, |ooking suddenly years younger

"And you shall have it, cousin—all of it, | prom se you—but all in good tinme. For now, |et us
merely expect to lay nore groundwork—and be ready, if fate should offer some unanti ci pated
opportunity.”

El sewhere, other Deryni were reacting to the inplications of Dimtri's passing. Assigned to
monitor the death-trigger they had altered, Dom Queron Kinevan stirred groggily fromtrance and
ran through a brief spell to settle his nerves, then turned his gaze to the crystal sphere
suspended above the table in the Canberian Council chanber, using it as a focus to anplify his
Call to Joram

There could be no m staking what he had picked up. They had kept no actual |ink established
with Dimitri since returning himto Rhenuth with his new conpul sions, but a constant watch had
been set to scan for any major working he might attenpt. N allan had caught the ripples from
Udaut's "accident,” and Joram hinself had intercepted the | esser ripples that should have resulted
in Al bertus' death. Thereafter, Dimtri apparently had been |lying lowuntil a few hours ago.

Al erted by the deviant burst of energy that had killed Al bertus and then the second that had
ripped Paulin's nmind, Queron had dipped briefly into Dimitri's nmerasha disruption and then pulled
back to a nore bearable | evel to observe, well aware what the final outcome must be, with Dimtri
havi ng provoked sufficient mistrust to warrant dosing himwth nerasha.

Only after several hours of physical torture did Dimtri finally escape, rel eased by the death-
trigger that Mklos had set and Jesse had adjusted. The reverberations of Dinmitri's suffering had
been bad enough, especially for a Healer of Queron's sensitivity; but worse by far had been the
intimation, shortly before Dinmitri died, that Mklos hinself sonehow had forced a |ink while the
torture was underway, his alarmed query adding to Dimitri's agony—dntil the death-trigger snapped
shut. Queron's one consol ation, aside fromknowing that Dimtri now was beyond pain, was that he
did not think Mklos had been able to identify the traces |left behind, to know who had tanpered
with Dimitri since Mklos had set his initial inperatives.

"What ' s happened?" Joram s voi ce asked.

Bestirring hinself, Queron turned around in his chair to glance back at the great, ceiling-high
bronze doors that Joramwas closing. By the Iight of the single candle burning in the center of
the tabl e, Joram | ooked al nbst spectral. Cbviously rousted from sl eep, he had paused only to draw
on a mantle over his white nightshirt. His feet were bare; the silver-gilt hair was tousled,
sticking up in back where he had slept on it oddly, and the eyes were darkly holl owed.

"You got here quickly," Queron observed.

"You did indicate that it was urgent."

Queron nodded. "Dimtri's dead. So is Al bertus, and Paulin's mnd-ripped. And Mklos forced a
l'ink through, just at the end. That's probably what snapped the death-trigger."

"I's the king safe?"

"He was when the link was severed. Dimtri did everything he could to protect him™"

"You'd better give me all the details you have," Joramsaid, pulling one of the heavy chairs
closer to Queron's and sitting.

Not waiting for further invitation, the Healer reached out to lay his hand on the one upturned
on Joram's nearer chair arm closing his eyes then and slipping into rapport with the ease of |ong
practice. The requested i nformati on was conveyed within seconds, in a powerful and steady fl ow of
psychic inpression. As Queron dismantled the contact, Joram sighed and | eaned back in his chair

"I never thought I'd say this, but | find nyself feeling sorry for Paulin," he said.

Queron turned his face toward the hanging crystal. "It isn't one of the nore pleasant ways to
go," he agreed.

"l suppose that's what's bothering ne," Joramreplied. "He isn't really gone.™

"Isn't he?" Queron said. "When a nind has been ripped the way Paulin's was, what's left? The
body coul d keep on going for quite a while—but is the soul still there?"

"Are you equating soul with mnd?" Joramsaid with a faint snile

Queron shrugged, returning the smle. "lIt's a question |'ve long consi dered—and never
answered." He sighed. "I wonder why Dimitri didit."

"What, attack Paulin? Paulin was on his hit list, just like Albertus."

"Yes, but why rip his mnd? He could have stopped his heart, the way he did with Al bertus. M nd-
ripping is hardly subtle. He nust have realized that such an act would only reinforce anti-Deryn
feel i ng—+egardl ess of who ends up on the throne."

Joramraised an eyebrow. "I doubt that ever crossed his nind. Wen every other power has been
taken away fromyou, or is about to be, |I suppose it nakes a kind of sense to lash out with as
much destruction as you can."

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt (69 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:37 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

"Then, why just Paulin? Wiy not Rhun and Manfred, Stevanus? Wy not the whol e roonful ?"

"The king, for one thing," Joramreplied. "He was forbidden to harm Rhys M chael or Cathan. The
nmore practical reason probably is that he couldn't be sure of having enough power |ong enough to
wreak destruction on a larger scale. Better to acconplish one definite kill than to attenpt
several and acconplish none of them"

"I suppose you're right." Queron sighed and rubbed wearily at his eyes. "So, shall | contact
Ansel and | et hi mknow what's happened, or do you want to do it?"

"Il doit,” Joramreplied. "You' ve been through enough tonight. Send Rickart to relieve ne,
and then go to bed."

Even an hour later, the king had not yet been given | eave to seek out his bed. As soon as
Dimtri's body had been taken away, all the principals had been obliged to adjourn to the abbot's
| odgi ngs, there to endure the inevitable debriefing that the abbot required. Fortunately, any
anbiguity in Rhys Mchael's statenents before the attack on Paulin seemed to have been lost in the
drama of the attack itself, so no question of the king's willing involvenent ever arose.

"I've never heard anyone screamlike that," Stevanus murnured, still badly shaken as they
huddl ed around the abbot's table and a servant poured w ne.

Manfred shuddered, his hand again closing around the crucifix at his throat. "You would have
t hought demons were rending his soul,"” he whispered. "God help him"

The comrent elicited a flurry of self-conscious signs of the Cross and an order for nore |light.
As servants brought candles for the table and set several torches in wall cressets, Rhun steered
the discussion in |l ess hysterical directions.

"I think it's fair to conclude that Dinmitri probably has been working for Mklos all along," he
said, after he had given the abbot a nore objective account of the attack on Paulin. "I can't tel
you what nade Paulin recruit him Personally, |'ve never been confortable with the idea of using
Deryni, even when we had them bound by hostages, and | misliked this arrangenent fromthe first
time | heard about it. By then, it was too |ate. You Custodes were convinced that Dinmitri was
reliable, and you'd come to depend on him"

"Fat her Paulin assured us— Lior began.

"Yes, | know. So did Albertus." Rhun sighed and rubbed both hands across his face, then set
both el bows on the table.

"All right, forget about what Dimitri may have done in the past,” he said. "Let's consider what
he's probably done recently and how that nmay affect us. Aside fromany subtle influence he may
have had on those with whom he had direct contact over the years, he'll have been reporting
regularly to Mklos, alnost certainly by means of a magical |ink of some kind. That means that
M kl os knew preci sely what had been said at Court when his herald came, |ong before the herald
could return.”

Gal lard de Breffni pushed his cup away, a scow creasing his blond brows. "Conventional spies
coul d have done the sane, sending nessages by relays. Even so, it doesn't give MKklos any
particul ar edge, just to know that we're on our way."

"Perhaps not. But what new orders did Dinitri receive, once he'd reported?"

"To begin killing off key figures in Gwnedd?" the abbot guessed. "You all seemfairly certain
that this Udaut was not the victimof an accident."

"But, why would Mkl os of Torenth want Udaut dead?" Stevanus asked. "It isn't as if Udaut was a
brilliant commander whose |oss would cripple our mlitary strength. He wasn't even com ng al ong on

this venture."

"No, but | replaced himw th R chard Mirdoch," Rhun said, "so we lost his services on this
canpai gn. And now | feel certain that Al bertus was neant to drown at that ford."

"Dimtri still got him" Manfred pointed out. "It just took a few nore days. He got Paulin,
too. | wouldn't necessarily regard those as crippling |osses for the campai gn—+osing you and
Al bertus woul d have been far worse—but the Custodes have been badly damaged. "

Abbot Ki nbal | nodded disnally. "Father Paulin was our founder and a man of great faith.
Replacing himw |l not be easy."

Thereafter, the discussion digressed to concerns nmainly of interest to the Custodes, though the
hint of hysteria kept intruding. The king's part in all of it becane | ess and |l ess an issue, and
he gradual |y concluded that he probably had gotten through the incident relatively unscathed. As
Li or and Magan launched into a brief but heated phil osophical debate on the relative w ckedness of
nmerely being Deryni, Rhys Mchael found hinself starting to drift off and even yawn. The abbot
eventual Iy noticed and spoke up as soon as a lull in the conversation all owed.

"I think we night allow the king to retire now," he said, himself covering a yawn. "Cur
remai ni ng business mainly concerns the Order. Sir Gllard, perhaps you would be so good as to show
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hi s Hi ghness and his aides to the guest chanber here in ny |lodgings. Sire, | doubted you would
wish to return to the scene of tonight's—ah—dnfortunate occurrence, so | took the liberty of
havi ng your things brought up."

I ndeed, Rhys M chael had never intended to return to the roomwhere two nen had died and a
third shoul d have done, and was able to offer the abbot gracious thanks for the courtesy. The
choi ce of escorts was unfortunate, but he firmy squelched his distaste and allowed Sir Gllard de
Breffni to escort himand his aides out of the abbot's parlour and down a short corridor to a well-
appoi nted chanber hal f again the size of the one they had vacat ed.

"They could have given us this roomat the start," Fulk said, when the door had cl osed behind
the retreating Gallard "That other wasn't proper acconmpdation for a king."

"Just lead ne to the nearest bed," Rhys Mchael nmurnured. "As long as we aren't sleeping in a
torture chanber, | don't really nuch care.”

He I et Cathan pull his boots and nanaged to stay on his feet |ong enough to get out of his
riding | eathers, but he was asleep al nost as soon as his head hit the pill ows.

Except that he dreamed, fitful and restless, for all that was left of the night. Vivid inages
of Dimtri's tortured body intermngled with others older but no | ess potent: Gallard de Breffn

coldly running his sword into the gut of the astonished Sir Tonais, that day of the coup ... and
Sir Sorle and Master Oriel, cut down by arrows a while |later
And nore arrows slammng into his brother's body ... and Javan sinking back into the arnms of

the loyal Sir Charlan, who died at Al bertus' order, as one of his Custodes knights stabbed himin
the back, and bl ood gushed fromhis nouth ..

And bl ood pouring fromPaulin's nouth as Stevanus probed deep with his fingers and pull ed | oose
the tongue, bitten alnost through ... Stevanus' knife flashing as he finished the job, lest Paulin
choke . .. and Paulin screamng, shrieking mndlessly, as Dimtri ripped his nmind, and ripped ..

chapter fourteen

| have seen the foolish taking root.
-Job 5:3

The dawn tolling of a single, deep-throated bell finally intruded enough to drag Rhys M chael from
restl ess sleep. The cheerl ess cadence woul d have rendered further sleep inpossible, even if nmenory
of the previous night had not cone tunbling back into consciousness.

He sat up with a start. At the foot of the bed, Cathan was laying out a clean tunic for himto
put on before donning riding |eathers and arnor, hinself already armed and dressed for departure

"Lord Manfred has been asking for you," Cathan said, as Fulk brought in hot water and a basin
and towels. "They're burying Al bertus here, this norning, before we |eave. Mass will be as soon as
t hey can get everyone organized."

Groani ng, Rhys M chael fell back on his pillows and rubbed at his eyes, then blearily rolled
over and staggered to his feet, well aware that it was useless to hope for any reprieve.

"What's the word on Paulin?" he asked, as he padded over to the garderobe. "Did he nake it
t hrough the ni ght?"

"Well, he's still alive," Fulk's terse reply cane. "Wether that's a blessing renmains to be
seen. W'l|l have to leave himhere with the brothers, of course. He hasn't stirred, hasn't
regai ned consci ousness. Father Lior says it's by no neans certain that he ever will."

Emergi ng fromthe garderobe, Rhys M chael stripped off his stale tunic of the day before and
tossed it to Cathan on his way to the basin and pitcher. From what had spilled over during '
Dimtri's attack on Paulin, he suspected that, if anything, Lior was being overly optimstic. Hs
newl y acquired Hal dane wi sdom suggested that those few who survived m nd-ripping on the scale he
had wi tnessed the night before sonmetinmes lingered for weeks or even nonths, but usually as little
nmore than vegetables. He was not certain even Paulin deserved that—+hough after what had been done
to Dimitri, he could not imagine that the scales were nmuch out of balance. Death woul d be a nercy
for Paulin, as it had been for the Deryni

The funeral bell continued to toll as Rhys M chael quickly washed and dressed and his aides
packed up the few personal itens that had energed from saddl ebags for norning use. He questioned
whet her it was necessary to don arnor until after they had heard Mass, but Ful k informed himthat
the new earl marshal wanted to be ready to ride out as soon as they had buried Al bertus.

"They are going to let us eat before we go, | hope,” Rhys Mchael said, letting themhelp him
buckl e on the red brigandine over his riding | eathers.

"Only travel fare, in the saddle,"” Cathan replied. "W're already going to be several hours
later riding out than was planned."
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The king finished arnming in silence, belting on the Hal dane sword while Cathan knelt to adjust
one of his spurs. He pulled on his cloak before followi ng Cathan down the stairs and into the
abbot's yard. Fulk brought up the rear, with the saddl ebags slung over one shoulder. Waiting in
the yard were Lord Joshua Del acroi x and si x Custodes knights. The new acting Master of the
Cust odes | ooked underslept and a trifle uneasy, which probably described the condition of just
about everyone at Saint Cassian's this norning. Rhys Mchael was certainly on edge.

"Be pleased to come with nme, Sire," Lord Joshua said, snapping to brisk attention. "I have
orders to escort the three of you to Lord Rhun."

Sorrething in the tone made Rhys M chael wonder briefly whether sone new suspicion had surfaced
in Rhun's mnd after they parted the night before—but then, courtly courtesi es had never been a
particular attribute of either the Custodes or Rhun. That Cathan and Ful k were included in the
bi ddi ng suggested that this probably was just a guard of honor to convey themto the abbey church
Rhun flexing his nuscles as earl marshal. Still, Rhys Mchael set his hand on the hilt of his
sword as he gave Joshua a sparse nod of assent and fell in with himand his nen, Cathan and Ful k
flanking hima half a pace behind.

Passi ng through a narrow sl ype passageway, they energed into bright sunshine and the not
unexpect ed bustle of nen and horses beginning to assenble in the open yard before the abbey
church, which | oomed grey and squat on their left. The tolling of the bell was |ouder here and
danmped t he usual banter that woul d have acconpani ed nmere preparations to be off. Alerted to the
king's presence by his crimson brigandine amid all the black of his Custodes escort, nen gave way
with grave deference, a pinch-faced squire coming imediately to relieve Fulk of the saddl ebags.
Many of them were heading up the steps and into the church, nostly Custodes knights, but to the
king's surprise, Lord Joshua continued to |lead them strai ght across the yard.

"l thought we were going to Mass," Rhys M chael said, holding back a little. "lIsn't that the
church?"

"It is, Sire, but Lord Rhun desires you to join himin the infirmary first."

'To see Father Paulin?"

"So | would assume, sir."

Rhys M chael let hinself relax just a little. Joshua Del acroi x was a nan of maddeningly few
words, but it nade sense that the king should be brought to pay a courtesy call on Paulin's
si ckroom since the expedition would be riding out directly after Mass. Seeing the stricken vicar-
general was not a duty Rhys M chael particularly relished, but he supposed it was the |east he
could do. Paulin was not likely to give himtrouble ever again.

They crossed the remai nder of the abbey yard w thout further exchange, acconpani ed only by the
solemm tolling of the bell and the quiet mlling of the gathering Custodes nen. Above the arched
entrance gate to the cellarer's yard, which would adnit themthrough the stores range to the inner
cloister, he could see the dense bl ack snoke of sonething burning in the yard beyond. They had
cone back this way the night before, fromthe refectory, and Rhys M chael assuned that the
infirmary nust |ie sonewhere beyond. Because of the tolling of the bell, he could not hear the
crackle of the flames as they passed under the arched gateway, but he caught a whiff of the snoke
just as they energed into the sunlight again.

He stopped dead, left hand clenching tightly around the ponmel of the Hal dane sword, abruptly
t hankful he had not yet broken his fast. Over near the yard's outer wall, the source of the greasy
bl ack snoke now becane all too obvious. The sight sickened him never mind that Dimtri would have
been dead for hours by the time they chained himto the stake and Iit the pyre. Kindling and
bundl es of fagots were nounded wai st-high all around, well ablaze, and the body itself was
engul fed in flanes.

The Custodes were responsible for this, w thout doubt, exacting the | ast neasure of petty
vengeance on an eneny now beyond their reach. Several were standing close by, prodding at the pyre
with long poles to encourage the flanes. Forcing down the gorge rising in his throat, for he knew
this fate al so was meted out to |iving nen, Rhys M chael crossed hinself and averted his eyes.

"They didn't have to do this," he nuttered, well under his breath.

Ahead of him Lord Joshua suddenly had realized that he no | onger had an entourage and turned
to gl ance back at the king. Seeing the king' s expression, he returned i mediately, hand set on the
hilt of his sword.

"Pl ease cone along, Sire. They're waiting for you."

"Why are they doing this?" Rhys Mchael demanded. As he gestured toward the pyre, Lord Joshua
moved a little closer, reluctant to nmeet the royal gaze

"Sire, they say he | oosed black nagic in the abbey last night," he murnured, keeping his voice
|l ow so that only Rhys M chael could hear. "The abbot feared contam nation, if the body was not
burned. "

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt (72 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:37 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt
"That's superstitious nonsense," the king retorted. "The nan was dead."

"Fortunate for him Sire. If he'd survived his interrogation, he would have been burned alive."

"1 thought spies were hanged, drawn, and quartered."

"Aye, sir, but burning is the penalty for sacrilege. The Deryni killed a professed Christian
knight with magic and also used it to attack a mtred abbot. That gives the Order precedence in
dealing with the crine."

It was useless to argue with the single-mnded Joshua, who was only a tool. Biting back a
nunber of highly satisfying retorts, none of which would endear himto his Custodes keepers, the
king glanced reluctantly at the fire again. Though the face was no | onger recogni zabl e, for which
Rhys M chael was thankful, the linbs were starting to contract in the heat, noving eerily. Wth a
shudder, he turned his back on the bl aze.

"W were on our way to see Father Paulin, | believe," he said quietly.

Wth a smart salute, Lord Joshua turned to |l ead the way, taking themthrough the cellarer's
stores and on into the cloister garth, along the south range, past kitchens and refectory and
thence through anot her arcaded passage that led to the very steps of the infirmary hall. Still a
little nunbed by the scene in the cellarer's yard, the king paid no special note to the chanting
he coul d hear as he entered and foll owed Lord Joshua down a |long central corridor

To his consternation, the scene in Paulin's sickroomwas perhaps even nore grotesque than what
they had just witnessed. They had shed their escort knights at the door, but Cathan and Ful k were
at his heels and nearly ran himdown when, just at the open doorway, he stopped dead.

Because so many nen were crowded inside, the roomseened far snaller than it actually was. Two
beds occupi ed the center of the chanber, on the nearer of which lay the still, deathly pale form
of Paulin. To the king's astoni shnent, Al bertus' body lay on the other, decked out in the ful
cerenoni al robes of his former office. Two nmonks with thuribles were censing the beds fromeither
side, and six nore were ranged along the side toward Al bertus, chanting the responses to an
anti phon being sung by the abbot. Aspergillumin hand, the abbot was punctuating his verses with
sprinkles of holy water over the two beds.

"Pax hui c donui "

"Et ommibus habitantibus in ea."

"Asperges ne, Dom ne, hyssopo, et mundabor

"Lavabis nme, et super nivem deal ababor."

"M serere ne, Deus ..."

"Secundum ni seri cordi am tuam "

Wth incense snoke filling the roomand the aural onslaught of chanting, Rhys M chael noticed
only as afterthought that all the principals of the previous night's debacle al so were present,
kneel ing hard against the wall toward the foot of the beds: the four Custodes nen who had
conducted the interrogati on—+tior, Mgan, Stevanus, and Gallard—and Manfred and Rhun, nearest the
door. Brother Polidorus, the infirmarian, was huddl ed agai nst Paulin's bedside with his back to
the king, nmostly kneeling with his head janmed down over fol ded hands, but occasionally rising up
to check his patient's pul se or peer hopefully under a slack eyelid.

"Adjutoriumnostrumin nonine Domne ..."

"Qui fecit caelumet terram"

"Deus hui c domui "

"Et ommi bus habitantibus in ea."

"Exorcizo te, immunde spiritus ..

Rhun noticed the king's arrival just as Rhys Mchael started to whisper a horrified conment to
Cat han and shot hima sharp | ook. The abbot had turned to sprinkle holy water on the kneeling
observers, but as soon as he turned his chanting back in Paulin's direction, Rhun crossed hinself
and quietly rose to cone over to the doorway, drawing the king and his aides a few steps outside
the room

"I do not wish to hear your opinion of what is being done here," he said very quietly, keeping
his eyes on the abbot but with his voice directed to the king. "Please accept that Abbot Ki nbal
and Father Lior believe it prudent and efficacious."

"Are they exorcising Paulin and Al bertus?" Rhys M chael whispered, incredul ous.

"You will refrain fromany coment or expression that m ght detract fromthe dignity of this
occasi on," Rhun nurnured. "You heard Brother Polidorus' coment |ast night-wondering whether
Dimtri's black magi c had summoned evil spirits under this roof. They decided it was best to be
safe, in case he did bring evil into the house."

"And that's why they're burning Dimitri's body," Rhys Mchael said. "Just to be safe.”

"To be safe, and to keep us safe,” Rhun nurnured. "That is why you and your aides will also
submit yourselves for exorcismbefore we go to Mass." Rhys M chael |ooked up at himin quick

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt (73 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:37 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

rebellion. "Defiance in this matter woul d be nost unwi se, Sire, regardl ess of whatever persona
di staste you might feel. This gesture costs little and retains the goodwi Il of the Custodes. You
m ght even derive some benefit. W still do not know what the Deryni m ght have done to you, that
you say you cannot renenber."

Al'l Rhys Mchael's protests died in his throat. Dimtri had done nothing to him of

course—except to save his life—but if he hoped to nmaintain the illusion that sonething mght have
happened, and thereby reinforce his own i nnocence, then subrmitting to the abbot's mnistrations
must be a part of that illusion

"They' ve begun the individual exorcisns,
with me and Manfred. Cathan, Fulk—-go on in."

Al'l w de-eyed obedi ence now, Rhys M chael went where he was bidden, dutifully kneeling beside
Manfred and bowi ng his head over fol ded hands as the abbot cane to stand before Father Magan. He
had al ready done Lior, who was closest to the wall

"Exorcizo te, omis spiritus immunde, in nonmine Dei Patris omnipotentis, et in nom ne Jesu
Christi Filii ejus, Domini et Judicus nostri, et in virtute Spiritus Sancti, ut discedas ab hoc
famul o Dei, Maganus ..." | exorcise you, every unclean spirit, in the nane of God the Father
al mghty, and in the nane of His Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord and Judge, and in the strength of the
Holy Spirit, that you nay depart fromthis servant of God, Magan ..

Rhys M chael had never seen an exorcism before, nuch | ess been the object of one. In comon
with nost |aynmen, who rarely del ved beyond the externals of their religion, his performance of the
obligations expected of himusually came nore froma sense of duty than from devotion. Merely
dutiful practice of one's faith generally did not require attendance at the casting out of denpns.
Certainly, his outward religious fervor in no way approached that of his father or his brother
Javan; and in that, Rhun had been entirely correct in assum ng that he night view the present
circunmstances with scepticism

"Et hoc signum sanctae Crucis, quod nos fronti ejus danus, tu, maledicte diabole, nunguam
audeas violare ..."

Cautiously Rhys M chael dared a glance at Abbot Kinball, who was tracing a cross on Magan's
forehead with holy oil, forbidding accursed devils to violate that sign. The king's sparse
liturgical Latin was not good enough to follow all that the abbot was saying, but to his surprise,
he thought he could sense the faint stirrings of power being rai sed—which was somewhat startling,
because he had not thought that religious ritual could do that, at |east not when perfornmed by
mer e humans.

As for casting out evil with it, the only evil possibly present in this roomresided in the
hearts of sonme of its occupants and was not likely to yield to any ritual notivated by hatred and
fear. He felt certain that whatever taint of evil might linger with Paulin or Al bertus had nothing
to do with having been touched by Deryni magic.

"Per eundem Christum Doninion nostrum qui venturus est judicare vivos et nortuos et saecul um
per ignem Amen."

As Abbot Kinball mnmoved on to Stevanus, the king could not deny that there was power in the
words, even on the lips of a Custodes abbot whose blind intolerance surely prevented any
under st andi ng of what he did. Lacking the keener focus a Deryni might have given it, the power was
merely brooding sluggishly in the room as random and diffused as the incense snoke drifting over
the heads of the nmen being exorcised. It did no harm but Rhys M chael wondered whet her Ki nbal
could have put it to effective use even if there had been something evil in the room Meanwhile,
he woul d have found the present ritual alnobst |udicrous, were the abbot not so deadly serious in
what he did.

Lest his msgivings showin his expression, Rhys Mchael buried his face in his hands and
affected to be noved by the cerenony, as Kinball noved on along the Iine of kneeling nen and
repeated his words, sprinkling each one with holy water, anointing each with oil. The anbient
power |evel never rose above a certain |level and never focused. Nor did anyone else in the room
seemto be aware of it, even Cathan

"Exorcizo te, immunde spiritus ... et decedas ab hoc famulo Dei, Rhys Mchaelis ..."

He kept his head bowed as the abbot's words rolled over him expecting to feel nothing, but he
found that the focus of the anointing enabled himto draw a little of the random power to
himsel f—very little, but enough that by the time the abbot noved on to ninister to Fulk, he had
managed to replenish at least a little of the energy depleted by |ast night's enotional workout
and his lost sleep. He was considering the inplications of this achievenent as the abbot concl uded
the ritual with a general blessing.

" Per Dom num nostrum Jesum Christum Filium Tuum Qui Tecumvivit et regnat in unitate
Spiritus Sancti Deus, per ommi a saecul a saecul orum Anen."

Rhun murnured, touching his elbow. "Conme in and knee
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I nredi ately, the solemity of the cerenony shifted to the bustle of the roomclearing, the
choir monks filing out, Lord Joshua's Custodes knights entering to convey Al bertus' body to the
church. Pressing back against the wall with Cathan and Ful k, Rhys M chael did his best to stay out
of the way, resolving to pay closer attention to religious ritual in the future. He had no idea
whet her the others or Paulin or the dead Al bertus had benefited, but he had to adnmit that he had
derived sonmething fromit. He wondered whet her power was raised every tine and he sinply had not
noti ced before.

He was feeling sonewhat reassured as he fell into the procession to acconpany the body back to
the abbey church. They returned by a different route, along the east range of the cloister garth
and into the church through a processional door in the south transept. He did not | ook toward the
snoke still spiraling upward fromthe cellarer's yard.

I nsi de, he took the place reserved for himin choir and did what was expected of him making
all the appropriate responses and paying outward respect to the nan laid before the altar, as he
nmust .

But the prayers he offered up in his heart were for another, who went unshriven and unnourned
to no grave at all, whose ashes woul d be scattered on the wind w thout cerenony or blessing when
the flames di ed down.

chapter fifteen

And that we nay be delivered from unreasonabl e nen.
—+1 Thessal oni ans 3: 2

It was nearing noon by the tinme they rode out of Saint Cassian's, after laying Albertus to rest in
the crypt beneath the abbey church. In the absence of any higher-ranking Custodi es priest, Father
Li or had assumed | eadership of the Custodes religious acconpanying the royal forces, with Sir
Joshua conmandi ng the Custodes kni ghts. Messengers had ridden out at dawn to notify the other

Cust odes Houses of the incapacitation of their vicar-general, so that an election could be held in
due course. Further dispatches went to Rhenuth, to inform Hubert and the remai ning great |ords

t here.

Meanwhi | e Rhun of Horthness took up his duties as the new Earl Marshal of Gwnedd, riding at
the king's right hand and directly under the Hal dane banner as the caval cade headed north out of
Saint Cassian's at a brisk clip. The pace allowed no leisure for conversation or even serious
cogitation, but it was not sufficient to divert Rhys Mchael fromthe runblings in his stomach
The prom sed travel fare had turned out to be a chunk of bread and a few sips of ale snatched
before nounting up in the abbey yard, though at |east the bread was fresh, direct fromthe abbey's
bakehouse. Ful k's saddl ebag produced sonme dubi ous-1 ooki ng cheese during a brief rest stop at
ni daft ernoon, but Rhys M chael was ravenous by the time they began neeting outriders from Lochal yn
Cast | e.

They approached Lochal yn just as dusk began settling over the foothills. The castle itself
glowed golden in the failing light, just catching the last rays of the setting sun. The canps of
the investing troops were sprawed tidily all around the base of the bluff on which it perched,
slowy coming alight with scattered campfires. As Rhys M chael rode through the outskirts with his
of ficers, under the dour inspection of rough-1ooking nmen in border tweeds and | eathers, the
del ectabl e aroma of food in preparation ningled with the nore earthy snells of wood snmoke and damp
earth and horse manure.

An informal guard of honor rode out to neet the king and his party as they approached the
castle gates, bearing torches and | ed by Sighere of Marley, brother of the slain Horik. There was
nore grey in Sighere's red beard than when Rhys M chael |ast had seen him but that had been
nearly seven years ago, at Javan's coronation. Rhys M chael had plucked a grey hair fromhis own
head only a few nonths ago and had remarked to M chaela that he was surprised that all his hair
had not turned white, if worry was a cause.

"Well met, King o0 Gwnedd," Sighere called, as he and his conpanions drew rein before the
royal standard. "I bid ye welcone, in the name o' Sudrey of Eastmarch an' Stacia, her daughter.”
He gestured toward the senior of the two men flanking him a darkly handsone young nman with a
cl ose-clipped black beard and kind eyes. "This is Corban Howel |, nm niece's husband. W pray that
ye wi |l acknow edge himas Earl of Eastmarch, al ongside our beloved Stacia. This young sprat w'

t he outrageous moustaches is mson, Sean Coris," he added, indicating the redheaded youth at his
other knee with a proud jut of his chin and a twinkle in his dark eyes.

Rhys M chael suppressed a smile, for young Sean's nobustaches were inpressive—as was the | ad
hi nsel f, sturdy as a young oak, though he could not be nore than twenty.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt (75 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:38 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

"Lord Corban, Sir Sean," he acknow edged, and lifted a gl oved hand toward Rhun, sitting beneath
t he Hal dane banner at his right. "I believe the Earl of Marley will renmenber Lord Rhun, the Ear
of Sheele,"” he went on carefully, for there was no | ove | ost between Sighere and Rhun. "I am
obliged to informyou that Lord Al bertus has died, and Lord Rhun now serves as ear|l narshal."

"Al bertus dead?" Sighere said, before the king could go on. "Wen? How?"

Rhun kneed his horse a few paces ahead. "I believe that woul d best be discussed in greater
privacy, mnmy lord," he said coolly. "Lord Manfred serves as ny deputy, and Sir Joshua Del acroi x has
assuned interimconmand of the Custodes Fidei forces. Perhaps you would be so good as to indicate
the billeting arrangenments, so our officers nay see the nen settled. W have ridden fromas far as
Sai nt Cassian's since noon, and nmen and horses are in need of rest and refreshnent."

Watching and listening fromthe sidelines, swathed in border tweeds |ike nost of the nen around
them Ansel MacRorie and Jesse MacGregor exchanged gl ances, nelting back fromthe caval cade when
the i medi ate royal party of about a score began to follow Sighere on toward the castle gates.

Well, that confirns the news from Joram Ansel sent to Jesse, as Corban and Sean joi ned Joshua
and several of his captains to confer briefly, and the new arrivals began dispersing to their
desi gnat ed canpsites.

Jesse's eyes narrowed as he watched a party of Custodes clergy trot by, several of them
following after the king and his officers.

Interesting, how the command structure seens to have shifted, he responded. Quite a shake-up in
the Custodes, that's for sure

Ansel gl anced around, judged them sufficiently renoved not to be overheard, and shifted to
whi spered speech.

"Not enough of a shake-up to suit ne. That ol der priest who joined the royal party was Lior
the Inquisitor-General; | don't recognize the younger one. | think the battle surgeon with them
was Stevanus—the one who patched up Rhys M chael after he was 'kidnapped,' six years ago."

"A thoroughly disreputable Iot," Jesse agreed. "Methinks we shall have to make sone discreet
inquiries, once the camp starts settling down for the night."

"Aye. Meanwhile, this has to be a major topic of gossip anong the nmen, to lose their earl
marshal this close to a potential battle. They must know sonething about it. I'lIl have our folk
see what they can pick up by nore conventional neans."

Lady Sudrey received the king's party in the castle's great hall, gowned and coifed in black
attended by her daughter, Stacia, and Graham the twenty-year-old Duke of C ai bourne, who was her
nephew. G-aham had grown from gangling boy to conely young man since Rhys M chael |ast had seen

hi mAot so burly as Sighere or his cousin Sean; clean-shaven, but sporting a wiry border clout a
good deal lighter than the rich shades of auburn that nmarked all the other male descendants of the
first Sighere. Stacia's hair was a nmuch darker red, full and wild where it escaped fromthe shaw
of fine tweed over her head but otherw se confined only by a band of braided gold across the brow.
She had her nother's dark eyes.

Sudrey gave the king profound obei sance as he entered the hall, sinking to both knees and
ki ssing both his hands when he came to raise her up and express his condol ences. Even in her
grief, she was still a handsone wonman—and with the air of brisk conpetence Rhys M chael would have

expected of Hrorik's wife. She had several of her dead husband's senior captains ready to brief
the king and his officers as soon as they had settled at table. The | atest comunication from
Prince Mklos, received at midday, indicated a willingness to parley the next norning, but only
with the king hinself.

"That's out of the question," Rhun said, as they tucked into sinple but hearty fare spread out
on one of the hall's long trestle tables. "W' ve told you what happened [ ast night | couldn't
possi bly allow the king to be exposed to further Deryni treachery."

"How kin ye know what M klos nmight be wantin' tae offer if ye dinnae at |east receive his
em ssary?" Sighere wanted to know.

"Why shoul d he be wanting to offer anything?' Manfred countered, around a nouthful of venison
"I'f your estimates of his strength are correct, we can push himout of Culliecairn in any nilitary
encounter. It might take a while, but we have the tinme. Does he have the time to spend the next
mont hs holed up in Culliecairn?"

"We di nnae want himholed up in Culliecairn, mlord," young G ahamreplied. "W want hi m oot.
But he certainly willnae go if ye willnae even treat with him"

Rhun scowl ed. "I thought | made it clear that | amnot willing to deal with nore Deryn
treachery, especially not where the king is involved."

"Do you fear that the nmessenger night be Deryni?" Sudrey asked. "If so, sinply specify that
only a human is an acceptable courier. Tell Mklos that you'll test his man with nerasha, and then
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doit."

" '"Tis comon practice, here in Eastmarch," a captain named Murray volunteered. "G'e hima
stirrup cup laced wi' nerasha. It will only mak a human drowsy, but a Deryni cannae possibly hide
the effects."

"W hae found it a safe way o' dealing with them" G aham added, "an' far nore civil than
keepin' archers trained on them the minute they approach. If ye agree, we can send a nmessenger
toni ght an' set up tonorrow s neeting."

"I suppose it does make sense to hear what they' ve got to say," Rhun agreed reluctantly. 'Tell
me nore of how you go about this."

The di scussion digressed into specifics, shifting to map briefings on the area where a neeting
m ght take place, during which Corban and Sean Coris returned fromthe canp bel ow to report that
the royal troops were settled. After a little while, as Rhun and Manfred coordi nated their plans
with Sighere, Gaham and the others, Sudrey cane to stand unobtrusively beside the king, who had
joined little in the discussion

"l cannot tell you howrelieved | amto have you here, Sire," she said quietly. "My husband
used to speak fondly of your brother Javan. He was a noble and honest |liege. W were all shocked
to hear of his death."

Rhys M chael gl anced at her sidel ong, wondering how nuch she knew of the true circunstances of
Javan's deat h.

"I hope | may prove half so faithful a lord as Lord Horik was a subject, my lady," he
murmmured. "l was greatly saddened to hear of your husband's death."

She ducked her head. "That it came at the hands of ny own kin rmade the angui sh double, Sire.
| — She broke off and | ooked up at him hopefully. "Sire, mght | beg a snall favor of you this
evening, while the others are occupied? | know your mind nust be awhirl with weightier matters,
but mght |I presunme to ask that you acconpany ne to the chapel for a few minutes, to offer up a
prayer for my husband's soul ?"

He started to decline, know ng that Rhun would not approve of a solo foray, but she added,
"Please, Sire. It would ease ny grief greatly, to have ny king cone to pay respect to ny dear
husband. | ask only a few minutes of your tine."

Though he coul d detect no nenace in the request, neither did he think it notivated by sinple
piety. Sudrey had sonething on her mind that she did not wish to say in front of the others.
Curious to see what it mght be, he glanced aside at Ful k.

"Tell Cathan, very quietly, that 1'mgoing to the chapel for a few mnutes to pay ny respects

to the late Earl of East-march,” he nurrmured. "I shan't be long. W'll wait for you outside the
door. "

Not waiting to see the effect, as Ful k passed on the nmessage and then rose to follow, Rhys
M chael offered the Lady Sudrey his armand escorted her fromthe hall. Since Fulk offered no
conment when he shortly joined them the king gathered that his explanation had been accepted.
Bri ngi ng Ful k instead of Cathan probably had reassured Rhun as well, for the great |ords believed

Fulk's loyalty to be nore certain than that of the king's brother-in-law. Now, so |long as he did
not linger too long out of Rhun's sight

Sudrey said nothing as she | ed themout across the castle yard and up the chapel steps, but as
she held back to let Fulk open the door, she briefly rested her free hand on one of his.

"Good Sir Fulk, please keep watch and see that our prayers are not disturbed,” she rurmured.

Sonmewhat to Rhys M chael's surprise, Fulk ducked his head in nute agreenent, renaining outside
the door as he closed it after them Sudrey gave him a bl eak gl ance as she | ed hi mthrough the
tiny, dimlit nave, directing his attention forward as they came to a halt before the altar rail

"My Hrorik lies here, in the holy place before the altar," she nurnured, crossing herself
ponderously. "He would have scorned the presunption, but his chieftains insisted. Wen |I die, |
hope to lie there beside him ‘Tis no claimof sanctity on ny part, | assure you, but my place is
at his side. He was a bonnie nman."

Choki ng back a sob, she buried her face in her hands and sank to her knees on the tapestried
kneel er before the rail. Rhys M chael knelt down beside her a little awkwardly and dutifully
crossed hinself, intending to offer up at |least a token Pater Noster in Horik's behalf, but
sonet hi ng had struck himas odd about the exchange by the door. He found his gaze wandering across
the carved stone of the screen behind the altar, lifting to the crinson gl eam of the Presence Lanp
suspended to one side. He woul d have expected sone coment from Ful k, but there had been none.

"Do not react, in case we are observed," Sudrey's voice murnured |ow, close at his |eft side.
"Are you aware that soneone has been tanpering with Sir Fulk's mnind?"

The question startled him though he nanaged not to nake any physical reaction. He closed his
eyes briefly, bowi ng his head over his folded hands, then dared to gl ance at her sidel ong, ready
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to Trut h- Read.

"What makes you say that?" he whispered. "If it were true, how could you know such a thing?"

She raised her face to the altar, but her glance darted sideways as she fol ded her hands
pi ously before her.

"Now, that is a reaction | had not expected," she murnured. "You seem surprised that | know of
this, but not surprised that the thing was done."

As she glanced at himagain, he felt the faint quest of a probe against his shields, and he
stiffened themin automatic reflex, brief panic surging up then as he realized she could sense it.

"Ch, ny," she whispered. "Forgive nme, Sire, but | had no idea. O rather, | had heard
runor s—about the Hal danes, not you in particular—but | paid themlittle mnd. Sire, | swear to you
that | woul d never do you harm Can you Truth-Read that oath?"

He could only stare at her speechlessly, his mind whirling with the inplications, stil
uncertai n whet her he dared trust her, even though he knew she spoke the truth.

"You do have the power of the Hal danes, don't you, Sire?" she whispered. "Dear God, this
changes everything. | begin to have a little hope. Sire, though | share Mklos' bloodline, | have
little power and amlittle trained. My allegiance | gave to ny husband and his people nmany years
ago, and that will always remain. | have not nuch to offer, but what | have is yours to command
Read ne, | beseech you. W have little tinme, and there is so nuch | would have you know. "

Trenbl i ng, she bowed her head and fol ded her arnms along the altar rail, the left arm
under neat h, and turned that pal mupward, her open fingers inviting his contact but hidden from
sight fromthe door behind them

"Read nme, | beg you," she urged, pressing a little closer. "I will nake you no resistance. God
willing, | may be able to assist you in ways neither of us dreaned."

Her words were truth. He coul d sense no danger in what she asked. Adopting the mirror inage of
her pose, he laid the fingers of his right hand atop hers and used the link of flesh to forge a
Iink of mind, extending cautious probes against erratic shields that wavered and rolled back
i medi ately at the pressure. She had neither the strength nor the control of the other Deryni with
whom he had had cont act —except, perhaps, M ka and Cat han—but such support as she could give was
there, and his for the asking.

Qui ckly he skimed the bare details, as yet offering nothing of his own confidence. The
question of Sudrey's fate had been the spark that reignited the old feud between Mirdoch and the
Khel dour | ords at Javan's coronation festivities. Rhys M chael had been present, but paid |ess
attention than he should have done, being young and never dreaning he would have to deal with the
aftermath hinself one day. Mklos hinmself had raised the question, clainmng Sudrey of Rhorau as
distant kin to the Torenthi Royal House, captured in the taking of Kheldour by Hrorik's father
Duke Sighere, and given as hostage with her brother into the keeping of Ewan, Sighere's el dest
son.

The brother, Kennet, had become a squire and then a knight in Ewan's service, eventually dying
with his lord at Murdoch's hands; Sudrey had married Hrorik, the mddle of Sighere's sons, and set
asi de her powers and her links with Torenth out of love for him Wen Horik finally had achieved
hi s vengeance agai nst Murdoch, for the nurder of his brother Ewan, Sudrey had rejoiced with her
| ord and drunk the health of the king who had pernitted justice to be done. And now, she was
prepared to offer her loyalty and her powers, such as they were, to the brother of the man who had
gi ven justice to Eastmarch.

A rattling of the door latch behind brought Rhys M chael partially to awareness, ready to
di smantl e the contact.

"Nay, nmy lord, see for yourself," Fulk was saying, as the door creaked open. "He's only praying
with the Lady Sudrey. She asked himto pay his respects at her husband's grave. It would have been
an insult not to agree. There's no harmin it."

Rhys M chael all but stopped breathing, holding Sudrey passive in the link, straining to hear
whet her the woul d-be intruder would overrule Fulk, but then sonmeone muttered a reply and the door
cl osed again. Keeping the link suspended, Rhys M chael glanced back across the rear of the little
chapel to confirmthat no one had entered, then closed his fingers around Sudrey's and gave her a
fuller account of Dimtri's capture and death, saving only such details of his own participation
as nmght give clue to the identity of his other Deryni allies.

"What plan do you suppose Mklos had in nind?" he nurnured, again reverting to whispered
speech, lest he tire her. "Qoviously, Dinitri had orders to elininate certain individual s—and the

ones he got rid of helped ne as well. But what was he to have done, once we reached Culliecairn
if he'd still been alive? Gven what |'ve just told you, does anything of MKklos' comunications
of the past week suggest anything? What do you advi se?"

When she had given himher plan, again urging a nental link to speed the process, he let it
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settle for a few seconds, then slowy di sengaged, rel easing her hand as he rubbed his hands across
his face and then | ooked up at the carved saints adorning the screen behind the altar. The Iight
fromthe Presence Lanp was gilding themall with a ruddy, red-gold glow, all too rem niscent of

bl ood.

"I grant that no one will question the notives you offer, but you put yourself at grave risk,
if you do this for ne," he said. "It will reawaken nenories forgotten these twenty years and nore.
It may turn your own people agai nst you."

"If other than military action is required against Mklos, they must not knowit is you who
have the powers, ny liege," she whispered. "If they do gain sone inkling, you rmust convince them
it is areflection of your sacred anointing as king. If | can divert even a portion of scrutiny,
then it is worth being seen for what | am And a wi dow can always retire to a convent and adopt a
Iife of penance. Your Custodes would like that."

Rhys M chael snorted. "Mre likely, they'd think you' d contami nated the place. This norning,
before we left Saint Cassian's, the abbot exorcised everyone who'd had contact with Dimitri |ast
ni ght —even Al bertus' dead body. And they burned Dinmitri's body."

"Sad nmen, indeed, so to fear us," she murnmured. "But we shall try to ensure that they do not
fear you for such reasons. Dimtri told you last night that he would die to protect you; well, |
make you that sane offer.”

"I very much hope that it won't be necessary for anyone else to die for ne," he said quietly,
taki ng her hand again. "That's aside froma few nore of ny great |ords, who are |ong overdue to
pay for their crimes. But | thank you for your loyalty, nore than words can say. Ot her than
Cat han, | have none about nme in whom| can place unqualified trust."”

He rai sed her hand to his lips, then kept it in his and tucked it under his armas he rose and
hel ped her to her feet.

"We'd best go back now. That will have been Lord Rhun or one of ny other keepers at the door."

"It's true, then—what they say," she nurnured, |ooking into his eyes.

"And what do they say?" he asked.

"That the king is not wholly his own naster, that the great lords rule Gwnedd."

"I intend to change that," he replied. "There's been nothing | could do, up until now but
they've finally made their big mistake, in letting me come here. |'mhaving ny first taste of
freedomin ny entire life, and I don't intend to give it up again."

"They may kill you," she said, "especially if they find out what you are."

He inclined his head in agreenment. "They may. But naybe they won't. And if ny own people don't
kill me, maybe MKklos will—er Marek. God knows they' Il try. At least I'll have had a try at being
a real king. And with support |ike yours, |I mght even come out of it alive and king."

She smled and bent to kiss the back of his hand in honage, then turned her face toward the
church door as they began wal king in that direction

So di sarm ng was Sudrey's effusiveness over the king's kindness in joining her to pray beside her
husband's grave that even Rhun could not take serious exception, at least in front of the | ady.

But after Manfred had briefed Rhys M chael on what had been discussed in his absence, Rhun drew
himinto an al cove of the castle hall to confront him Manfred waited in the opening with his back
to them to ensure that they were not disturbed.

"Sire, | nust insist that there be no repeat of tonight's little diversion,"” Rhun said quietly,
though his eyes were blazing with anger. "Wat can you have been thinking? She's Deryni. | would
think, after last night's events, that you would be well aware of the danger of such a contact."

Rhys M chael put on a | ook of injured innocence. "My lord, the lady is recently wi dowed, and in
my behal f. It seemed a snall enough courtesy, to offer up a prayer at her husband's grave."

"The sentinent is admirable, but the danger remains,"” Rhun said. "Wat if she had tried to take
you over?"

"And why woul d she want to do that?"

"She is kin to Mklos."

"Rhun, he killed her husband. | hardly think—=

"I will tell you what to think!" Rhun muttered. "Do not presunme to test your bonds, sinply
because you are tenporarily free of the strictures at Court. Your heir is in our control, as are
you. Must | elaborate on threats to keep you prudent ?"

Rhys M chael felt hinself blanch and had to renmind hinmself that he was not yet free. "I'm
sorry, ny lord," he made hinself whisper. "I didn't nmean to question. It's just that the Lady
Sudr ey—

"l don't object to your concern for the lady," Rhun said. "What | do nind is that you went off
on your own, w thout so much as a 'by your leave.'"
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"I did have Fulk tell Cathan were | was going," Rhys Mchael objected. "It was only to the
chapel to pray."

"You're very fortunate that it didn't turn out to be anything else,” Rhun said. "But it's done
now. | trust that you now understand your error."

Rhys M chael's nod of neek contrition apparently satisfied Rhun at |ast, for he grunted
acknow edgrment and gl anced out into the hall, where Ful k and Cathan were watching the roya
kni ghts bed down for the night alongside Eastrmarch nen. The castle had al ready been crowded when
they arrived, but Lochalyn was prepared to of fer what accommpdati on was possible—-and it was
preferable to the canmp bel ow.

"Very well, then. You'd best go and get sone sl eep
our field headquarters early."

To Rhys M chael 's astoni shment, he was permitted to retire to the unexpected |uxury of a room
all to hinself. Tucked into the thickness of the sane wall that carried a straight stair behind
the great hall, it was too snall for nore than a narrow bed, a washstand, and a chest at the foot
of the bed, boasting neither fireplace nor garderobe, but it was the first true privacy he had
been granted since | eaving Rhenuth. Able to dism ss Ful k without suspicion, due to the size of the
room he let Cathan assist himout of his arnmor and took the opportunity to warn his brother-in-
| aw about Rhun's reaction and pass on what he had | earned of Sudrey. Cathan was anazed.

| remenber now that there was tal k about her being Deryni, years ago, but who woul d have
t hought she'd offer you her assistance? Cathan sent, as they piled the king' s arnor across the

Rhun nuttered. "We'll want to be out at

trunk at the foot of the bed. I wish there were sone way to |l et Joram and the others know.
So do I, but there isn't. But maybe we can do this ourselves. W' re just going to have to be
alert.

Able to offer no further comment, Cathan sighed and turned away to unroll a pallet across the
door to the little roomwhile Rhys M chael finished shedding his riding |eathers and clinbed into
bed. After pulling off his own armor and | eathers, Cathan laid his sword on the floor beside the
pall et and stretched out, pulling his cloak over himfor cover

" "Night, Rhysem ™ he nurnured.

When the king did not reply, Cathan turned on his side with a contented sigh and gazed drowsily
at the rushlight on the stand beside the bed, until the flane swam before his vision and he
drifted into sleep

Around another rushlight, in a tent in the encanpnment bel ow Lochalyn Castle, three Deryni
huddl ed t oget her for whi spered counsel, having exchanged the detailed results of their night's
i nvestigati ons by nore arcane neans.

"I"d love to get my hands on Lior or one of the others who was actually present," Anse

muttered. "It's clear that Dimitri was responsible, but it seens to have gone a bit beyond what we
had in mnd, at least."
Ti eg nodded. "I'd rather both kills had been cl ean, though. Fromwhat |'ve been able to gather

of Paulin's condition, it's clear that he managed to survive mnd-ripping—which is either a
testinmony to Paulin's bull headed stubbornness or an indicator that Dimtri wasn't as good as we
t hought . "

"Or that Dimitri got interrupted before he could finish the job," Jesse replied. "My guess is
that they found himout after he killed Al bertus, they tried to take him and Dinitri nade a | ast-
ditch attenpt to take Paulin with him knowi ng he wasn't going to get out of it alive anyway."

"For Paulin's sake, | wi sh he'd succeeded," Tieg said. "God knows how long he'll linger, with
no hope of recovery—though | don't suppose he's aware what's happening to him"
"Well, at least Custodes influence is going to be at an ebb for a while, with both Paulin and

Al bertus out of the picture," Ansel observed. "Mre inportant right now is whether the king
managed to cone out of it w thout arousing suspicion. He didn't | ook particularly uneasy as he
rode in this evening. It will be very interesting to see how bal ances shift, now that Rhun is in
conmand. "

chapt er sixteen

Wth arrows and with bows shall nen cone thither
—+saiah 7: 24

A royal messenger was sent to Culliecairn with the dawn, bearing a white flag of truce and the
dermand that Mkl os should send back his proposal with a human envoy prepared to be tested with
mer asha before he would be admitted to the king' s presence. Wile the nessenger was gone, the
royal party and their Eastmarch allies noved down to the canp and established their joint
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headquarters in a comand tent.

Two hours |l ater the nessenger returned with a second rider at his side: a tough-Iooking man of
m ddl e years clad in riding leathers with Mklos' badge on the shoul der, wearing a steel cap but
no weapons of any kind. Archers covered his progress as soon as he and his escort cane within
bowshot, acconpanying himinto the heart of the Gwnedd canp and halting himsone di stance from
where Rhun, Sighere, and Lior waited before the command tent with Stevanus and Gallard de Breffni

The nmessenger was hurried off into custody, against the chance he night have suffered tanpering
at the hands of his Deryni hosts in Culliecairn; the envoy was ordered to stand fast and make no
sudden noves. Rhys M chael watched fromthe shaded anonymty of the command tent as Stevanus and
Gal l ard went out to neet the man. Stevanus had a cased Deryni pricker in his hand, but he kept it
shi el ded.

"You are?" Gallard denmanded.

The man's gaze flicked fromhimto Stevanus, noting the badge of a battle surgeon on Stevanus
shoul der.

"Honbard of Tarkent, special envoy of his Serene Hi ghness, Prince Mklos of Torenth," he said.
"And this is the surgeon charged to ensure that | am not Deryni ?"

"Pl ease renove your glove and give ne your hand," Stevanus replied, unlinbering the Deryn
pricker,

Hombard | ooked a little startled, but he conplied, not resisting as Gallard seized the hand and
held it steady so that Stevanus could jab the twin needles into the back of the wist. A nuscle
ticked in one cheek, and he closed his eyes briefly, but he made no sound, only rubbing at the
tiny punctures when Gallard rel eased him

"I had expected a cup," he said al nost reproachfully, renoving his other glove as well and
tucking both into the front of his belt. "That nust be one of the Deryni prickers we hear of
occasionally."

"Do you not use themin Torenth?" Stevanus replied, closing the instrument but not putting it
away, watching the man's eyes.

Honbard smiled w thout hunor. "W know who our Deryni are, Master Surgeon, so nerasha is little
used. But | amquite human. May | be taken to the Hal dane now, before | becone too drowsy to
convey ny nessage?"

"When we are satisfied, you may be taken to the king," Gallard said coldly. "Even a hunman
messenger shoul d be careful to observe the courtesies due one prince to another."

The man shrugged and yawned.

"Then, may | be taken before your lord!" he anended.

St evanus noted the dilated pupils and nodded to Gall ard.

"Bring him"

Briskly the Custodes knight set a gauntleted hand under Hombard's arm and foll owed back toward
Rhun and Lior, steadying his charge when he stunbl ed once or tw ce. Honbard yawned agai n as
St evanus brought hi m before Rhun, not objecting as Lior noved in to grasp his wist, nonitoring
his pul se as he inspected the wi de-dil ated eyes.

"Your name, sir?" Rhun asked, while Lior nade his own assessnent.

"Hombard of Tarkent, special envoy of his Serene H ghness, Prince Mklos of Torenth."

At Lior's nod, Rhun jutted his chin in the direction of the conmand tent.

"Cone with ne," he said, |eaving Honbard to follow as he went inside, hands clasped behind his
back.

I nside, they had made the conmand tent as inposing as possible. Rhys M chael had taken a seat
in a canp chair with his shield hung behind it, the Hal dane sword across his knees, and his
commanders and ai des ranged to either side of him wth Kheldish carpets underfoot. Like the rest
of them he wore full war harness, save for helnmet and gauntlets and the Hal dane |lion bold on his
scarl et surcoat. Manfred stood at his right hand, with Cathan and Ful k behind the chair. Sighere
and Graham represented the Eastmarch alliance on his left. Gallard and Stevanus remai ned by the
entrance with Lior, Gallard pulling the flap closed behind them when all had entered.

"Sire, this is Honmbard of Tarkent," Rhun said.

Hombard inclined his head—a careful novenent not intended to give offense, Rhys M chael sensed,
but also indicative that he did not entirely trust his balance for a proper bow GCesturing for a
stool to be set behind the Torenthi messenger, the king returned the nod.

"Pl ease be seated, my lord."

Honbard fought back a yawn as he settled on the stool, bracing his feet wide for better
stability. The eyes that he turned to the king were all pupil

"My lord, | bring certain propositions fromny lord Prince Mklos of Torenth, under terns
specified by yourself. WIIl you hear these propositions?"
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"That's why you're here," Rhun said inpatiently, comng to stand beside Manfred. "Qut with it,
man. We didn't bring you here to play ganes."

"I ndeed not," the man agreed, setting his hands on his knees and drawi ng a steadying breath. "I
amquite aware that this is no gane. Sir, ny lord desires you to know that he is graciously m nded
to reconsider his earlier plans for the castle and town of Culliecairn. Gven certain assurances,
he is minded to quit Culliecairn without further danger to |lives—those of his nmen or yours.
However, he requires that you treat with himdirectly, face-to-face, to resolve the terns."

"Prince Mklos expects ne to agree to this?" Rhys M chael said, before Rhun could reply.

"Prince Mklos expects that you will wish to prevent further loss of life, ny lord," Honbard
said. "He deeply regrets the death of Lord Hrorik, for he was husband to the Lady Sudrey, who is
distant kin to ny lord. He suggests that the two of you approach a central, agreed neeting place
under a flag of truce, within sight of both armies, each of you unarnmed and acconpani ed by only
one attendant. If you wish, he will stipulate that | shall be his, since you already have verified
that I am but human.™

As he paused to stifle another yawn, giving his head a slight shake, Sighere said stiffly,
"Hrorik agreed tae parley under a flag o' truce, an' it cost himhis life an' the lives o' many
other braw nen. An' the takin' o' Culliecairn was entirely unprovoked."

"An error was made," Hombard conceded. "Lord Hrorik was not to be touched, for the sake of the
Lady Sudrey. My lord therefore proposes to quit Culliecairn.”

"He was not proposing to quit Culliecairn when his herald delivered his demands in Rhemuth, a
fortnight ago,” Rhys M chael said. "Nor did he express any particul ar renorse over the death of
the Earl Hrorik. Then, his talk was all bluster over the christening of his nephew, the son of a
man who nakes claimto ny throne."

"It had the desired effect, did it not?" Honbard said.

"And what was that?" Rhun denanded.

"Wy, attaining the homage of the Hal dane, by his attendance at Culliecairn in honor of Prince
Marek's son," Honbard replied, to a runble of indignation fromRhys Mchael's officers. "No
further tribute is required at this tine."

"No tribute has been given, nor shall be," Manfred said through clenched teeth. "Nor do | think
M kl os ever intended that the King of Gwnedd should attend the christening of the Bastard's
heir."

Hombard shrugged, not batting an eye at the insult. "It is not for nme to speculate on ny lord's
intentions, sir. | can only tell you that my lord bade ne say that his plans have changed. The
young prince his nephew has taken ill. He was privately christened |last night. He and his parents

have already left to take himback to Tol an.™

Rhys M chael sat back at that, wondering if it could be true. Honmbard believed it to be true,
but so woul d any nessenger, repeating what he had been told to say.

"Way shoul d we believe this?" Manfred demanded. "The fact remains that Prince Mklos is Deryn

and has | ong and openly supported a pretender to the throne of Gwnedd. | do not think he would
subnit to nmerasha the way you have done, to ensure that we can treat with himwi thout fear of
treachery."

"I cannot refute that last, my lord," Honbard conceded. "I would point out, however, that even

my lord MKklos can be Truth-Read. My lord suggests that the Lady Sudrey might provide this service
to your king, by acconmpanying himto the parley nmy lord requests. My lord renmi nds you that, as kin
to the Torenthi Royal House, the |ady bears Deryni bl ood—ot sufficient to pose you any threat,

but certainly sufficient to verify the truth of my lord s proposals fromhis own |ips, as Gwnedd

and' Torenth discuss terns of a withdrawal."

"As Gwnedd and M kl os discuss such terns," Rhun said pointedly. "Unless, of course, it's King
Arion who authorized this bit of mschief.”

Hombard shrugged and yawned again. "I speak for Prince Mklos, ny lord. | can tell you nothing
more. | amsent only to treat for ternms of a meeting."

After an instant's taut consideration, Rhun jerked his chin at Stevanus.

"Take the nessenger sonewhere and let himlie down while we sort this out,’
with him"

When the two had gone out, Gallard acconpanying them Rhun cane to sink down on the stool the
messenger had vacated. Lior al so approached, to stand with Manfred. Sighere | ooked uneasy, G aham
di smayed. As Rhys M chael handed his sword back to Cathan to hold, he found himsel f wondering
whet her he coul d have m sjudged Sudrey.

"This makes no sense,"” Rhun muttered. "Wy this sudden change? Wiy would M klos offer to
wi t hdraw? Unl ess, of course, he is aware of what happened to Dimitri."

As he cast an appraising |ook at those who had been present, Manfred gl anced uneasily at the

' he said. "And stay
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ki ng.

"You think he was counting on Dinmitri to shift the balance once he had lured the king here?" he
asked.

As both he and Rhun | ooked at Lior, the Custodes priest shrugged.
Wth Deryni, anything is possible."

Rhun drummed his fingers on his knee, then turned his attention back to the king.

"Meeting MKlos under his terns is still out of the question, Sire. | can't allow you to see
M kl os al one. "

"I wouldn't be alone if Lady Sudrey acconpanies nme," Rhys M chael pointed out.

Manfred snorted. "That's hardly any nore reassuring. If she's as little endowed with Deryn
power as everyone has always insisted, then she'd be of little use to you agai nst any tricks
M klos might try to pull. And if she's powerful enough to protect you against him then she's
power ful enough to be dangerous in her own right—especially if she should turn her ultimate
| oyalties back to her own blood."

Sighere folded his burly arns across his chest, anger snouldering in the dark eyes.

"If, by that, ye mean her Torenthi kin—have ye forgotten that those he calls her 'kin' are
responsi ble for Hrorik's death? | assure ye, she hasnae forgotten."

"And | have not forgotten Hrorik's loyalty," Rhys Mchael said, "or that of his kin.
certainly have no reason to doubt the Lady Sudrey's loyalty. It was Mkl os who stirred this pot
seven years ago, when he first inquired of ny brother Javan concerning her fate. Her Torenthi kin
don't seemto have cared nuch about her before that. She declined contact with themthen, and | do
not believe that recent events are likely to have produced a change of heart.”

Manfred scowl ed. "Perhaps he hopes to change her mind, if he can contrive to neet her in

"Tis possible, ny lord.

person."

"I have no doubts about Lady Sudrey's loyalty," Rhys M chael repeated, hoping his faith was not
m spl aced.

"It still could be a trick," Rhun nuttered.

"Well, if it is, it's one that's been hatching for about twenty years, which | doubt," the king
replied. "Look. I"'mnot keen on the idea either. It's possible Mklos will try sonething, but
he'll do more than try, if we have to fight it out in the field. Ganted, we'd wi n eventual | y—but

at what cost? And you can bet that Mklos and Marek will slip through our fingers before we can
reach them Marek already has, if you can believe what the nmessenger said. That only postpones the
day of reckoning."

"If we sinply let Mklos withdraw, it still postpones the day of reckoning,” Rhun said. "And if
he plans treachery, and you fall, it brings another day of reckoning i mediately. Are you that
eager for another regency?"

"Of course not. I'mno nore eager to die than the next nman. But we'd be ganbling possible

treachery against the certainty of many lives being lost, if we have to fight this out.
was noddi ng as the king went on.

"1"ve been asking nyself why Mklos would even offer to parley, much [ ess withdraw, " Rhys
M chael said. "Up until this norning, he'd given no indication that he planned to nake this
anything other than a nortal insult, by taking nmy fortress and giving it to the heir of ny chief
rival —and a bl oody confrontation, if | tried to make hi m back down."

"But now he's offerin' tae back down," G aham said. "Wy?"

"A good question," Rhys Mchael replied. "I can only suppose it's cone of what happened the
other night. Marek's son nay well be ill, but | doubt it; I wonder if he was ever even in
Culliecairn. No, | think that having Dimtri unmasked took Mklos totally by surprise—as it
certainly did us. | don't delude nyself by supposing that we cane out of it as well as we did by
anyt hing other than blind | uck—but he doesn't know that. And until he figures out what happened to
Dimtri, he doesn't dare push us too far

"That means at |east tal king about wi thdrawing from Culliecairn—and offering to let us bring
the only other Deryni we've got is the best he can do to reassure us that he intends to operate in
good faith."

"Sire, these are all well-reasoned argunments,"” Lior said thoughtfully, studying a thunbnail,
"but has it occurred to you that we might not have conme out of the Dimtri affair as well as we
t hought, and that's why Mklos wants this neeting?"

"What do you nean?"

"Well, we've been worrying about whether Lady Sudrey night betray you, if we allowed her to go
with you to parley with Mklos. But another, even nore insidious possibility is that Dimtri could
have gotten to you after all—n which case, you could betray yourself into Mklos' hands."

Whi | e consternation whi spered anong them Rhys Mchael reflected that the possibility of

Si ghere
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betrayi ng hinself was not altogether farfetched—though not at all in the way Lior imagined. It
occurred to him however, that he m ght confirmthat he had not m sjudged Sudrey while
simul taneously reassuring the great lords that Dinmtri had not tanpered with his m nd

"There is a way we could find out about that," he said tentatively.

"Find out about what?" Rhun said.

"The prospect is not personally reassuring," Rhys Mchael went on, "and | don't even know
whet her she's capable of doing it, but you could ask Lady Sudrey to probe nme, to find out whether
or not Dimitri did any tanpering."

"You suggest we let a Deryni touch you?" Rhun whispered.

"She isn't just any Deryni," Rhys Mchael said carefully, "and | think we could stipulate
saf eguards to ensure that she didn't go beyond what was asked. Not that she would," he added, with
a pleading glance at Sighere and G aham "She has good reasons for remaining loyal to the House of
Hal dane, whi ch has upheld her husband's fanmily for many years—and even better reasons for hating
M kl os, who killed her husband and whose |ine abandoned her when she was a young, frightened,
forgotten hostage in a suddenly hostile | and. Wiy should she turn agai nst ne, when Mklos is the

eneny?"

Li or was nodding slowy as Rhys M chael finished. "If she is of such neager power as everyone
insists, | would question whether she is capable of what is needed, but the idea does have
merits," he said. "Father Magan could help ne nonitor the procedure. He's familiar with the

outward characteristics of different kinds of workings."

Rhun snorted. "Both of you are familiar with what Dinmtri wanted you to think were the usua
characteristics, over the years."

"I fancy | do have sone expertise in this area, ny lord," Lior murnured, his pride now
affronted. "If she tried anything, a Deryni pricker would put a stop to it very quickly."

"She woul dn't try anything," Rhys Mchael said. "And don't drug her, or she can't go along to
Truth-Read Mklos for ne."

After some further discussion, Rhun sent Lior to fetch Sudrey, instructing himto bring Father
Magan as well. Rhys M chael paced and fretted while they waited, sitting back down a little
uncertainly as Lior and Magan brought Sudrey in. Both priests had Deryni prickers in their hands,
though the instrunents were not uncapped. Sudrey |ooked frightened, pale, alnobst betrayed.

"I apologize if these trappings cause you alarm ny |ady," Rhys Mchael said quietly. "
beli eve you are able to Truth-Read. Please do so, if you wish, and be assured that | bear you

not hi ng but goodwi | I. You have been brought before ne, but it is I who should be kneeling at your
feet as a supplicant.”

"Sire, | do not understand,"” she said carefully.

He nodded. "I hope to nake everything plain. Wat was not reveal ed | ast night, when we told you
of apprehending Prince Mklos' agent in our nidst the night before, is that there is some chance
he may have—nterfered with me in sonme way. | have no nmenory of this—and, indeed, would have none,

if he was as skilled as we believe. Nor does there seemto have been tine for extensive tanpering
to have occurred—but again, his adjustnents could account for ny perception of the tinme invol ved
He coul d have had the opportunity for sone degree of tanpering, whether or not he used it."

Conprehension gradually had lit Sudrey's face as the story unfol ded, and now she nodded,
speaki ng up before the king could continue.

"Are you proposing that | probe you, Sire, to ascertain whether tanpering occurred?"

"I am" he said. "If it did, it could affect ny ability to treat with Mklos, if |I agree to
this parley he proposes. Father Lior and his coll eagues are cogni zant that, as a good daughter of
the Church, you will have put aside your Deryni powers many years ago, but circunstances are such
that we nust know whether | have been conpromi sed. WII you help nme?"

She gl anced aside at Lior, who was naking no attenpt to conceal the Deryni pricker in his
hands.

"The |l aw forbids me to use ny powers, Sire, and the Church condemms them These good fathers
seemready to intervene, in ways not at all pleasant to nmy kind. | have but little power, but
either you wish nme to try ny neager abilities in your behalf, or you do not. If you do, | cannot
hel p you with the threat of nerasha hangi ng over ny head."

"We are here to protect the king," Lior said under his breath. "There has been enough treachery
fromDeryni, over the years, that you cannot expect total trust on our part, while you lay the
ki ng hel pless with your powers."

"What woul d reassure you that | act only in his interests, Father?" she said quietly. "I wll
swear on any holy relic you like, I will conply with any reasonable condition you wish to
i mpose—but | cannot work with you hovering over ne, threatening to stick me with nerasha the first
time your nervousness gets the better of you. What is it you fear? | have not nuch power, as such
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i s reckoned anong ny people. Wth his consent, | can probe the king to |ook for alien traces, as
you request, but subtle or powerful workings of ny own, w thout ny subject's know edge, are quite
beyond ne. "

"How can we believe that?" Magan asked.

She shrugged and all owed herself a wy smle. "It is for you to discover how you may believe
anyt hing, Father. Sone folk call it faith. | can only give you ny nost solem and sacred word—en
the life of my daughter, on the soul of ny beloved husband, who is dead because of M klos of
Torenth, on ny hopes for ny own salvation—that | amthe king' s |loyal vassal and would do not hi ng
to cause himharm though it cost ne nmine owmn life."

She raised her right hand, touched her fingertips to her lips, then crossed herself slowy.
Rhys M chael, glancing at the others, signed for her to cone closer

"I take you at your word, ny lady," he said. "Wat nust | do? How can | best aid you in your
task?"

"He nust not | ose consciousness!" Lior said, seizing her shoulder and turning her before she
could move from between himand Magan. "W nust retain that control, to judge what you are doing."
Sudrey turned her gaze back to the king. "Can you rest easy under nmy touch, Sire?" she asked.
"Consci ous, you could be aware of ny probe, which is apt to be clunsy, and your natural instinct

will be to pull back, to deny me access. If | amto help you, you must not do that."

"I can only promise to try," Rhys Mchael replied, watching her. "W had a Healer when | was a
boy. | had | earned to endure his touch."

"We shall do the best we can, then," she said, smling slightly as she cane around to stand
behind him "I shall work fromhere, so that the good fathers can see your face and reassure
t hensel ves that you are coning to no harm"

As she set her hands on his shoulders, drawing himback to | ean against her waist, her thought
flicked into his m nd.

What is it you wish ne to do, besides pretend to probe you?

Breathing out with a sigh, he nade hinself rel ax agai nst her

Set up this scenario first. I'lIl pretend to resist alittle at first. Once we've convinced them
Dimtri didn't tanper, | hope they'll let you go with ne to treat with Mkl os

"That's fine," she nmurnured, thunbs noving up to massage at the base of his skull. "Try to
rel ax. Look up at that spot on the ceiling, just above your head. Keep looking at it and Iet
yoursel f float. Look only at that spot and let everything else drift out of focus ... and drift

Maki ng a show of conpliance, he flexed his hands and consciously made them rel ax agai nst the
chair arns, allowi ng hinself a heavy sigh then, as he let hinself drift into trance of his own
controlling. It was hard to keep his eyes open, but he knew it would alarm Lior and Magan if he
appeared to | ose consciousness, so he let his eyelids flutter but only close partway.

"That's very good," she nmurmured. "Just keep floating. You needn't be afraid ... Now, I|et
yourself return to the night before last. It was frightening, | know, but the fear cannot touch
you now. Picture the man called Dimtri. He Truth-Read you while questions were asked ... Did he
do anything else ... ?"

As he felt her chin come to rest on the top of his head, he let the link formfully and hinmsel f
took control of the working, apologetically sending forth his own probe, deeper than he had in the
chapel, to confirmwhat he had read before—that Sudrey had |ong ago turned her back on her
Torenthi kin and offered him her unqualified | oyalty and service.

Forgive ne, he set in her nmnd, but Mklos w shes to parley, and has suggested that | bring you
along to Truth-Read for me. | had to be absolutely certain you had no hidden agenda.

More gently then, and all in the space of a few heartbeats, he sent her the essence of what
M kl os proposed and the argunents Rhun and the others had rai sed against it. Acknow edgi ng, she
pull ed back a little, again massaging at the tight muscles in his neck and shoul ders.

"Well done, Sire," she breathed. "You can stretch now. You' re perfectly fine—and so far as |
can tell, this Dimtri did naught but Truth-Read you."

As Rhys M chael blinked and sighed, flexing his fingers and stretching his neck, flicking his
gaze around the tent to reorient, Lior and Magan exchanged whi spered counsel. Sighere and G aham
| ooked noncommittal. Rhun was nodding reluctantly in response to sonething Manfred had nuttered to
hi m

"You're sure," Lior said, "that Dimtri didn't tanper w th hin®"

She shook her head and cane around to kneel before the king, taking one of his hands in hers to
kiss it.

"He did not, Father. Nor shall his lord tanper with mne. Sire, | beg you, let me cone with you
to treat with Mklos. | have not nmuch power conpared to him but he does not know that. Perhaps ny
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nmere presence will keep himon his best behavior. And if not, perhaps | can protect you at |east
wel | enough to get out of any trap."

To Rhys M chael's surprise, Manfred was noddi ng, and Lior, though he was scowing, offered no
word of protest.

"Well, at least it appears Dimtri did no damage in this particular instance," Rhun said
grudgingly. "I confess, | like not the idea of letting you treat directly with Mklos, Sire, but
if you are willing to take the risk, it may well be our best option. Shall | send the messenger

back to arrange the neeting?"

Rai sing Sudrey to her feet, Rhys M chael tucked her hand in the curve of his arm

"Pl ease do so, ny lord nmarshal," he said. "My vassal and | are eager to end this confrontation
to ensure that no nore good nen fall to a folly that need not be. | shall treat with Mkl os of
Torenth and a single hunan conpani on at mi dafternoon, acconpanied by this brave |ady."

chapter seventeen

Bl essed be the Lord ny strength, which teacheth my hands to war, and ny fingers to fight.
—Psal ns 144:1

"Tell ne about the Hal dane,” Mklos said to the man sitting before himand Marek in a guardroom
off the gate tower of Culliecairn. "I w sh your frank inpressions."

Hombard of Tarkent contained a yawn and made hinself sit up a little straighter. The soporific
effect of the nerasha they had given himin the Gwnedd canp had abated sonewhat, but he stil
woul d rat her have been left alone to sleep it off.

"He is conely, fit, apparently conpetent,"” Honbard said, delving back into nmenory. "He conveys
an air of authority, yet seems sonmewhat reluctantly dependent upon his |ords—n particular, a man
who, | believe, is his earl nmarshal. | would guess there is some friction between the two, or at
least an irritation."

"Most perceptive,” Mklos murnured. "Who el se was present?”

"Earl Sighere and the young Duke of d ai bourne, as was expected; another senior mlitary
of ficer—by the device on his brigandine, the Earl of Culdi, | believe. Al so several nen of the
Cust odes Fidei—a knight, a battle surgeon, a priest—Ao nanes were ever nentioned. And two ai des."

"I see."” MKlos glanced thoughtfully at the docunent Honbard had brought back, then returned
his attention to its bearer. "Please continue. Perhaps you would sumarize their reaction to the
proposal you presented, point by point."

"Aye, ny lord. They doubt your promise to observe a truce while you parley, know ng of Lord
Hrorik's fate, and they question your possible notives for seeking this parley. Knowi ng you are
Deryni, they naturally fear your power. They resent that you have given aid to Prince Marek and
seem aware that you act on your own in this matter—that the king your brother has not sanctioned
your actions."”

"Succi nct and perceptive,"” MKklos rmurnured, nodding. "Anything else?"

"Very little, my lord. | was treated with civility and even ki ndness by the Hal dane, who bade
me sit when he observed that the merasha had made ne unsteady on ny feet. Incidentally, the drug
was adm nistered with one of their Deryni prickers, not by nouth; this nade the onset nuch faster

and nore profound. Wien | had presented your proposals, | was taken to another place where, |
confess, | dozed."
As he yawned again, MKklos glanced at Marek, who had been | oungi ng against the sill of a w ndow

overl ooking the yard bel ow, wapped in a dark cloak. Marek's npbst senior captain was with him a
seasoned veteran naned Val entin who had taught both young nen swordplay as boys. Al so present was
M kl os' personal physician, Cosim a striking-looking man with piercing eyes and silver at his
tenpl es, wearing the high-collared dark green tunic of a military Heal er.

"Do you still wish to try it?" Mklos asked quietly.

Mar ek nodded toward Honbard. "I think we ought to Read himfirst, despite the nerasha.”

Honbard | ooked neither surprised nor disnmayed as Mkl os bestirred hinself to come and lay a
hand across the nan's forehead. The droopi ng eyelids closed and he exhaled with a sigh, his head
lolling nore heavily against Mklos' hand. After a few seconds, Mklos flicked a glance of sumons
in the direction of the Healer, who noved in behind Honbard to take control as his master stepped
away.

"They did not permt himto see a great deal,” Mklos said quietly, as he joined Marek. "He did
gain a glinpse of our dear cousin, just before they released himto return, but it does not seem
to have occurred to themthat they could enlist her assistance. They even failed to use her to
Truth-Read while they interviewed him"
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"But they've apparently decided that she's sufficient balance to keep you honest," Marek said
with a smrk. "Well, let's see what can be done. Cosim is he ready?"

The Heal er | ooked up, dark eyes veiled by his power.

"Ready, nmy lord. Valentin, bring another chair for his H ghness."

As the captain brought the requested chair, setting it beside Honbard's, Marek threw off his
cloak and cane to sit. Underneath, he was wearing | eathers and harness identical to Honmbard's. In
conmmon with all the other men in the room his long, dark hair was pulled back and brai ded and
clouted in a soldier's knot. He grinned as he handed Mkl os his signet ring.

"I"l'l ask you to take care of that for ne," he said. "Have we candl es?"

"Here, ny lord," Valentin said, putting a slender, honey-colored taper into Marek's hands.

"Bl essed by the Patriarch."

"You don't approve, do you, Valentin?" Marek replied. "It isn't black magic, nmy old friend,
just a sinmple deception. | have to be able to get to the Haldane if I'"'mgoing to kill him"

"It's too soon," Valentin nuttered, handing a second candle to the Healer. "You should wait a
few years, until you have nore heirs.”

"But the longer | wait, the nore heirs he'll have," Marek pointed out. "Don't worry; if it
isn't safe, | won't do anything."

"So you say," the old captain nmuttered.

Smiling indulgently, Marek patted his shoulder for the older man to cone cl oser, then |eaned
back against himand settled with the candl e cl asped between his hands as Valentin rested both
hands on his shoul ders. The Heal er had set the second candl e between Honbard's hands and now cane
around to crouch between the two chairs, his left hand cl asped around Honbard's. After passing his
right hand over the candle to conjure flane, he clasped it around Marek's.

"Have you any questions, ny lord, before | take you down?" the Heal er asked, hinself now the
bri dge between the two nen.

Marek drew a deep breath and fixed his gaze on the candle flane in Honbard' s hands, visibly
rel axi ng as he exhal ed.

"I"mready," he murnured.

Standi ng before them Mklos watched with detached interest as his cousin sank deep into trance
at the Healer's bidding, noting as the signs of control deepened, the eyelids fluttered over the
dark eyes, and Valentin eventually stepped back

"Hand ... to nmind," Cosimbreathed, hinmself very deep in trancing as he called forth the spell
"Mnd ... to flame. Bring forth the light ... and then bring forth the gl anour "

Al nost imredi ately, fire flared on Marek's candle, its light gilding the placid planes of his
face—whi ch then began to waver and change. Lines sank across the youthful brow, along jows
suddenly less firm grey began to thread through hair no | onger so dark or so glossy. Wthin
seconds, two Honbards sat entranced before Mklos and the Heal er Cosim

A nonment to orient hinmself, and Cosimraised his head to gl ance back at M kl os.

"Sufficient, ny [ord?" he nmurnured.

M kl os surveyed the two nowidentical nen seated before himand slowy nodded, smling. "Wl
done, Master Cosim Do rel ease himnow "

A flick of power, and Marek was stirring, drawing a deep breath and blinking several tines as
control was restored. H s eyes, now gone fromdark to blue, darted to the candle still burning
between his clasped hands, and he blew it out with a grin as he glanced up at Mkl os, also
reachi ng across to pinch out Hombard's.

"Satisfactory?" he asked. The voice was several tones |ower than Marek's usual |ight tenor

M kl os chuckl ed and touched the Heal er on the shoulder in congratulation. "Very well done,
Mast er Cosim Perhaps you and Valentin would take the real Lord Honbard off to a well-earned bed
Put Marek's cloak on himand pull up the hood. | would as soon it not becone general know edge
what we do. We shall join you in the yard directly."”

An hour later, two riders energed fromthe Iine of Torenthi troops ranged across the nouth of the
Cardosa Pass, heading slowy across the plain toward the Gwnedd |ine under a white flag of truce.
Rhys M chael Hal dane wat ched them from horseback atop a grassy knoll overl ooking the plain, Sudrey
at his side and Rhun and Manfred fl anking them He was arnored but unarned-as, presumably, were
the nen comng to neet him Qhers of his officers and aides were al so gathered round, with the
forces of Gwnedd drawn up in orderly lines to either side and back, both Khel dour nmen and the
ones he had brought.

"I still don't like this," Rhun nuttered, his eyes never |eaving the approaching pair. "Wy
does Mkl os insist upon a face-to-face neeting?"

Sudrey, astride a bay palfrey at the king's left hand, turned her face toward the earl narshal
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She had changed her wi dow s weeds for the divided skirts and tweeds worn by nost noble ladies in
t hese border highl ands when they ventured forth on horseback, though a black coif still bound her
dark hair.

"Because you found out his agent and broke him" she said. "He will have attributed at |east a
part of the credit to his Hi ghness, whether or not this is true. And there are the persistent
runors that the Hal danes are divinely favored."

"What do you nean, 'divinely favored ?" Manfred runbl ed.

"Why, that God protects the Hal danes,” she replied. "Did He not vanqui sh Inre, when G nhil cane
to claimback his throne? 'Tis the power of God that has ordained the survival of Hal dane's Roya
House. "

Rhun snorted. "Consorting with Deryni sorcerers hardly constitutes divine aid, | think
Sat ani ¢, perhaps."”

"Ch, do you still think that Deryni magic was responsible for the Hal dane restoration?" Sudrey
asked, ignoring the jibe. "Ganted, Canmber MacRorie and his kin convinced the Mchaelines to
provide mlitary backing—but that was hardly magic. | was only a girl when it happened, and far
fromValoret, but | renenber that ny uncle Ternod was quite convinced that G nhil Hal dane had
called up sonething far outside our ability, to defeat Cousin Inre. 'Tis God who protects the
Hal danes, ny lord, and He will not allow Hs anointed to come to harmat the hands of a Deryn
sorcerer."

As she rode down the knoll at Rhys M chael's side, heading out across the plain, he glanced at
her in sone amazenent, adjusting the golden circlet on his head with one gl oved hand.

"Why did you tell themthat? Do you want to get ne killed?"

She chuckl ed. "They have forgotten, Sire, but you are king by Divine Right. | do not pretend to
under st and where your powers have conme from but it is inportant that they believe them cone of
God. Now, if it should becone necessary to use those powers agai nst ny kinsman, you have your own
justification, even if, for some reason, | cannot cover for you."

"You expect treachery, then?" he asked.

"l do not expect it, no. But 'tis best to be prepared for such things."

Noddi ng t houghtful agreement, he directed his gaze ahead again, studying his adversary as he
and Sudrey continued to approach. Now halted in the central area designated for the neeting,
beneath the floati ng banner of white silk borne by Honmbard of Tarkent, Prince Mklos of Torenth
waited astride a fleet, desert-bred steed the color of a fox. The animal's flaxen mane and tai
exactly echoed the shade of its rider's blond hair, which was braided and cl ubbed at the back of
his head in a soldier's knot and bound across the forehead with a fillet of ruddy gold.

O her than sone new lines around the dark eyes, M klos | ooked scarcely ol der than when Rhys
M chael |ast had seen him Instead of the tawny, flowi ng silks he had worn at Javan's coronation
nearly seven years before, a close-fitting brigandine of russet |eather encased his body, studded
with roundel s of polished brass that caught the sunlight |ike a galaxy of suns. Matching vanbraces
cl asped his forearns above gauntleted gloves that flared at the wists, and the thigh-high boots
were cut and studded to incorporate greaves in their design. Fromwhat Rhys M chael could see, the
prince bore no weapons.

Hombard bowed in the saddl e as Rhys M chael and Sudrey drew rein, a proper courtier, but
nei ther M klos nor the king so much as flicked an eyelid downward.

"Well met, Haldane," MKklos said pleasantly enough. "You were but a | ad when last we net. | see
that time has at |east enabled you to |l ook Iike what you claimto be."

"I nmake no claim"™ Rhys Mchael said carefully. "I amwhat | amKi ng of Gwnedd—and that is
sonet hing that your kinsman, who calls hinself Marek of Festil, can never hope to be."

"I ndeed?" Snmiling, MKklos | eaned his crossed forearns casually agai nst his saddle's high
ponmel . "That does remain to be seen, does it not?"

"Some ot her day, perhaps," Rhys Mchael replied. "I believe possession of Culliecairn is the
i ssue here. Your envoy indicated that you now intend to wthdraw "

"I'n due course."” MKklos nodded toward Sudrey. "Actually, | wished first to speak with ny

cousin. Thank you for obliging ne by bringing her along."

Rhys M chael gl anced at Sudrey, who had stiffened in the saddle.

"I have nothing to say to nmy husband's murderer,"” she said coldly. "I would not have cone,
except that nmy liege lord requested it. | amhere to assist the King of Gwnedd, whose vassal |
am "

"And that," MKklos said, "is precisely what | wi shed to discuss with you. Cousin, | have been
trying for seven years to ascertain what becane of you. | did not wish to believe that you would
so far betray your blood as to marry against the interests of Torenth."

"And what is Torenth to ne, except that a scion of Torenth has slain nmy [ord?" she retorted.
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"Where was Torenth when ny brother and | were abandoned, after the Festillic collapse? That |
found ki ndness and | ove ami dst ny captors | count as one of CGod's great nercies.”

"A dubious nercy, if it led you to betray your country, your race, and your kin," MKklos said
mldly. "The royal blood of Torenth runs in your veins, Sudrey of Rhorau. Do you recall how we
treat with traitors in Torenth?"

Wthout further preamble, he raised his right fist and thrust it toward her with a nuttered
Wird, opening out his fingers with a snap. The gesture launched a fist-sized ball of fire that
roared toward her like an inferno, growing as it cane. Even as her shields went up, dismy and
outrage flaring with her aura, Rhys M chael was interposing hinmself, his own shields blazing into
bei ng.

In a shower of sparks that scattered and fell |ike shooting stars, the sphere struck Rhys
M chael 's shields and di ssi pated harm essly, much to the astoni shnment of both Mkl os and Honbard.

What had begun as a casual, al nost of fhand acconpani ment to Mkl os' denunciation now shifted to
nmore focused intent directed not only at Sudrey but also at Rhys M chael, who sonehow had nmanaged
to avert Sudrey's just fate. As Honbard gl anced uncertainly at his prince, increasingly fighting a
now skittish nount, M klos stabbed a gloved forefinger at the ground behi nd Rhys M chael. Sudrey
screaned as flane | eaped up fromthe very ground and began to trace a curved, fiery line around to
the side and then behind M klos, |aying down a containing circle.

"Nol "

Even as it began, Rhys M chael saw the danger—that if the circle closed, their escape was cut
off. Instinctively he raised one hand in a gesture of forbidding. A Wrd of command conjured heavy
cl oud above the flanes, weeping noisture that changed to steamas the fire bel ow was quenched—to
the di smay of the horses, who were growing increasingly difficult to control. The result was a
smoki ng bl ack line of burned turf outlining just over half of the circle Mklos had intended—row
rendered i npotent—and to underline his point, Rhys Mchael sent a warning burst of energy agai nst
M kl os hi nmsel f.

The Torenthi prince countered it easily, but his expression showed his shock. H's horse began
righting the bit, white-eyed and on the verge of panic, and he had to turn sone of his attention
to bringing it back under control. Honbard was backing his horse away from M kl os, | ooking very
al arned, and Sudrey had turned her nervous steed, ready to flee at a word fromthe king.

"Don't try to interfere, Haldane!" MKklos shouted, again flinging fire behind themto prevent
their escape. " 'Tis only Sudrey | want."

"Well, you shan't have her," Rhys M chael replied, as his own nount reared and fought him

"No?"

For answer, Rhys M chael turned another, stronger burst of power at Mklos Iike a crinson wave
of light, defense shifting to attack. The Torenthi prince repelled the attack and struck again
but at Sudrey—forked |lightning that | eaped fromhis hand to spear her horse through the chest and
out one side. The ani mal squeal ed and went down under her, dead before it hit the ground, even as
Rhys M chael spurred closer to snatch her fromthe saddl e before she could be crushed. He had
dragged her to a precarious perch before himand was wheeling his stallion back on its haunches,
preparing to di sengage, when Honbard's nount slamed into his and sent it and hi mand Sudrey
tunbl i ng.

He ended up flat on his back, wheezing for breath, but sonehow he nanaged to keep hold of the
reins. An exultant Honbard was pulling up his stallion a few paces beyond and yanking it around
for another pass, gigging the animal into another charge. As Rhys M chael haul ed hinself around by
the reins, scranbling on hands and knees to regain his footing, he managed to avoi d being
tranpl ed, but one nurderous, steel-shod hoof cane slanm ng down on his right hand with crushing
force.

He screaned and let go of the reins in reflex. The pain wenched at his concentration, and he
only just managed to defl ect another blast of Mklos' nmagic as he rolled clear and finally
staggered to his feet, the injured hand hugged to his breast.

Sudrey had caught his horse and was hanging on to the reins and one stirrup, trying to get back
up. To Rhys M chael's shocked horror and surprise, a blast of magic fromthe "human" Honbard sent
her reeling to her knees, with alittle cry.

The horse bolted and took off for the Gwnedd line, where riders were already starting to
t hunder down the sl ope.

But Mklos was joining his attack to Honbard's, a clenched fist raised toward Sudrey, who was
clutching at her chest. Through his own pain, Rhys M chael caught a wave of hers and dashed to her
side, catching his arns around her from behind and | aunchi ng anot her counterattack through the
focus of his uninjured hand. The first bolt stopped Mklos' assault and nearly nmade himpull his
nmount over backward; the second all but bow ed Honmbard out of the saddl e.
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And how coul d Honmbard be Deryni ? They had tested himwi th nerashal
The air was atrenble with Iightning and the acrid snmell of power gone rogue. Hombard was

backi ng of f, |ooking shaken and al arnmed, but fury turned MKklos' face into a nask. As he readied
anot her attack, this tine against Rhys Mchael, the king gathered up the power of the spel
Dimtri had taught himthat Mklos had tried to use against Sudrey—thrusting outward through the
focus of his good hand to punch his power through MKklos' shields and close a fiery hand around
the Deryni prince's heart.

Rhys M chael had shaken Mkl os' spell from Sudrey, but M klos could not shake free of Rhys
M chael's. And even as he clutched at his chest, doubling over with the pain, his horse betrayed
himagain, this tinme bucking himalnost clear of the saddl e—except for one spurred heel that
caught in the stirrup and flipped hi mupside down to dangle amid the flashing, steel-shod hooves.

The beast bolted at this new outrage, continuing to buck and twist as it ran. Mklos' power
flared erratically as he tried ganely to twist free, arms vainly upflung to protect his head, but
he went linp after only a few strides. The power died away even as Hombard galloped in to seize
the animal's reins and wench it to a halt.

Except that Honbard no | onger |ooked |ike Honbard. The pal e eyes now were dark, the face of an
age with Mklos, the hair escaping fromits soldier's knot a rich chestnut, untouched by grey.
Fury animated every line of the young nman's body as he | eaned down far enough to hook a gl oved
hand in MKklos' belt and drag hi mup across his saddle, and the | ook he cast Rhys M chael was
nmur der ous.

Sudrey caught Rhys M chael's good armand raised it toward Mklos' rescuer with one of hers,
power still bright around her.

"Help me warn himoff, Sire," she gasped, summoning the spell and desperately willing himto
augrment her failing strength. "Quick, before your nmen reach us."

Ooedi ent, Rhys M chael channeled a surge of energy into her directing. Fire lanced forth to
score the earth before the burdened rider, and with a ook of fury he turned and gal | oped off
toward his own lines, Mklos' linmp formbefore him Rhun and Manfred and a party of nobunted
archers were approaching fast, galloping down the slope with arrows nocked to the archers' bows,
and Sudrey fell back exhausted against the king's breast, encircled by his arns.

"We have not much tine," she nurnured. "Listen carefully. Say that it was ny power that
thwarted M klos, but | drew upon your life-force to fuel it. | was able to do this because you are
a Hal dane, divinely appointed to rule Gwnedd. Find a way to suggest that the power within you has
nothing to do with Deryni; it cones of God. Do not let ny death be in vain."

"No! You aren't going to die!"

"Sire, | amwounded in ways you cannot see," she replied, grimacing. "Far better that | die
now, in the manner of my own choosing, rather than face what your great lords nmight inflict upon
me, for having sufficient power to defeat a mage of Mklos' stature. Promise you will not let them
burn me."

"I prom se," Rhys M chael whispered, putting frommnd the image of Dimtri's dead body burning
in the yard at Saint Cassian's. "But don't go. Don't give up. | can protect you."

She cl osed her eyes against a twi nge of pain, then | ooked up at himagain, as the hoofbeats
t hunder ed nearer.

"I make no judgnent, Sire, but you will be fortunate if you can protect yourself. God be with
you. Pray for ne."

This time, when she cl osed her eyes, she did not open them again. There was one further
fluttering breath—and then, no nore. As he laid his head against her still breast, know ng he
woul d hear no heartbeat, his own men reached him

"What the devil happened?" Rhun demanded, pulling up beside himand junping down fromhis
horse, as the mounted archers swept past and fornmed a |ine between them and the Torenthi 1ine,
where a party of rangers had broken and were spurring to nmeet Honbard.

Rhys M chael | ooked up dully, Sudrey's body still hugged to his chest.

"I think they were after Sudrey fromthe start,” he murnmured. "Mkl os said she had betrayed her
country and her race—and then he and the other nman attacked her with nmagic."

"Are you saying that Honbard was Deryni, too?" Manfred said, junping down to join Rhun. "But
that's inpossible. W tested him"

"I don't think it was the sanme man," Rhys M chael said uncertainly, as he started to ease her
body to the ground. "Hi s face changed, right at the end. He sonehow | ooked faniliar. She stood up
to both of them though, and I think she killed MKklos. The other man—aiie!"

He gasped as he jostled his injured hand while trying to put her down. He had nanaged not to
nmove it much during the last little while, but now, as the rush of conbat slowy faded, the pain
set up a throbbing that coursed all the way to his el bow.
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"Where are you hurt?" Rhun asked, as Manfred seized the injured right armand turned it from
the el bow, searching for signs of injury.
Rhys M chael sucked in his breath as Manfred prodded around a jagged gash in the |eather

gaunt | et .
"Careful!" he snapped. "One of the horses stanped his great, bloody hoof down on the back of ny
hand, when | was on the ground. |'m sure there must be bones broken."

"Try to nmove your fingers," Manfred ordered

Rhys M chael tried, but even the effort of trying nade hi mnauseated fromthe pain. Lifting the
trenbling hand for closer inspection, he could see that blood and dirt crusted the gash in the
gl ove and the wound inside, which |ooked to go well into sinews and bone. He fought down a wave of
| i ght - headedness as he whi spered, "Dam!"

"Borg, come and take a look at this," Manfred called over his shoulder to one of the archers.

But Rhun was already pulling his horse around to nount again, glancing apprehensively toward
the Torenthi line, which had opened to receive the fleeing Honbard and his burden

"No time for that now," he said. "Munt up! W nmay have conpany very shortly, if we don't get
out of here. Borg, give the king your horse, then lift Lady Sudrey's body up to Lord Manfred.
Move! "

As Manfred hel ped Rhys M chael to his feet, the archer called Borg brought his horse over and
gave Rhys Mchael a leg up. Vaulting up into the saddle w thout using his right hand was
difficult, and the hand t hrobbed with renewed pain when the archer jarred it in passing the reins
to his good hand. He tried not to think about the hand as they noved out, instead fixing his gaze
on the body of Sudrey, now cradled in Manfred's arns in the saddle before him The pain
acconpani ed himall the way back to the Gwnedd |ine and beyond.

Back in Culliecairn, Marek of Festil watched w thout expression as three of the patriarch's
bearded and bl ack-robed priests gently renoved the | ast of MKklos' harness, starting to wash his
body and prepare it for a lying-in-state later that night in the castle's chapel. The Heal er Cosim
stood at his el bow, but there had been nothing he could do for Mklos; it was not alone the
injuries inflicted by his horse that had killed the Torenthi prince.

Marek had not wanted to believe that. Assisted by Cosim he hinmself had conducted a Deat h-
Readi ng on his dead cousin, before allowing the priests to take charge of the body. Afterward, he
had erased what he read. Both he and the Heal er now knew t hat magi ¢ had been the principal cause
of Mklos' death—and that the power for the spell had conme not fromthe Deryni Sudrey but from
Rhys M chael Hal dane.

"My worst nightmare, Cosim" Marek nurmured, when he had drawn the Healer out of the little
roomwhere Mklos lay. "No, the very worst would be to fall to the Hal dane nysel f—or even worse
than that, for nmy son to perish as well. But for Mklos to fall—-how could the Hal dane do this? How
is this possible?"

Cosi m cocked a cynical eyebrow "The allegations of Hal dane power are hardly new, ny
| ord—though, | confess, | thought themunlikely to be true, given the other tales we have heard
t hese past six years of the inpotence of this Hal dane before his mnisters of state."

"Well, it wasn't Cousin Sudrey who did that to Mklos," Marek nuttered. "I'mstill not certain
how it happened. | know Mkl os coul d have taken the Hal dane in a proper duel arcane—er | could
have done. This was nmeant to be a testing of the waters—though we were prepared to anmbush himif
that opportunity presented itself. Sudrey was the real target. M klos had been obsessed with her
defection since he found out about it at Javan Hal dane's coronation. And |I'd swear that this Rhys
Hal dane had no powers at that time—not even shi el ds—though there was certainly sonething going on
with his brother."

"Perhaps this odd Hal dane power is sonehow vested in Gwnedd's crown," Cosi mventured, after a
short pause. "Perhaps that is why you detected nothing at the coronation, save in Javan."

Marek shrugged. "I was but young then, and we never managed to nmake physical contact with
ei ther Hal dane brother. But how can the Hal dane power be that strong? It did not save Javan
Hal dane from his great |ords' treachery, and it has not enabl ed Rhys Hal dane to be his own nan
these six years of his reign."”

"Yet it enabled himto kill my prince today," Cosim murmured.

Marek hung his head. "I nust ask you not to reveal that, Cosim"

"l do not know how you can keep it a secret,” the Healer replied, "or why you would wish to do
so. Deryni who witnessed what took place, even fromafar, are well aware that magi c was afoot."

"Magi c—aye. But they nust believe it was Sudrey's nmagic that killed Mklos—an unfortunate
accident. Surely his injuries would have killed him if magic had not."

"Perhaps. But why should you wish themto believe this? Wiy perpetuate this uncertainty?"
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"Because | do not wi sh his men to seek vengeance for his death at this time, riding out to
fight a battle that was never intended to take place and that cannot be won under the present
circunstances."” Marek gl anced down at his hands, then back at the Heal er

"Cosim | hesitate to ask, but | find nyself obliged to seek your further assistance. Those who
can, will Truth-Read me as | speak to them"™

Cosimturned his dark gaze on the younger man, searching the dark eyes. "Are you asking nme to
adj ust your nenory, ny lord, so that your lies go undetected?"

"I am asking you to adjust my menory so that | can present a half truth wi thout danger of
contradiction—that it was not magic that killed Mklos. | would never attenpt to claimthat magic
was not used. But left with the sad yet unprovocative conclusion that his death was |argely due to
m sadventure, his nmen hopefully will withdraw in good order to fight another day—and for ne."

Sl ow y Cosi m nodded. "I understand what you are saying, ny lord," he murnured. "Further,
believe ny lord Mklos woul d have agreed." He glanced around to ensure that they were al one, then
returned his gaze to Marek.

"I will set a fatigue-banishing spell as well, ny lord,"” he murnured, lifting one hand to
Marek's forehead. "Open to nme ..."

A quarter hour later, his energies sonewhat restored by the Healer's mnistrations, Marek was
facing the decidedly unconfortable duty of confirmng the details of Mklos' death to his
officers. In the back of his nmind was the know edge that Cosi mw shed to see himagain after the
court—the reason escaped himfor the noment—-but for now, Marek was content to | eave the Heal er
alone with his grief, standing down anong M kl os' other men.

He had sumoned themto gather in the castle's great hall, but he did not presume to sit in the
chair of state that stood at the center of the dais. Mklos had held court fromthere in the nore
carefree days while they waited for the Hal dane response, and now the patriarch hinself stood
beside the chair, glaring at Marek from beneath his bl ack stovepi pe headdress and veil.

Sunmoni ng Val entin to his side—who grieved, too, for the death of the young nan he had | oved
like a son—Marek nmoved in front of the chair, though far enough in front to nmake it clear he had
no intention of usurping the dead man's place. Not for the first tine, he was glad he had sent
Charis and the baby back to Tolan sonme days earlier; he did not relish telling his w fe of her
brother's deat h.

And telling King Arion was an even nore daunting prospect. Though the late King Ninmur, Arion's
father, had given sanctuary to the infant son of Inre and Ariella of Festil follow ng the Hal dane
Restoration, Arion's support for his exiled cousin's cause had never been nore than | ukewarm
especially since his beconing king ten years ago. |ndeed, without Prince Mklos' friendship and
pat ronage, Marek m ght never have survived to adulthood. Mich | ess could he have mounted this
expedi ti on—whi ch, unfortunately, had gone so badly awy.

Mar ek suspected that his sufferance by the Torenthi Royal House was about to becone even nore
precarious than it had been all his young life. Wile neither illegitimcy nor incest were Marek's
fault, the taint m ght only be truly renoved by success—by taking back the crown his parents had
borne. Wth Mkl os gone, that now was not likely to occur for sonme tine.

And it would never occur if Marek allowed hinself to be stanpeded into action prematurely.

"CGentl enen, you will have heard nany runors regarding the circunstances of the prince's death,"”
Marek said to the assenbled nmen, hardly daring to lift his eyes to them "That incidental mshap
shoul d have cost ny cousin his life is the suprene irony, when so nmuch was at stake. It was not
magi ¢ that killed him™"

"Yet nmagic was used,"” one of the captains pointed out. "And it was you who instigated it, ny
lord."

"Prince Mklos instigated it against the traitor, Sudrey of Rhorau," Marek said. "And though
she responded in kind, this was not unexpected. Wat was unexpected was the Hal dane's
response—though we have | ong believed that the Hal danes do have access to a kind of power akin to
our Deryni powers. Unfortunately, | still amnot certain how much of the power was Sudrey's and
how much was the Hal dane's. The question is acadenmic, since ultimately it was my cousin's physica
injuries that killed him but the Hal dane factor will bear further investigation."

"Not in conjunction with this canpaign," another of the captains said. "It has already cost us
our prince."

"I greatly regret that," Marek began

"As we do, ny lord," another said. "But we are not now prepared to follow you farther into
Gwnedd. Wile our prince lived, we were obliged to go where he cormmanded. Qur fealty returns now
to the king his brother, who may not agree that Torenthi troops should lend their aid to your
cause. "

Mar ek bowed hi s head.
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"l accept the reprimand you have not spoken, ny lord," he nmurnured. "I count nyself at |east
partially to blane for the death of Prince Mklos and rem nd you that he was ny cousin and brother
tonmy wife, as well as being brother to King Arion. |I do not |look forward to answering to either
of these worthies when | must tell them of his death.

"As for venturing farther into Gwnedd at this time, | assure you that it was never Prince
M klos' intention, this tinme around, to comrit Torenthi troops to any mmjor incursion into
OGwnedd. | will respect that intention and will not even suggest that you should go against it."

He waited for their sullen runble of agreenent to die down, sensing that the critical decision
was past.

"Practicalities yet remain," he said, when he again had their attention. "Wth the concurrence
of his Hi ghness' senior officers. | intend that we shall begin withdrawal from Culliecairn at
dawn, banners flying and drunms beating. | shall have the appropriate notifications drawn up and
sent to the Gwnedd canp within the hour. Meanwhile, | shall personally keep vigil beside ny
cousin's body through the night. Those who wi sh to do the same are invited to join nme."

chapter eighteen

For gold is tried in the fire, and acceptable nen in the furnace of adversity.
—Eccl esiasticus 2:5

The Khel dour conmanders met the king's party as they rejoined the Gwnedd |ine, anxious and
agitated to learn of Sudrey's death. Corban was detailed to take her body back to Lochal yn and her
daughter; Sighere and Grahamremained. It was clear they did not blame Rhys M chael for what had
happened—Sudrey had known at | east sonme of the danger—but the king felt a grief akin to their own
as he continued nunbly on toward the Gwnedd canp.

"Exactly what happened out there?" Rhun demanded, riding at his knee. He kept gl ancing back
over his shoulder at the distant Torenth |line, now in obvious agitation, anxious lest the fall of
M kl os provoke a Torenthi attack. Manfred was on the king's other side, Cathan and Ful k now
following with Sighere and Gcaham A score of Custodes kni ghts had replaced the archers and rode
close all around them

"M kl os broke the truce, just as you said he would, but for different reasons than we feared,"
Rhys M chael said. "I don't think it's appropriate that | go into details right now Let's see if
his men are going to respect the truce or attack us."

The reasoning seenmed to satisfy Rhun for the nonment—-and gave Rhys M chael a chance to think
about what he was going to tell the earl marshal when the inevitable reckoning cane. He cradl ed
his injured hand to his breast as they rode, for the initial shock of the injury was wearing off,
and the hand had begun to throb.

They drew up on a rise just outside the Gwnedd canp to await a Torenthi response. None cane.
After nearly an hour of watching and waiting and weighing the nmlitary factors, Rhun and his
commanders decided that, with darkness conming on, an i medi ate attack was not |ikely. Leaving
Joshua Del acroix in command at the perineter, Rhun then escorted the king back to the comand
tent, acconpani ed by Manfred, Sighere, G aham and the king' s aides. Master Stevanus had been
paci ng back and forth before the tent, having been informed of the king's injury, and now cane to
take his royal patient in charge.

"Let's go inside and have a |l ook at that," he said, as the king swng a |leg over his horse and
gently eased to the ground, trying not to jar his hand.

The king followed neekly into the command tent and sat where he was directed, on the edge of a
canp bed. Father Lior was already there and waiting. As Stevanus cane to crouch beside the king
and began prodding at the gash in the red | eather gauntlet, bidding Fulk to bring a rack of
candl es nearer, Rhun and Lior came to hover like two predatory vultures. Cathan knelt
unobtrusively to unbuckl e the king's spurs—and al so stay close in case of need. Manfred renuni ned
near the entrance with Sighere and Graham now anticipating a nessage instead of an attack from
the Torent hi

"Now, what the devil happened out there?" Rhun demanded. "You said M klos broke the truce."

"He seened ready to pull out—though we hadn't yet gotten to his terns," Rhys M chael said,

Wi ncing at Stevanus' ministrations. "Then he attacked Lady Sudrey with magic. In retrospect, |'m
sure that's why he was so keen to have her conme along. He felt she'd betrayed her family and her
race by marrying Eastmarch. Wen sone of the magic started spilling over to ne, she interposed
herself to protect ne. She gave her life in nmy defense.”

"I shouldn't have thought she was strong enough to stand against a Deryni |ike MKklos," Lior

said. "You al nost |ooked as if you were involved init, too."
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Rhys M chael gasped and tried to pull away as Stevanus attenpted to straighten out his
shattered fingers.

"I —don't renenber that part very clearly,” he managed to whisper. "I—hink she sonehowpull ed
energy fromne, to give her nore power against him He was still too nuch for her, though. If his
horse hadn't exploded, he might well have—aiie!"

"Sorry," Stevanus murnured. "Lord Rhun, I'mgoing to have to ask you to continue this
conversation after |'ve dealt with his hand. There's already a great deal of swelling. |'m going

to have to cut away the gauntlet before | can even begin to assess the damage. Cathan, pour his
Hi ghness a doubl e dose of syrup of poppies, would you? This isn't going to be pleasant."

Clearly unsatisfied, Rhun withdrew to the entrance of the command tent as Stevanus set to work,
consulting in lowtones with Manfred, Sighere, and Graham though Lior renained to watch. Rhys
M chael's first glinpse of the purpling flesh and the blood and dirt-caked | acerati on convi nced
hi mthat he woul d rather have been al nost anywhere than where he was, though he drank down only
hal f the painkiller Cathan brought him

"I"d rather not take too nuch of this until we know how Torenth is going to react,"” he said to
St evanus, as he handed back the cup, sucking in breath through clenched teeth as the surgeon's
probi ng shifted broken bones.

"Very well, but don't say | didn't warn you. Once we get this clean, it's going to want
suturing before | try to set it. Howwell it will ever hold a sword again renains to be seen.”
"I'f I must, I'Il learn to fight |eft-handed. Just get on with it."

Ful k went to fetch towels and a basin of warmwater, and Stevanus set about assenbling splints
and bandages and ot her necessaries. Cathan hel ped the king shed his brigandi ne and the cl ose-
fitting leather tunic underneath, for it becane clear that the narrow sl eeves would not all ow
renoval once the hand was bandaged. Even wi thout bandages, the novenent necessary to ease the hand
t hrough the sl eeve was excruciating. Rhys M chael was shivering in after-reaction as he eased back
against a stack of pillows and gladly Iet Cathan help shift his booted feet up onto the bed.
Baring his torso had al so reveal ed several substantial bruises form ng, though he had not been
aware of being struck at the tine.

Very shortly, Fulk brought the warmwater, setting the basin on a |low table at Rhys M chael's
side so he could i merse his hand. The warnth was somewhat soothing initially—but only unti
St evanus began cl eaning away the blood and dirt from his wound.

He tried to distance hinmself fromthe disconfort. Laying his good arm across his closed eyes,
he attenpted to set the pain aside and let hinself float. As he gradually began to feel the
effects of the painkiller and relax a little, he let his thoughts rove back over the events of the
past several hours—and suddenly recall ed where he had seen the face that replaced that of
Hombard, out on the field. He wondered whet her Rhun and the others had noticed the change.

"Rhun, the man we thought was Honbard was Deryni," he said, opening his eyes to search for the
earl marshal, who turned at his words. "He may even have been Marek of Festil."

"That's inmpossible,” Rhun said, coming over to him "He was far too ol d. Besides, we tested him
with nmerasha.”

"No, we tested the first man," Rhys M chael pointed out. "The nman who rode out with Mkl os
| ooked |li ke the nan we tested—and | had no reason, at the tine, to doubt it—but his face changed
while Mklos and Sudrey were throwi ng around all that magic, and he tried to join in. Things were
happeni ng very quickly, but |I'd swear he was the sane man who cane to Javan's coronation as
M klos' aide. Is it possible that could have been Marek, in both instances?"

Rhun pulled a canp stool to the left side of the bed and sat, as the others also drew closer to
listen.

"I't can't have been Marek," Rhun nurnured. "Not even M klos woul d have had the audacity to

bring the Festillic Pretender to the coronation of his chief rival."
"So one would think," Rhys Mchael said, glad for the distraction as Stevanus removed his hand
fromthe basin and laid it dripping on a clean towel. "But, how better to evaluate the opposition?

And how woul d we have known? | should think that by nowit's clear that Mklos had the audacity to
try just about anything he chose. Has anyone ever seen Marek of Festil?"

"I once saw a portrait of his father, King Inre, at one of the Order's abbeys," Father Lior
ventured. "One woul d expect at least a fanmly resenbl ance, especially given the nother."

"Describe the man in the portrait,"” Rhun ordered, turning to | ook at the priest.

Li or frowned, casting back in nenory. "Slender—not a very large man, | shouldn't think. Very
fair skin, but dark hair to his shoulders. Fine features: a thin face, a straight, el egant nose
slightly protrudi ng eyes—dark brown, they were. | would have to say that the expression was a bit

i nsi pi d-1ooki ng, though."
Rhys M chael closed his eyes, trying to ignore the bite of Stevanus' needl e as the surgeon
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began setting sutures, for the imge Lior had conjured coincided very closely with the face he had
glinmpsed on the field—and the face of Mklos' aide at the coronation, neither of which Lior had
ever seen. Could he really have cone face-to-face with Marek of Festil and not known it—and not
once but twice?

"You' ve certainly described the nan who cane to the coronation with Mklos," Rhun said to the
priest, confirmng at |east that part of Rhys Mchael's inpression. "By God, | suppose he could
have been Inre's son."

"He has al so described the man | saw today," Rhys M chael said. He winced as Stevanus' needle
bit again. "Wth both Marek and M kl os ranged agai nst her, Lady Sudrey's defense is all the nore
remar kabl e. And we have Divine Providence to thank for—

He broke off as Lord Joshua Del acroix cane into the tent and handed a wax-seal ed packet to
Rhun.

"This just came in, ny lord," Joshua said. "A herald brought it. | suspect they didn't think
we'd believe a white flag."

Manfred cane to | ook over Rhun's shoul der as the earl nmarshal hurriedly broke the seals and
unf ol ded the single sheet of parchnent.

" "Prince Marek of Festil, rightful King of Gwnedd, unto the Hal dane usurper,' " Rhun read
aloud. " '"Know that | hold you personally responsible for the death of my well-bel oved cousin and
brother-in-law, the Prince Mklos of Torenth. Be assured that further communication will be
forthcom ng fromthe king his brother.

" '"In order to provide a fitting escort for my cousin's body, |I shall begin an i medi ate
wi t hdrawal of the troops fornerly under his conmand, comencing at dawn. No interference in this
withdrawal will be tolerated. Wiile the present circunstances have obliged ne to decline further
confrontation at this tine, be assured that | shall continue to press ny claimto what is nine.
now know your neasure and will take appropriate steps to utterly destroy you.' Signed Marek

Princeps."

"I nsol ent puppy,” Manfred growl ed, reaching for the mssive. "Let me see that letter."

Rhun shrugged and handed it over. "Yes, well. If he's pulling out of Culliecairn, slinking home
with his tail between his legs, we've at |least won this round. Later on, Arion nmay try to nmke
life difficult, but we'll worry about that if it happens. At |east we seemto have averted this
particul ar battle. Joshua, we'd better set patrols to keep an eye on things through the night and
to nonitor the withdrawal. |'msure ny lords of C aibourne and Marley will oblige by providing

scouts with | ocal expertise." Sighere and Graham nodded. "Manfred, what do you think about
pi cket s?"

As they withdrew to the other side of the tent to discuss |ogistic considerations, Stevanus
finished his suturing and set about the nore delicate and painful task of easing shattered bones
back into place. Even with the thick piece of |eather Cathan gave himto bite down on, and Cathan
hinmself to help hold the armsteady for the surgeon's work, it was all Rhys Mchael could do to
stay still and not cry out. He was exhausted and drenched with perspiration by the time Stevanus
finished, with bandages imobilizing his wist along a flat | ength of wood that extended down the
forearmand into the palm curving the shattered fingers around its end and closing the hand in an
approxi mation of gripping a sword.

"I wish | could tell you that there won't be any inpairment of novenent," Stevanus said,
plucking the bit of |eather frombetween the king's teeth. "The hand has a | ot of bones, nost of
themfairly fragile, none of which are inproved by having a horse step on them Don't be surprised
if sonme bone splinters work their way to the surface during the healing process. |I've done ny best
for you, but I'mnot a Deryni Healer."

As the battle surgeon set about rigging a sling to support the arm Rhys Mchael closed his
eyes briefly and considered his next nove. He had not reckoned on beconming injured; it put himfar
nore at the nercy of the great |lords and those who served them What he was contenplating carried
sonme risks, but there probably was not going to be a better tine. The great lords had left the
tent during the process of setting the hand, unsettled by his silent endurance, and only Cathan
and Ful k remained in attendance with Stevanus.

"Maybe we'd be better off if we still had Heal ers around," the king nurnured. "1'd certainly
wel comre one, right about now. "

St evanus gave hima fleeting, unconfortable smile as he tucked the end of a bandage in place.
"I'f we could trust one not to do other things besides heal, so would |I," he replied. "But you saw
today how the Deryni keep their word."

As Stevanus turned away to top up the dose of painkiller the king had not finished earlier
Rhys M chael sent a quick sunmmons to Cathan, who cane to help himas he sat up and swung
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208 KATHERI NE KURTZ

his feet to the floor. At the sane time, he advised Cathan of what he intended. Noddi ng, Cathan
laid a mantl e around his bare shoul ders, then casually rejoined Ful k as Stevanus turned back, the
little netal cup in his hand again

"This should help you sleep through the night," Stevanus said. "The hand is going to throb for
the first few days—naybe | onger—but you should feel better after a good night's sleep. You | ook
totally knackered right now, and small wonder."

Declining to take the cup hinself, for even his good hand was none too steady, Rhys M chae
nodded and set his hand on Stevanus', hel ping guide the cup to his |lips. He drank deeply, but then
he used the bond of flesh to seize control. The surgeon shuddered but could not resist, his eyes
cl osing. Cathan had touched Fulk at the sane nonent and the aide stood |ikew se entranced.

"Stevanus, listen very carefully,” Rhys M chael murnured, closing his good hand nore securely
around Stevanus' and drawi ng the surgeon nearer to crouch at his feet. "Fromthis point on
regardl ess of what other orders you may receive, and fromwhom ny orders will take precedence.
You will never reveal that | have given you these orders, but all your actions will be focused
toward preserving nme in life and health. Under no circunstances will you ever give ne nerasha; if
you are ordered to do so by one of the great lords, you will pretend to conply, but will give ne
sonme other drug with a sinmilar effect. Nod your head if you understand."

St evanus' head nodded once in agreenent.

"Good. Now, how long will the effects of this last, if | drink it all?"

"Only through the night, Sire, though it will be a heavy sleep."

Noddi ng, Rhys M chael drained the renainder of the cup, then brought the surgeon back to his
feet and rel eased his hand.

' That sounds just about right," he said, easing out of the link. "I don't know what will have
happened by norning, but | need to be able to ride at the head of my troops, if necessary. It's
i mportant that the nen see that I'mstill alive and unharned. Well, relatively unharmed." He

jutted his chin toward his bandaged hand as he got shakily to his feet, |eaning heavily on
St evanus' arm

"Sonmetine tonorrow, |'Il also need to pay a courtesy call on Lady Stacia. She's now given both
her parents in ny service, and | owe her the respect of nmy presence at her nother's funeral;
expect it will be the day after tonorrow. Before | leave, |I'll also confirmher and her husband in

the Eastmarch titles, since I'mhere. It makes no sense for themto conme all the way back to
Rhenut h, especially if this border area is apt to stay a bit unstable for a while."

"You'll have to take up the scheduling with Lord Rhun, Sire, but the physical demands don't
sound too difficult," Stevanus agreed. "Jostling that hand won't be confortable, but you'll find
that out the first time you do it."

Rhys M chael stifled a yawn as he hugged the hand closer to his chest. "I'malready well aware
of that, Stevanus. It is hardly one of the great nysteries of life."
St evanus chuckled. "I'Il come along to help see you settled in your own bed, Sire. It wouldn't

do to have you fall on the way back to your tent and have the nen think you' re hurt worse than you
are-—er drunk."

In the gathering darkness outside the command tent, three nen in the rough tweeds of the Eastmarch
borders watched fromthe shadows as the king emerged on the armof the battle surgeon called
Stevanus, al so acconpani ed by his aides. Though a nmantle was thrown around the royal shoul ders,
nostly covering his naked torso, the right hand and forearm were bandaged al nost to the el bow and
supported by a sling. He kept the armclose to his body as he wal ked, his bal ance steadi ed agai nst
the surgeon's arm face taut and pale in the torchlight brought by the pair of guards who fel
into step around him

That they were bound for the king's tent was al nost certain. He did not appear to be in
custody. Exchangi ng silent agreenent, the watching three separated to skirt ahead along the route
they expected the royal party to take, observing the royal progress, keeping their passage as
unobt rusi ve as possible. As king, surgeon, and ai des di sappeared inside the tent that served as
royal residence in the field, with the Hal dane standard stirring lazily in the evening breeze
before it, the three joined up again, staying well back fromthe clear area in front of the roya
tent and the sentries guarding it.

The tent itself was altogether too well guarded, as it had been since the arrival of the roya
troops, with torches set around it and Custodes knights detailed to walk its perineter, always
wi thin sight of one another. Wen the surgeon alone energed, a few mnutes later, the three
wat ched in silence until he had di sappeared in the direction of the conmand tent with the soldiers
who had escorted him then nelted away into the darkness thensel ves.
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Later, in their own tent, where loyal retainers could ensure their privacy, the three huddl ed
together to conpare inpressions regarding the events of the afternoon and eveni ng.

"His injury may or nay not be serious,” Ansel nmurnured, as the other two bent to |isten. "He
didn't ook too bad when he rode in."

"Speaking froma Heal er's perspective, he | ooked shocky to ne," Tieg whispered. "I don't know
what happened to his hand, but Stevanus was a |long tine about whatever he had to do to it, even
al l owi ng for being human."”

"I questioned one of the archers on that point, after |I'd Read his account of all the magic
flying around,” Jesse said. "He thought a horse m ght have stepped on the hand. How seriously
renmains to be seen. The man didn't see nuch sign of bleeding, but that isn't necessarily good."

"True enough," Ansel agreed. "If he did get stepped on, then it could be anything froma bad
brui se to badly broken bones. That's his sword hand, too."

Tieg snorted. "It doesn't nmuch matter which hand it is, pain-wise. It's going to slow him
down. "

"Don't even think about trying to sneak in and help him" Ansel said, |ooking at himsharply.
"At least right now, until we know nore, we can't afford to risk losing you."

Tieg looked a little sullen, but could not disagree with the |ogic.

"Right, then," Ansel nurnured. "I think we'd better |et Jo-ram know what's happened. This has
all taken a turn that | don't think anyone expected—teast of all, the king. | don't know how much
of what went on out there was his doing, but Sudrey ended up dead, and probably Mklos as well.
al so don't know what kinds of questions Rhun has already asked, but | hope to God that the king
has answers."”

Jesse nodded. "Well, | don't think he's going to be having answers to nuch of anything el se
tonight. If Stevanus had to set broken bones, he's probably given Mna stiff sedative and
pai nki | | er—whi ch woul d account for his sonewhat unsteady novenments. Do you want to notify Joram
or shall [?"

"I"l'l doit,” Ansel said. "And let's do put a watch on his tent through the night, just in
case. After that, you' d better turn in—both of you. | think we've | earned about all we can w thout
interview ng some of the principals—which isn't going to be possible—and it's getting too late to
be out and about in the canp without arousing suspicion."

"Agreed," Jesse murmured, and took his leave to go and set up the desired surveillance. Tieg,

t hough none too happy with the arrangenent, retired to the doorway of the tent to sit as guardian
whil e Ansel shifted over to his bedroll and stretched out, starting to conpose hinself to reach
out for the contact with Joram

chapt er ni neteen

Who will bring me into the strong city?
—Psal ns 60: 9

Rhys M chael Hal dane knew not hing of the efforts expended in his behalf that night. Soon
oblivious, thanks to Stevanus' drug, he dreaned deep, disturbing dreanms that he could not renenber
upon awakeni ng—though at | east he did sleep pain-free through the night, as the surgeon had
prom sed

The sounds of the awakening canp and the throb of his hand woke hima little after dawn, with a
dull headache behind his eyes, a foul-tasting nmouth, and a ferocious thirst. Cathan was asleep in
a chair beside his canp bed, and Ful k had brought hot water for norning ablutions—and ale to quel
the thirst. He felt a little better once he had drunk it down, but his whole body ached.

He was appall ed to discover how hel pl ess he was, with the use of only one hand, and found
hi msel f obliged to suffer the ministrations of both his aides to help himwash and dress. Since no
one had cone to tell himotherw se, he decided that arnor m ght not be necessary, at least for the
monent, and bade them hel p himdon a full-sleeved Iinen tunic over |eather breeches and boots.
Stevanus cane in just as Cathan was attenpting to readjust the sling that supported his right arm
so the king enlisted his assistance. The hand was throbbing in tine with his pul se beat, but
St evanus advi sed agai nst another dose of the syrup of poppies until after he had eaten. The king
had Cathan put a light cloak on him fastening it at the shoulder with the Hal dane brooch, and
drew part of it over the sling before heading over to the command tent for the nmorning briefing.

Wl come news greeted himwhen he met his great |ords over a substantial breakfast. No incidents
had marred the night's peace, and true to Marek's missive of the night before, Torenthi troops had
begun to ride out of Culliecairn at first light. The long colum of them now stretched far up the
Col doi re Pass to di sappear into the steppes of Tolan. There had been no further Torenth
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conmuni cati on.

"Some of Sighere's scouts saw what they believed to have been Prince Mklos' funeral cortege
leaving with the first outriders, just at dawn,” Manfred told him "There were several horse
litters and an eccl esiastical contingent that probably was the patriarch's party. The last of the
troops should clear by nidafternoon, so that we can go and inspect the city."

Meanwhi | e, Marl ey and Eastnmarch skirnish parties were observing the Torenthi line of retreat,
dogging their heels, prepared to encourage stragglers. After breakfast, Rhun and Manfred rode out
wi th Corban and anot her of the Eastmarch commanders to oversee, along with Lord Joshua and the
princi pal Custodes captains. The king was left in the charge of Father Lior and Master Stevanus,
with reluctant perm ssion to ride to Lochalyn and pay his respects to the castle's new ni stress.
To his disgust, Lior insisted upon bringing along a Custodes escort, including the detested
Gal l ard de Breffni

On the short ride up to Lochalyn, with the pain of his hand throbbing up his armwi th every
jolting step, Rhys Mchael racked his brain for an excuse to shake his keepers and speak privately
with Stacia. A ghost of a plan was taking shape in his mnd, but it would cone to naught wi thout
the support of the Khel dour | ords.

To his surprise and relief, he found the Duke of C aibourne's banner flying al ongsi de that of
East march as they rode beneath the gatehouse arch, with at | east a dozen dour C ai bourne nen drawn
up in a guard of honor outside the castle's chapel. Gallard de Breffni's brusque condescension
proved to be his undoi ng—and Rhys M chael's sal vati on—+for when Gallard attenpted to send his
Custodes in to supplant the duke's nen, ordering the borderers aside for the king to pass, Rhys
M chael had to intervene before indignation and verbal resistance escalated into arned conflict.
Fol I owi ng on the heels of such evenhanded nedi ati on, his courteous request to present his
condol ences privately to the bereaved countess enlisted the i medi ate support of the duke's nen,
who made it abundantly clear to Gallard, Lior, and their Custodes conpani ons that the king m ght
enter, but none ot her.

"I think it mght be politic if you took your nen up to the hall for sone refreshment, ny
lord,” he told the angry Gallard. "Perhaps sone wine will cool hot tenpers. | should hate to see
our Khel di sh hosts of fended over so trifling an issue.”

Wien Lior would have tried to stay behind, Rhys Mchael put himin his place as well.

"Please go with Lord Gallard, Father. | nmay be sone little while. Cathan and Fulk will wait
here for me—and Master Stevanus, if you wish. Lady Stacia's nother gave her life in ny service
yesterday. The least | can do is to offer ny condol ences and spend a tinme in prayer with her."

It was the sort of pious justification to which even Lior could hardly take exception. Not
giving the Custodes priest a chance to find one, Rhys M chael turned and went into the chapel

The faint scent of incense and beeswax hung on the air as he quietly closed the door behind him
and nmoved down the center of the tiny nave, acconpanied by the faint jingle of his spurs. The open
coffin was set on hurdles on a rich Kheldish carpet just before the altar, guarded by six thick
honey-col ored candl es on tall candl esticks. A proud, straight-backed figure gowned and coiffed in
bl ack sat at the coffin's head, her back to the door. Young d ai bourne was kneeling at the altar
rail directly left of the coffin, face in his hands and huddl ed down in a nantle of grey border
tweed. He gl anced back at the sound of the king's approach and woul d have risen in surprised
respect, but Rhys M chael waved himback to his knees as he paused to bow to the altar and then
passed to the coffin's right.

H s unexpected presence elicited a tiny gasp from Stacia, who had her infant son on her |ap
Her pretty face was pinched and pal e agai nst the black veil binding the fiery hair, all her
vitality drained away in the wake of this new grief. Beyond her in the open coffin, her nother |ay
wrapped in a cocoon of fine blue border tweed, face lightly shrouded by a veil of white | awn.

Rhys M chael crossed hinsel f awkwardly with his bandaged hand and sank to his knees beside the
cof fin, steadying hinself against its edge with his good hand as he bowed his head. It was he who
was responsi ble for Stacia's bereavenent—both father and nother lost in the space of less than a
fortnight, and in his service. Wien he had knelt here with Sudrey, not three days before, he had
never dreaned that he woul d cause her so soon to lie at the side of the loyal Hrorik, whose body
| ay beneath the very floor where her coffin rested.

As he had on his ride fromthe Gwnedd encanmpnent, he found hinself reliving the events of the
day before, well aware that he night not have survived w thout her hel p—and that she night stil
be alive, had it not been for him He found hinself wondering, not for the first time, whether she
really woul d have died fromher injuries, had she not chosen to hasten the process with her own
magi c—and whet her he dared ask the help of her kin.

After offering a prayer for the soul of Sudrey of Eastmarch, and for divine nmercy on Deryni in
general, he got awkwardly to his feet and gently drew aside the veil of white lawn to press a
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respectful kiss to her forehead. He nmade hinself draw a deep, steadying breath as he let the veil
fall back in place and turned to face her daughter and her nephew. Young C ai bourne had gotten to
his feet as the king rose, and both his face and Stacia's were unreadabl e.

"Sudrey of Eastmarch was a very great lady," the king said softly. "Whuld that | had had the
opportunity to know her better."

Cl ai bourne glanced at his cousin a little uncertainly, then back at the King.

"If the King's Grace were nore inclined to visit his northern provinces, he would hae had such
opportunity,” the duke said, though his tone conveyed no hint of disapproval. "E en so, she kept
faith with yer Royal House."

Rhys M chael cradled his aching armin his good one, absently kneading at the stiff nuscles
al ong the forearm

"Had it been wholly in ny choice," he said quietly, "I would have cone. O all the great |ords
of Gmwynedd, none have served ny House half so well as the sons and grandsons of Sighere of
Khel dour—and this daughter by narriage,"” he added, nodding toward Sudrey's coffin. "d ai bourne,
East-march, and Marl ey—these are the brightest jewels in nmy crown."

"If they be yer brightest jewels, then why did ye no conme?" Stacia asked. "Are ye no the king?
Whose choice was't, if not yours?"

Rhys M chael gl anced at her bl eakly, wondering how much of the truth he dared to tell them-and
set to Truth-Read them

Wth Rhun and the others off on other business, this mght be a unique opportunity to sound out
the loyalties of Kheldour. G aham and Stacia were of an age with hinself, of a younger generation
than had spawned the great lords who ruled in Gwnedd, and Grahanis father had been nurdered
through the great |ords' treachery. Perhaps Khel dour coul d becone the source of mlitary strength
Rhys M chael would need to take back control of his crown. But he would never know, if he did not
ask.

He gl anced back at the church door, still closed, then noved closer to the pair, draw ng G aham
with himto kneel at Stacia's feet.

"Please listen closely, because | may not have nuch tinme," he nmurnured. "If any of ny nen
shoul d enter besides ny light-haired aide, we are praying together for Sudrey's soul. The great
| ords have gone to el aborate lengths to conceal it, but believe nme when | tell you that | have
been a prisoner for these six years of ny reign, ever since they arranged for the nurder of ny
brot her and sei zed control of Rhenuth."

' The murder— G aham began. "Ye nean, King Javan?"

Rhys M chael nodded.

"But, they said that renegade M chaelines—

"I't wasn't renegade M chaelines," Rhys M chael said softly. "H s own great |ords betrayed him
And that sane day that Javan was killed, probably at the very sane hour, Archbishop Hubert and
others took me prisoner in Rhemuth Castle. They drugged me and forced me to watch while they
sl aughtered the few men still loyal to Javan. The shock made ny wife mscarry of what woul d have
been our firstborn son."

"Dear holy Mother," Stacia whispered, w de-eyed, clutching her own son nore closely to her
breast. "But, why?"

"To retain their power, of course. Javan was proving to be too powerful a king. They'd neant to
pass over himin my favor. They'd hoped to keep himin the nonastery and shunt himoff into a
harm ess religious vocation. They didn't realize that he hinmself had sought out the nonastery as a
place to grow to nanhood in safety, while he al so gained the education he would need to rule. He
never intended to be a nonk. Weren't you surprised when you heard that Alroy was dead, and it was
Javan to be crowned, not ne?"

"Well, aye," Graham adnitted. "But you di dnae seem upset by it, when we canme tae Rhenuth fer
his coronation.”

"OfF course | wasn't. Javan was al ways supposed to be king after Alroy. Knowi ng what befell your
father, Graham believe ne when | tell you that the great |ords have stopped at nothing to retain
the power they seized after ny father's death. Al during ny brother Alroy's reign, even once the
| egitimate regency had ended, he was kept drugged to ensure his conpliance, and the great |ords
actually ruled."

"D ye think ny father found out, an' that's why they killed hin?" G aham asked, horrified.

"I'f he didn't know, he would have found out, if he'd spent nuch time at Court,"” Rhys M chae
replied. "And |I'm convinced that the only reason you renai ned safe was because your uncles were
qui ck enough to uphold your rights and then smart enough to pull back to the fastness of the
borders and the Khel dour highlands, where the regents dared not cone. As |long as none of you tried
tointerfere in Rhemuth, they were content to let you renmain unnol ested in the north; but you saw
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how savagel y Murdoch went after Hrorik, when you cane to Javan's coronation."

"But, they all swore Javan all egiance, before God an' on holy relics," Gahamnurnured. "I was
there; | heard themdo it!"

"Aye, and they were forsworn within the year," Rhys Mchael replied. "Javan saw the danger from
the beginning and tried to warn nme, but | didn't want to see. As he began gai ning strength, they
began trying to underm ne him They were very good at it. Both Hubert and Manfred secretly
encouraged nme to marry, even though Javan warned me of the danger, if there were mnor heirs while
the great lords still had such power. | didn't believe him4+ didn't want to believe him because |
really do | ove M chael a—but | agreed to back off.

"When it becane clear that | wasn't going to go against ny brother, they had nme ki dnapped by
" Ansel MacRorie' and 'renegade M chaelines,' then had ne 'rescued' by Manfred's nmen. They even
arranged sone convincing injuries in the process—and there | was, 'safe' in Manfred's castle to
recover, and with M chaela conveniently there to nurse me back to health. She didn't know they
were using her, of course. W both believed it was all real at the tine, and we let the
circunstances carry us right into marriage. Once M chaela was pregnant, it was only a matter of
tinme before they set up Javan's nurder."

Graham was still shaking his head slightly. "I cannae believe they would nurder an anointed
king," he whispered. "I nean, | dinnae doubt yer word, Sire, but—=

Rhys M chael gl anced back at the door, then returned his gaze to Graham "I understand," he
said. "l didn't want to believe it either, at first. There's worse, too. Once Javan was dead, they

kept ne drugged until after my coronation, the way they'd done with Alroy. And once M chael a had
recovered fromher m scarriage, they—erdered us to start producing Hal dane heirs."

"They ordered— Stacia began. "Bat, ye cannae order soneone tae do that."

Rhys M chael allowed hinself a bitter smile. "To survive, and to ensure the survival of one's
line, one learns to be far nore flexible than you can possibly inmagine, my lady," he said softly.
"W del ayed as long as we dared, but the ultimate threat was that if | didn't inpregnate ny wife,
there were willing volunteers waiting in the wings to ensure that the job got done—and who woul d
have known? Neither of us were ever all owed unsupervised contact with the outside world. Fromthe
time Alroy died, the eventual aimhas been to secure the succession and then elimnate both Javan
and ne—whi ch woul d gi ve them anot her |ong regency in which to further entrench their power.

"They' ve got one heir now, and they'll have another after the first of the year. | expect I'm
living on borrowed tine. By the time ny sons conme of age, the authority of the crown will be so
t hor oughly bound up in the hands of Gwnedd's great lords that they won't even know it could be
any other way. Unless ... listen carefully,” Rhys Mchael said, drawing the two close. "I have a
pl an. ™"

Stacia dared to lay a hand on his—autious, tentative, synpathetic.

"Ye—di nnae sound |ike ye expect to get back to Rhermuth alive, Sire."

He shrugged. "Rhun probably would just as soon |I'd died yesterday with Sudrey. It would have
made |ife a great deal |ess conplicated for himand the other great |ords—though at |least there're
three fewer of themthan when we rode out of Rhenuth.”

Graham nodded, tight-jawed. "We'll no nmiss the likes o' Paulin an' Albertus," he nmuttered
"Cust odes bastards! But—how can we hel p? Wha' can we do fer ye?"

Rhys M chael closed his eyes briefly in relief. "Do you nean that?" he whi spered.

"OfF course | do," Grahamreplied. "The Hal danes have al ways been friends o' ny House. It wasnae
Hal dane treachery that slew ny father. | know ny uncle Sighere would agree, too. How can we hel p?"

Rhys M chael swallowed with difficulty and touched his good hand to Grahamis. "Now that you' ve
offered, |'m-Aot sure. |I'd hoped for your support, but | haven't had much tinme to work through the
details. Eventually, | may need nmilitary support, but for now—- He rai sed an eyebrow i n sudden
inspiration. "Wuld you and Sighere agree to be appointed regents for nmy son, if anything shoul d
happen to ne before he conmes of age?"

"Regents? Aye, whate'er ye wish, Sire." G aham paused a beat. "Are ye sure?"

"Ch, | am The nore | think about it, the surer I am | know that neither of you could afford
to neglect your own duties to be at Court all the tinme, but maybe you could take turns in Rhenuth.
A regency council is already specified in ny will; they nade ne sign what they wanted, years ago
But now that Paulin and Al bertus are out of the running, they'lIl at |least have to draw up a
codicil. Maybe I could draft a codicil of ny own before | |eave; could you get me a | ocal priest
to witness it? And I'd try to set it up so that the other regents couldn't boot out either of you
the way they did with Duke Ewan and with Bishop Alister. If both of them had renmai ned regents, the
way ny father wanted, Javan probably would still be alive and—

He broke off as the door rattled behind them-€athan's warning that they night be about to | ose
their privacy—and got to his feet.
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"Al right, we've got to nmake this quick," he nurnmured. "I don't know how | ong Cathan can hol d
of f whoever's out there. Now, Rhun already knows | won't |eave until after Lady Sudrey's funeral
try to delay that as late in the day as possible, so that by the tinme we've held court, he can't

possibly try to | eave before the next norning. 1'd also like to nove back to quarters here in the
castle—tonight. There's no privacy at all in the canp, and it's going to take Cathan nost of a
night to draw up the docunment and nmake the necessary copies. Gaham |'ll ask you to brief your

uncle and line up that priest.
on his every word.

"My lady, | haven't forgotten you. By statute, | can't appoint a wonan as regent who isn't of
the Royal Family, but I'lIl be making a fornmal acknow edgnent of you and your husband as the new
Earl and Countess of Eastnarch, and taking your oaths of fealty. It will fall upon the two of you
to hel p keep the peace here in the north, when Gaham or Sighere or both are needed for extended
duty in the capital."

"I understand, Sire. Ye have ny support nonethel ess—an' that o' ny lord."

"Thank you. One last thing. Graham it won't be possible for all of us actually to sign the
docunents in one another's presence—that's why it's essential that we have a good man as witness.
However, as a sign of your approval and support of Stacia and Corban here in Kheldour, it wouldn't
be inappropriate for you and Sighere to offer ne reaffirmation of the oaths you swore at ny
coronation, once they're invested. W could agree anbng us privately that this also serves as a
public affirmation of taking on potential regents' duty, and so specify in the docunent."

Graham nodded, wi de-eyed.

"And that," Rhys Mchael said, kneeling down at the altar rail on her other side, "is about all
we have tine for today. | suggest we all pray."

He had tine to bow his head into his good hand before the door rattled behind himagain and
then opened. It was the Earl of Kierney who had conme to fetch hi m4ver Maclnnis, Manfred's son
fully harnessed and arnmed for the field as he canme striding down the little nave.

"Culliecairn's vacant, Sire," he said, including Gahamand Stacia in his nod of address, as
Cathan al so appeared in the doorway. 'The last of the Torenthi troops di sappeared up the Col doire
Pass about an hour ago. My father says that if your hand isn't giving you too nuch disconfort, you
m ght want to ride up and have a | ook. Lord Corban has al ready begun investing the castle with
Eastmarch troops. You could even stay in Culliecairn tonight, if you wish."

Rel i eved that Iver seened to be offering a choice, Rhys Mchael got to his feet. H s hand was
t hr obbi ng agai n, but he knew he must not let that slow himdown.

"I"l'l concede that the thought of a proper bed is appealing, after canp last night,"” he said,
"but 1've already accepted Lady Stacia's kind invitation to stay here, as a nark of respect for

He drew a breath and shifted his gaze to Stacia, who was hanging

her mother. It's also occurred to nme that we'll need to arrange for a formal court tonorrow,
i mediately after the funeral would probably be best. I'lIl want to invest the new Earl and
Count ess of Eastmarch and take their oaths of fealty."
To his surprise, Iver agreed. "I believe Lord Rhun had al ready intended sonething of the sort,

Sire. Did you wish to ride up anyway? W can be back before dusk."

Rhys M chael nodded, cradling the armagain. "The hand hurts, but | expected that it would.
It's about tinme for nore of Master Stevanus' painkiller. He tells ne that tonorrow is apt to be
the worst."

"My synpathies," lver said, and actually nmeant it. "If you're ready, then, we ought to go."
After taking his | eave of Stacia and Graham Rhys M chael rode back to the Gwnedd canp with
Iver and Lior and his Custodes escort. While Cathan and Ful k hel ped himarm$for he rmust |ook fit,
even if he felt as if his whole body had been tranpled, not just his hand—he nanaged to pass on to

Cat han what was required in the way of docunents. Since they had known of Hrorik's death before

| eavi ng Rhemut h, Cat han had been working en route to draw up the letters patent confirm ng Stacia
and her husband as Earl and Countess of Eastmarch. Sudrey's death necessitated slight changes to

t he document —whi ch provi ded perfect cover for Cathan to remain behind and al so draft the codicil
nam ng Graham and his uncle to any future regency.

"Consider the wording carefully,” he nurnured, as Cathan tightened down the buckles on the red
brigandine. "It has to be unbreakable, and it has to stand up to the newwll that 1'll be forced
to sign when we return. This may be the best hope yet, to at |east help safeguard ny sons, if
anyt hi ng happens to ne."

He | et Stevanus give him another half dose of the syrup of poppies before they rode out, and
tried to set his mind against the pain that the drug could not control as he, Fulk, and Iver rode
up to Culliecairn with a small escort to inspect the fruits of their past day's work.

In Rhemuth, while Rhys M chael rode toward Culliecairn, Queen M chaela gained her first inkling of
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sone of those fruits as she strolled in the castle gardens with Rhysel. Earlier, they had taken
advant age of the fine, sunny day to wash the queen's hair. Rather than remain cooped up in the
solar with too many chattering | adies, Mchaela decided to let it dry while she wal ked in the
perfuned open air of the garden. She hunmed snatches of a court tune as she paused to cut red
roses clinbing up a white-painted trellis, laying the bloons in a flat basket that Rhysel carried
on her arm The sun had ki ssed her face and hands with color, also |ending highlights to her hair,
whi ch spilled past her hips in a fragrant cloud of wheaten glory.

After glancing around the garden with apparent indifference, Rhysel briefly closed her fingers
round a handful of the tawny hair, then gestured toward a garden seat under the trellising.

"You're getting dry. Wiy don't you let nme conb this agai n?"

Not thinking anything of the request, M chael a noved obediently under the trellising and sat
down, closing her eyes as Rhysel set aside the basket and began gently conbing through the danp
tresses.

"Don't react, in case we're watched, but | heard from Joramlast night," Rhysel murnured
"Culliecairn is resolved, and Prince Mklos is dead. So, unfortunately, is Sudrey of East-march
She was Deryni, you know. "

M chaela felt a cold claw clench at her insides, for Rhysel had not nentioned Rhysem but she
forced herself to keep her eyes closed as Rhysel kept conbing, hoping nothing showed on her face

"What about Rhysen?" she whi spered.

"He's safe for the monent," Rhysel replied. "He had sone kind of injury to his hand, but it
doesn't appear to be too serious. What's potentially far nore dangerous is that apparently there
was a good deal of mmgic afoot when the king met Mklos. He'd taken Lady Sudrey with him and nost
wi tnesses seemto think it was her nmagic that clashed with Mklos', but she wasn't thought to have
that much power. O course, no one really knew, because she put aside whatever she had when she
took a human husband, and that's been twenty years ago."

"How— M chaela had to pause to swall ow before she could go on. "How did this meeting come to
pass? | shouldn't have thought Rhun would |l et Rhysem neet Mkl os face-to-face."

Rhysel shrugged and kept conmbing. "I can't tell you that. Joram had his information from Ansel
who isn't exactly in a position to ask the principals involved. Al he's able to do right nowis
to observe—and be ready to step in, if that's possible and advisable. | hope to have nore

information after tonight. It's likely, though, that the arny will be heading home in a few days.
Wth any luck, you should have your Rhysem back within a fortnight."

Pl ucki ng one of the roses fromthe basket, M chaela brought it to her face and inhal ed deeply
of its perfune.

"Dear God, let it be so," she whispered.

She returned to her quarters to try to sleep after that, both heartened and uneasy about
Rhysel ' s news—and obliged not to reveal, in any way, that her informati on was nore current than
what was in the letters she received al nost daily from her husband.

The nost recent had told of Al bertus and the odd attack by bees, though she knew from Rhyse
that Al bertus now was dead, and Paulin as good as dead, and that the spy Dimtri had perished as
wel | —-and Rhysem had cone through it all safely. She expected official confirnmation of that news to
arrive at any tinme. It would shake the despicabl e Archbi shop Hubert to the very core of his
substantial and sanctinonious self and | eave the remaining great lords simlarly disconfited, for
it totally shifted the bal ance of power anobng those who continued to presune that they, and not
the king, should govern Gwnedd.

Later that evening, as she paid her permitted visit to her young son, she hugged himcl ose and
ki ssed himbefore tucking himinto bed, ruffling the thick, dark hair and reflecting that perhaps,
if fate continued to smle on his father, young Onain mght inherit a free kingdomafter all.

chapter twenty

Ri ghteous lips are the delight of kings; and they |ove himthat speaketh right.
—Proverbs 16:13

It was not yet dark when the king's party returned to Lochalyn, satisfied with the arrangenents at
Cul l'i ecairn, but Rhys M chael was exhausted. Hi s hand had not ceased throbbing, and he feared he

was beginning to run a fever. After picking halfheartedly at supper in the castle's hall, he asked
St evanus to have a | ook

"Maybe t he bandages just need | oosening,"” he said. "l expect it's nore swollen than it was, but
that's normal, isn't it?"

At Stacia's invitation, they retired to the lord' s solar fornerly shared by her parents, where
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hi s bel ongi ngs had been noved up from canp during his absence of the afternoon. Though the new
acconmodati on afforded greater confort and privacy, and a woman's touch gentled the process of
baring the hand for inspection, neither Stacia nor Stevanus |ooked particularly pleased. Mst of
the back of the hand was now a |livid purple, and the skin around the sutures in the |aceration was
ti ght and shiny.

"There's certainly a good deal of swelling," Stevanus nurnured, prodding at it gently, "but
that isn't unexpected. | am concerned about your fever. It could nmean that an infection is
developing. | think I need not tell you that a horse's hoof makes an incredibly filthy wound."

"But we cleaned it," Rhys Mchael protested. He winced as Stacia began applying a fresh
dressi ng of sphagnum noss.

" 'Tis difficult tae clean sicht wounds properly,” she nurnured. "Ye shattered bones, too. That
makes an injury like this especially dangerous."

"How dangerous?" Rhys M chael asked, turning his gaze on Stevanus.

The battl e surgeon shrugged and began w ndi ng the bandages back over the splints. "I will not
lie to you, Sire. Wienever bone is exposed to the air, there is danger. It could becone necessary
to take the hand. God knows, that would be a neasure of last resort, for anputation carries its
own dangers, but—

"No," Rhys M chael whispered, hugging the wounded hand closer to his chest, renenbering the
Heal er Tavis, who also had lost a hand. "Stevanus, | won't lose ny hand. | won't!"

"We'|l hope it doesn't conme to that," Stevanus reassured him "It's early on. A certain anopunt
of fever is normal, with any wound. Wth luck, it will pass."

After Stacia had gone out, the surgeon prepared another draught of the syrup of poppies,
wat ching the king drink it down before he left himto the mnistrations of Cathan and Ful k for the
ni ght. When the drug had taken the edge fromthe pain but not yet nade himtoo drowsy, Rhys
M chael asked Cathan to show himthe codicil he had drafted. Fulk had bedded down on a pallet near
the door and, with a little encouragenent from Cathan, was already fast asleep

"I hope this is what you had in mnd," Cathan said, perching on the edge of the bed beside the
king. "If you approve, I'll make five copies during the night. I'mnot sure exactly when we can
arrange to get everybody to sign, but we'll nmanage sonething. At |east Rhun has definitely agreed
to stay through tonmorrow night. Corban intends to host a supper after the funeral and court. |
expect that will be our best opportunity, once the wine starts flow ng."

He held a rushlight closer so that Rhys M chael could read through the text. It named G aham
MacEwan, Duke of C ai bourne, and Sighere of Marley as regents during any minority of the king's
heir, to serve regardl ess of whatever other regents m ght be naned in any present or future
decretal or last will and testanent of Rhys M chael Alister Hal dane. The appoi ntnments could not be
reversed save by the king himself or the resignation of the nen thenselves. In case Sighere died
bef ore a Hal dane heir cane of age, the docunent designated the twenty-year-old Sean Coris, Master
of Marley, to serve as Sighere's replacenent.

"You're sure you want to nmake this an irrevocabl e appoi nt nent ?" Cat han sai d, when the king had
read it through. "Rhysem | know you trust C ai bourne, because you had a chance to talk with him
and Truth-Read him but you hardly know Marley. You have only Caibourne's word that he'll even
accept, under these terns and conditions, and you have no i dea about Marley's son."

Rhys M chael closed his eyes. Hi s medicati on was maki ng hi m drowsy. "Sighere and his brothers
have always been loyal to ny line," he whispered. "Their father gave ny father his unqualified
| oyalty and bound his three sons to my father as well. The blood runs true in the brothers
offspring; | nust trust that it runs true in Sighere as well. Both G ahamand Stacia trust him™"

"Wwuldn't it nake nore sense to appoint Stacia, then?" Cathan asked. "At |east you know she's
| oyal . And she's got a few drops of Deryni blood, if that nmakes a difference."

"And | will cherish her for that, as well as for her loyalty today," he said, snling as he
gl anced up at Cathan. "But | daren't appoint a worman as regent. The law forbids it and al ways has,
except for menmbers of the Royal Family. Besides that, I'malready treading on thin ice by trying
to make this appointnent at all. God al one knows whether it will stand up, if Grahamhas to
exercise it. But at least he's a duke, so there's no one to outrank him™"

Cat han all owed hinmsel f a sigh of exasperation, but he clearly could not argue his brother-in-
| aw s point.

"I have to agree
read?"

Rhys M chael nodded, rubbing his upper arm above his bandages.

"I'd prefer to run it past nore experienced |l egal mnds, but we don't have that |uxury. Make
the five copies. Tonmorrow we'll worry about how we're going to get them signed w thout Rhun or
Manfred interfering."

he murmured. "Shall | nake those copies, then? This is how you want it to
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Through the rest of the night he drifted fitfully in and out of sleep, unable to get
confortable, periodically aware of Cathan scratching away on his copies at a small table on the
other side of the room and that the rushlights burned nearly until dawn. On the occasi ons when he
did dip deeper into sleep, his rest was narred by disturbing dreans that he could not renenber on
waki ng.

It was Ful k who canme to rouse him a few hours after dawn, |ooking by far the freshest of the
three of themfor having had a full night's sleep. Rhys M chael hinself was hardly nore rested
than when he had gone to bed. He suspected that his fever had worsened during the night-—-his whole
right armwas hot, from shoulder to fingerti ps—but he made hinself get up and wash and dress, for
he nust put in an appearance at Sudrey's funeral and the court and neal to follow

Before the funeral, Rhun held an inpronptu staff neeting in the castle's hall, to receive
reports on the continued Torenthi w thdrawal during the night and finalize plans for a departure
on the norrow. Rhys M chael listened dutifully enough, brushing off Stevanus' attentions, for he

did not want the surgeon to order himback to bed, but after drinking some ale he really did not
want and eating a few nouthfuls of bread, he did accept another dose of painkiller

The Requi em Mass for Sudrey of Eastnmarch seened to | ast forever, as he had feared. Being
feverish, he bundled up in his crinson cloak with the Hal dane brooch at the shoul der and
al ternat ed between shaking with chills and wanting to throw off all his clothes. The little chape
was packed, with people standing shoul der to shoulder, wall to wall, and even in the open doorway.
Rhys M chael was feeling |ight-headed by the tine it finished, but he could not even make an
i medi ate escape, for Duke Graham had contrived to tell him on the way into the chapel, that the
priest, a Father Derfel, was utterly trustworthy and had agreed to witness the docunents. But the
ki ng nust nake the final arrangenents.

The priest disappeared into the little sacristy with his fresh-scrubbed altar servers, one of
whom remai ned to extinguish the altar candl es. The chapel quickly began to enpty. Though Rhun and
Manfred went out with the fanmly, G aham gravely shepherding them as they headed toward the hall
where the court would follow, Rhys M chael kept back Cathan and Ful k—and Stevanus, |est there be
any question, later on—and knelt near the front of the chapel in pretended prayer, waiting for the

priest's servers to conme out. Sudrey's closed coffin still lay before the altar, with four strong
Eastmarch nmen waiting to lower it into its final resting place in the crypt once the nourners had
gone.

Very shortly, the boys burst fromthe sacristy |like exuberant puppies, their high spirits
danmping only nmonentarily as they saw himand made hurried bows before dashing on out the chape
door to the freedom of outdoors. Faintly smling, Rhys M chael glanced at his conpani ons and got
to his feet. He had |iked what he Read of Father Derfel during the Mass. The man exuded an air of
ki ndness—a quality he did not often see in the sour Custodes priests to whom he was accust oned.

"Wait here while | thank the good father for the Mass," he said. "I won't be but a few ninutes.
I know court will be waiting."

Hs smile dimed as he passed close to Sudrey's coffin, where the Eastmarch nmen were starting
to nove the slabs away, opening the vault to receive her. Drawing a deep breath, he set his hand
on the latch of the sacristy door and went in

The priest was still in alb and stole, his back to the door, diligently shaking out the black
chasubl e he had worn. G nger-haired and bearded, of indeterm nate mddle years, he | ooked around
in sone surprise as the king closed the door behind him

"I hope | didn't startle you, Father," Rhys Mchael said in a |low voice. "I believe his Gace
of C ai bourne spoke to you earlier this norning—er perhaps |ast night."

The priest gave hima careful nod and laid the chasubl e aside.

"He did that, Sire. If what he has told me is correct, ye tak a grave risk."

Rhys M chael allowed hima fleeting smle and rubbed at his aching arm "I do, if ny great
lords find out what |'ve done while I'mstill alive. For that reason, | nust ask that you keep all
know edge of this under the Seal of the Confessional. Once |I'm gone, of course, you're rel eased
fromthat Seal. Then I'lIl want the docunent to be broadcast as widely as possible.”

"Ye have ny word, Sire," the priest said, bowing slightly as he touched his right hand to the
stole he still wore.

' Thank you." Rhys M chael pulled a nuch-fol ded copy of the draft of the text frominside his
sling and passed it to the priest. "This is the draft version of the docunent | intend you to
wi t ness. Five copies have been drawn up in proper form They'll need to be signed and seal ed by
the other principals before | sign. Do you mind if | sit while you read over it, Father? I'm
feeling a bit |ight-headed. | fear my wound may be festering.”

Quickly the priest procured a stool and shoved it under Rhys M chael as he sat, nobving then to
tilt the docunent by the better light froma |ancet wi ndow beside the little vesting altar. He
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moved his lips as he read, his florid face going nore and nore pale, so that freckles stood out
all across his tonsure and cheeks by the tinme he had fini shed.

"Sir, ye repose great trust in mlords of O aibourne and Marley," he nurnured. "Knowi ng both
men, | believe such trust to be well placed, but ye are aware that if the docunent stands in
| aw—that ye may appoi nt such regents—they cannae then be ousted?"

Rhys M chael sighed wearily and shook his head. "Father, if you're counseling caution, know
that | mnust seize this opportunity while | may and trust that | have judged these nmen correctly.
Once ny great lords have nme back in Rhermuth, there will be no further opportunity to adjust the
terms of a future regency nore to ny liking—and | cannot refuse to go back, or let my friends keep
me here, for ny wife and son and nmy unborn next heir lie totally in the great |ords' power.

"As to whether the document will stand in | awthat nust be for others to determ ne, when and if

it cones to that," he went on. "I can only do what best | may, while | yet live, to ensure that ny
sons have better regents than those with whomny brothers and | had to contend—f regents they
must have. | pray, of course, that | shall live to see ny sons' sons playing at ny knee, serene in
my old age, and free at last of the fetters of this past decade. But | harbour no illusions about

my personal safety, once nmy queen is delivered of the child she now carries—especially if it is
another prince, as | believe it to be."

He did not tell the priest that he already knew the-child was another boy, for not even to a
holy nan dared he reveal that the Crown of Gwnedd again had Deryni connections. Even so, Father
Derfel stared at him nouth agape, then dropped to his knees at the king' s feet.

"I amyer man, Sire," he whispered. "Earl Hrorik, God rest 'im ever said yer line were brave
and honorable, an' now |l know it tae be true. But, how do ye nmean to acconplish e en this, if yer
great lords watch ye so carefully?"

Rhys M chael rubbed his good hand over his face, trying to think. He was shivering with fever
agai n, and even his good hand shook as he clasped it closer around the injured arm

"After court, Sir Cathan will bring you the copies of the docunent. There are five: one each
for O ai bourne, Marley, and Lady Stacia, one for yourself, and one for me. The other principals
will come to you individually during supper, in the place Lady Stacia shall designate, to sign and
seal themin your presence. At sone point | shall contrive to join you and add my own si gnature,
such as it is." He slightly raised his bandaged hand. "That's another reason it's essential that |

sign in your presence. | shall |eave you ny signet to seal the docunents while | return to the
hall, but you must get it back to me or to Sir Cathan as soon as possible, |est soneone notice:
must al so have ny copy of the docunment before |I |eave tonorrow "

"l understand,"” the priest agreed. "But—Sire, are ye well enough to see this through? Ye | ook
sommat feverish."”

Rhys M chael touched the back of his good hand to his forehead and suppressed a shudder. "I
have to be well enough, Father," he whispered. "I'msure I'lIl be all right. Master Stevanus said |
nm ght expect a fever for the first few days." He indicated his bandaged hand and gave an ironic
smle. "Did they tell you what happened? Sonebody's dammed horse stepped on ne!"

Wthout invitation, the priest touched his hand to Rhys M chael's forehead and gri maced at the
heat he felt. " "Tis no natter fer jest, Sire," he nurnured. "Are they giving ye sommat for the
fever?"

The king shook his head. "Not that | know of. Just syrup of poppies for the pain. To be fair
the fever's only gotten bad in the last little while. But | have to make it through court."

"God willin', ye shall do, Sire," the priest replied. "May | tell Lady Stacia? Her dear nother
taught her much o' the healing arts that is not wi dely known."

"She hel ped Stevanus change nmy dressing |ast night," Rhys Mchael murnured. "I expect she's
done all she can. But go ahead and tell her, if you think it might help."

A cautious rap at the door returned their attention to nore imredi ate concerns.

"I'd better go," the king said, getting to his feet. "That will be Sir Cathan, warning ne |'1l]I
be m ssed soon."

"Aye, Sire. May | offer ye t'drink before ye go? Ye should be havin' lots o' fluids, with that
fever.”

"If it isn't too much trouble, that would be very kind," the king replied.

Fetching a silver ewer froma credence table near the vesting altar, the priest set it beside
t he conmuni on vessel s he had brought in from Mass and swept the burse and pall and veil off the
chalice

"l noticed, by the way, that ye didnae cone up for Conmunion," he said, as he poured wine into
the chalice. "Was there a reason for that? Should ye be seeking ne out for shriving?"

Rhys M chael snorted. "My great |ords would never allow nme to confess to a priest who isn't of
the Custodes Order," he murnured. "Besides, |'d already eaten this norning. Master Stevanus
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woul dn't give ne any nore painkiller until |1'd eaten something, and | thought that was nore

i mportant than to keep the fast so that | could receive." He raised an eyebrow as the priest
handed himthe chalice, and asked, "Should I be drinking fromthis? | thought that holy vessels
were reserved for holy things."

"What thing nore holy than mnisterin' tae one o' God's children who is ill?" Derfel replied
with an arch smile. "Especially if that child be ny anointed king. Wuld ye still be desirous o'
recei vin' Comuni on, Sire?"

Rhys M chael paused with the chalice halfway to his lips, suddenly aware that he did wish it.
Sonehow, the offer fromthis rustic priest neant nore to himthan all the bishops and ot her high-
ranking clerics with whom he had ever cone into contact.

"Yes, | would, Father. But only if you're sure it doesn't violate any rules."

"I keep the rules that serve Hs pleasure," Derfel said, gesturing toward the Presence Light
burning atop the tabernacle on the little altar. "An’ Hs pleasure is tae see Hs children cone to
Hmin love an' prayerful ness. | dinnae think He cares o' ermuch for some o' the legalities inposed
by the nen who govern His Church on earth-not when those legalities would deny H's solace to H s
children who are in need. Ye took food as part o' nedicine." He gestured toward the chalice.
"That's nedicine as well. Drink up, Sire, an' then kneel in thanksgiving, while | bring ye the
Body of our Lord."

Sonehow i mbued with new energy, just by the words, Rhys M chael drained the chalice to the
dregs, welcom ng the cool wine sliding down his dry throat, then eased to his knees, clutching the
chalice to his breast. Father Derfel had turned to reverence the tabernacle on the little altar
and now swung wide its golden door to part a veil of green silk and take out a ciborium of
hanmered gol d. Renoving the cover, he set it aside and turned to face the king, carefully taking
out a small Host, which he held above the cup

"Ecce Agnus Dei: ecce qui tollit peccata mundi," he said. Behold the Lanb of God, behold Hm
Who taketh away the sins of the world.

Bowi ng his head, Rhys M chael nurnured, "Domi ne, non sumdignus, ut intres sub tectum neum sed
tantum di e verbo et sanabitur anima nea.” Lord, | amnot worthy that Thou shoul dst come under ny
roof; speak but the word and ny soul, shall be healed ..

He found hinself gazing into the enpty chalice as he recited the words, sonmehow visuali zi ng
light collecting in the golden bow, and for the first time in many days he felt a sense of inner
peace nmoving in his soul as he | ooked up again at Father Derfel, who now raised the Host a little
hi gher.

"Corpus Domini nostri Jesu Christi custodial animamtuamin vitam aeternam
Lord Jesus Christ preserve thy soul unto everlasting life.

"Amen," Rhys M chael nurnured, closing his eyes then as Father Derfel put the Host on his
t ongue.

He coul d not have said, later, that it tasted any different from Conmuni on he had received a
hundred tines before, but it somehow meant nore to him He knew he dared not |inger to savor the
feeling, but when Father Derfel had covered the ciboriumagain and put it back into the
tabernacle, he felt a greater sense of his own sacral station than he had ever felt before, even
at his anointing as king. Despite the fever still nmounting in his body, he felt profoundly at
peace as he handed the chalice back to Father Derfel, and when the priest offered a hand to help
hi m up, Rhys M chael bent instead to kiss it.

"Sire, ye shouldnae do that," Derfel nurnured, gently shifting his other hand to caress the
king's sable hair in blessing.

The Body of our

"But | wanted to," Rhys Mchael nurnured, looking up at him "I give you this salute as a token
of my gratitude. You've given ne back nmy bal ance, so that | can go out and do what | nust, as an
anointed king. I'd alnost lost that, after years of going through the notions with priests

detest, whose sins are in their hearts and on their |ips, and whose hands are stained with
i nnocent bl ood. Thank you for remi nding nme that it doesn't have to be that way."

"My dear, dear boy," Derfel rmurnured.

Anot her, nore insistent rap at the door inpelled himto draw the king to his feet again, this
time urging himto go.

"Be off wi' ye now, Sire. I'll see to the arrangenents. God be with ye."

Rhys M chael was blinking back tears as he nade his way back to the door, and he had to pause
for a few seconds to conpose hinself. Stevanus said nothing as he came out, obviously reassured by
Cat han, but the king decided it was probably best to offer at least a partial explanation for his
| ong absence. As soon as they had gotten clear of the chapel, where nen were already closing the
sl abs above Sudrey's grave, he glanced at the surgeon.

"I was only going to thank himfor the Mass, but he'd noticed that |I didn't go forward for
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Communi on," he told Stevanus, as they went into the courtyard to cross to the great hall steps. "I
told himl'd already broken ny fast, so | could take ny painkiller, but he said that was
medi ci nal , under the circunstances, so it didn't count. | didn't think you' d m nd the short
del ay."

"That was very kind of him" Stevanus said. "I shouldn't think even Rhun will m nd—but we do

need to hurry." He reached out to touch the king's hand, then his forehead. "That fever doesn't
seemto be abating, though. Are you up to this court? | could have Lord Rhun deputize for you."

"No, | want to do it," the king said. "After conming all this way and costing themtheir lord
and lady, it's the least | can do for Eastmarch. |I'malso very hungry, so don't try to send ne off
to bed until |I've had a crack at the food they've been cooking for two days."

He was not hungry, but he knew he nust establish fromthe start that he intended to performhis
duties. He was feeling nore and nore |ight-headed, perhaps partially fromthe wine, but it was
essential that he get through this, both for the reasons he had outlined to Stevanus and for the
ones Stevanus nust never know. He hoped he would feel better, once he had eaten. As it was, the
snell of the food made him faintly nauseated as they approached the steps to the castle's hall.

The party to be invested were already assenbled in the yard outside, Stacia and her husband
waiting with half a dozen of their retainers. An adolescent girl in border tweeds held the infant
Kennet, and two younger girls carried cushions bearing hanrered silver circlets. Earl Sighere was
husbandi ng a banner of the arns of Eastmarch in the crook of his arm 1|ooking inpatient, and his
son Sean bore a sheathed broadsword with the sword belt w apped around the scabbard—presunmably the
former property of Hrorik.

When Si ghere saw the king approachi ng, he handed of f the banner to his son and came over to
greet the king.

" 'Tis glad | amtae see ye here, Sire,
|l ook too well during Mass."

Rhys M chael gave hima wan smile. "I have some fever," he acknow edged, "but | could hardly
allowit tointerfere with so inportant an event. | tarried to thank Father Derfel for offering
Mass in Lady Sudrey's behalf. Wuld that | had nore such priests in ny service."

Si ghere nodded carefully. "Father Derfel is a braw priest, an' a credit to his callin."

"That was nmy thought as well," Rhys M chael agreed.

"Aye." Sighere's glance flicked to Stevanus, to Cathan, then back to the king, betraying
not hi ng. Ful k had gone ahead into the hall

"They'll be waitin' fer ye, Sire. Ye'd best go ahead in. | do thank ye for comng to our aid,
if ye were not thankit before. Khel dour stands ready tae serve, as we hae served yer Hi ghness
t hese past days. By yer leave, Sire."

So saying, he gave the king another nod of his head and withdrew to retrieve his banner
St evanus wat ched himgo, then turned to glance at the king, apparently suspecting not hing.

"You are | ooking peaked, Sire. Are you sure you're up to this?"

"I"'mfine," Rhys M chael said.

They went on into the hall, which was al ready crowded. Rhys M chael had not thought about it
before, but it was hardly half the size of the hall at Rhemuth. Mostly enpty before, it had seened
| arger.

Wth a supper to follow, the high table was set up across the dais as usual, with trestle
tabl es and benches al ong both long sides of the hall. In the open space between the arms of the U
thus formed, al nbst against the high table, they had positioned a high-backed chair to serve as a
throne. Up to the right of it, an intense-|ooking Duke Grahamwas |istening to instructions from
Rhun and Manfred, | ooking none too happy, while Lord Joshua and Father Lior |ooked on

The group dispersed as Rhys M chael approached, Rhun drawi ng Manfred aside in sone private
converse and Graham starting to marshal the retainers nmilling in the hall, urging themto approach
the dais and | eave a center aisle. Father Derfel had come in while the king spoke with Sighere,
carrying a silver-cased Gospel book and wearing a white cope over his alb and stole. Father Lior
| ooked none too pleased that the priest obviously expected to participate in the cerenony.

"Your offer of assistance is nbst generous, Father, but | believe we have things under
control ," Lior said.

"I'"ve nae doubt that ye do, Father," Derfel said snmoothly, as Rhys M chael passed, "but | am
confessor tae Lady Stacia and Lord Corban. They hae begged | eave tae swear their oaths on the
Gospel book from which they hear the word o' God each day; an' who but their confessor can better
remind themo' those oaths, when the king is far from Eastmarch?"

Even Lior could not gainsay that argunment; and if he had tried, Rhys Mchael was prepared to
put in his own argunents for Derfel's presence. Fortunately, Rhun was approaching, gesturing for
Fulk to bring the king's crown and sword.

he murmured, inclining his head slightly. "Ye didnae
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"I think we should begin, Sire," he said, as Cathan took the crown from Ful k and put it on Rhys

M chael ' s head.

You' re burning up, Cathan sent, adjusting the crown on the king's clanmy brow.

Rhys M chael could only shrug as he sat in the chair provided and Fulk laid the sheathed
Hal dane sword across its arns. As the others took their places around them and the retainers of
East march and Cl ai bourne and Marley crowded into the hall, he tried to summon up the strength to
get through this ceremony. He was feeling worse and worse.

A muffled roll of drums demanded the attention of all present, then began beating out a sl ow
cadence suitable for a stately procession. In happier tinmes, border pipes would have acconpani ed

the new earl and countess down the length of the crowded hall, but not with Sudrey buried hardly
an hour before, and not with the late earl but a fortnight before her.
The two cane before himand nade their reverences, Stacia still garbed in the unrenmitting bl ack

she had worn to her nother's funeral, Corban in drab border tweeds. Sighere had unfurled the

East mar ch banner and footed it on the step of the dais, and G aham stood besi de Rhys M chael's
chair, bearing the letters patent. Father Derfel waited at the young duke's el bow, the Gospel book
hugged to his breast.

Rhys M chael gl anced at Rhun and Manfred, keeping attendance fromthe other side, then turned
his gaze to his Eastmarch retainers and their new earl and countess.

"My lords and | adi es, people of Eastmarch," he said, speaking quietly, but in a voice that
carried to the far end of the hall. "Mere words cannot express the honor | feel to be here anobng
you, and to know the loyalty that has surrounded ne these past days, as we stood together against
woul d- be i nvaders. You have paid a high price, for you have |lost both your earl and his lady in ny
service. It is a price they were prepared to pay, but | cannot but wi sh that paynent coul d have

been nade in sonme other coin. | knew Lord Hrorik but slightly, fromny boyhood days, and only net
the Lady Sudrey on the night before she laid down her life in my defense, but both were brave and
honorable. | can only hope and pray that our Lord in Heaven will richly reward those who, in life,

served their earthly lord so well and so faithfully."

The hall had grown hushed and expectant as he went on, a murnur of approval whi spering anong
his listeners. Rhun had an increasingly sour |ook on his face.

"But we have not conme here today to speak nore of Lord Hrorik and his |ady, who are with us no
nore, but to acknow edge their daughter and heir, who cones before us to be invested as Countess

of Eastnmarch, and al so her husband, Lord Corban Howell, who will rule as earl at her side. It is
not often that so noble a title passes through the fermale |ine, but knowi ng what | do of the Lady
Sudrey, | cannot think that her daughter will be any |ess noble as she assunes the office borne so

faithfully by her late father. My lady? Lord Corban?"

At his gesture, the two came to kneel before him Stacia directly at his knees, Corban a
handspan back, for the two would give their oaths separately. As Stacia offered himher joined
hands, he slipped his bandaged hand out of its sling to clasp her hands lightly against it with
hi s good hand. Father Derfel had cone forward with the Gospel and held it down beside their joined
hands.

"Stacia, Countess of Eastmarch, | am prepared to hear your oath," the king said quietly.
Her dark eyes did not |eave his as she spoke
"I, Stacia, Countess of Eastmarch, do becone yer vassal of life an' linb, an' enter yer fealty,

an' do homage for all the lands of Eastmarch, formerly held by ny father Hrorik, an' before him by
my grandfather, Sighere, Warlord o' Kheldour an' first Duke o' Cl aibourne. Faith and truth will |
bear unto ye, tae live an' tae die, against all manner o' folk, sae help ne CGod."

Her hands were trenbling between his, his injured hand throbbing to be so pressed, but he would
not alter the synbolismnerely for his own confort. It struck himthat this was the first tinme he
had ever exchanged such oaths with any of his vassals with any sense that he actually had contro
over how the rel ationship was conducted. In truth, he had never been allowed an opportunity to
interact with any of his vassals as king. The exhilaration made his bl ood sing through his veins
and brought a faint flush to his cheeks that had nothing to do with fever.

"This do | hear, Stacia of Eastmarch, and |, for ny part, pledge the protection of Gwnedd to
you and all your people, to defend you fromevery creature with all my power, giving loyalty for
loyalty and justice for honor. This is the word of Rhys M chael Alister Hal dane, King of Gwnedd,
Lord of Meara and Mboryn and the Purple March, and Overlord of Eastmarch. So help nme God."

When both he and Stacia had laid their hands on the CGospel and kissed its silver-chased cover,
Corban Howel | |ikew se set his hands briefly between the king's and then kissed the book, though
he was not required to repeat the oath—-enly to affirmit. Rhys Mchael |iked what he could Read of
Corban and had no doubt that the new earl was well content. In all practical aspects, this younger
son of an inpoverished fanily of gentry was now Earl of Eastmarch for Stacia's lifetine, the title
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to pass to their son upon her death. If one could not hinself be born to such titles, attaining
such a title by marriage was an entirely honorabl e and satisfactory way to establish his own noble
successi on. Young Corban had done well for hinself.

There followed the investiture with the enbl ens of rank, each with its own synbolism Handing
of f the Hal dane sword, the king stood to place the silver circlets upon their heads, first Stacia
and then Corban. He was awkward with only one hand—he had slipped his injured one back into its
sling—but Father Derfel assisted him

The banner that Sighere brought forward was easier to manage one-handed. Declaring it a token
of Stacia's authority to govern Eastmarch in his nane, the king delivered it into Stacia' s hands.
She, in turn, passed it into the keeping of Miurray, one of her captains, as Sighere's son Sean
brought forward the sword that had bel onged to Hrorik.

This the king also gave to Stacia, in token of her duty to defend her people. After kissing the
holy relic onits hilt, Stacia presented it to Corban, who followed suit and then enlisted the
assi stance of Duke Grahamto belt the weapon around his waist. Wen that was done, the new ear
stood to draw it and salute the king before sheathing it again.

Finally Rhys Mchael presented Stacia with a caul dron, synbolic of her duty to provide for her
peopl e. Stacia herself took charge of this, laying her hand upon it in acceptance before another
of her captains took it aside. The cerenony conpl eted, Rhys M chael at |ast raised her up and
turned her to face those gathered in the crowded hall, also gathering Corban to her side.

"Peopl e of Eastmarch, | give you your new Earl and Countess of Eastmarch. Be ye |oyal and true,
as they shall be to you."

A lone piper struck up a jaunty march at that, as the nen cheered and brandi shed their swords
in support and a few of Stacia's nmen took her and Corban onto their shoul ders and paraded themthe
I ength of the hall and back. Rhun and Manfred and sone of the Gwnedd nmen | ooked a little dismayed
at first, but it soon becane clear that pride and high spirits prevailed, rather than any danger.
Whil e the denonstration continued, Rhys M chael sank back down on his chair, conserving his
strength, trying not to ook as if he were anticipating what, for him would be the nost inportant
part of the afternoon's cerenony.

When the inpronptu parade had returned, young Graham held up his hands for silence, then turned
to face the king and bowed. Sighere also had noved cl oser

"Sire, ane boon | would ask, before we adjourn tae tak refreshnent," Grahamsaid. "I assure ye
that it is within yer power tae give, an' that it isnae to the detriment o' yer crown."

Rhun and Manfred drew cl oser, wary and suspicious, but Rhys M chael feigned ignorance of what
G aham i nt ended.

"Speak, mnmy Lord Duke," he said. "The king listens."

Grahaminclined his head, partially turning to address the court as well.

"Sire, as was ny duty, | gave ye ny homage and fealty at yer coronation. Neither of us were
I ong cone into our manhood at that time, an' it was said that yer Hi ghness' health had suffered
tenmporarily fromthe shock of yer brother's untinely death, both o' which perhaps |essened yer
Hi ghness' appreciation o' the oaths we then exchanged.

"Circunst ances havenae brought nme back tae Rhenuth since then, an' they didnae bring yer
H ghness tae Khel dour until a few days ago. But in these past days, | and mine hae seen anple
evi dence that the king to whom | swore allegiance out o' duty is also worthy o' that allegiance on
his own nerits. Accordingly, an' it please yer H ghness, | beg yer |eave tae renew nmy oath o'
fealty at this tine."

Even havi ng known that Graham was going to do this, Rhys Mchael felt his pulse soar in
excitement and pride and quickly swept his good hand before himin invitation for G ahamto
approach, before Rhun or Manfred could object. Paulin or Al bertus would have forbidden it
strai ghtaway, as too public a display of personal support for the king, but Rhys M chael was
ganbl i ng that neither Rhun nor Manfred was yet secure enough in his new office to make a public
scene this far fromhome and on a point to which only those openly opposed to the king could
possi bly object.

As Graham cane to kneel close before his chair, Rhys Mchael sat forward and slipped his
i njured hand out of his sling again so he could clasp the young duke's joined hands between his
own. As Grahamls lips parted to speak the ritual words, Rhys Mchael allowed hinself to slip into
the surface levels of the other's nind, reading the additional nmeanings already pronmised in their
earlier conversation of the day before.

"Before God an' these assenbled wi tnesses, |, Gaham Duke o' d aibourne, do affirmthat | am
yer man o' life and linb an' earthly worship. Faith and truth will | bear unto ye, tae live an'
tae die, against all manner o' folk, sae help ne God."

As he finished the oath, he dipped to press his forehead to their joined hands, first briefly

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%?20Bastard%20Prince.txt (109 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:38 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

touching his lips to the king's fingertips. Rhys Mchael did not think Rhun or Manfred noti ced,
but he felt the fierce surge of the younger man's devotion, and held the joined hands nore closely
as Gahamlifted his head, even though the pressure made his injured hand throb worse.

"Graham of O aibourne, this do | hear," he said, trying to keep his joy fromshow ng but still
convey his gratitude to the young duke. "As | swore at ny sacring, so | pledge you anew+the
protection of Gwnedd to defend you and all your people fromevery creature with all ny power,
giving loyalty for loyalty and justice for honor. This is the oath of Rhys Mchael Alister
Hal dane, King of Gwnedd, Lord of Meara and Mooryn and the Purple March, and Overlord of
d ai bourne. So help nme God."

As he rel eased Grahanmi s hands, the younger man crossed hinself in affirmation of the oath and
then got to his feet. Earl Sighere was already noving in to take his place, thunping to his knees
to offer up his joined hands.

"Ye hae ny pledge as well, Sire," he nurnured, as Rhys M chael's hands enfolded his. "I amyer
man—and do ye nmerely say Amen to affirmit, for there be many nore who desire tae swear ye the
sanme. "

As he, too, ducked his head to kiss the royal hand and then press his forehead to their joined
ones in homage, Rhys M chael whispered, "Amen." Several dozen nore cane forward after that, to his
growi ng amazement and gratitude and to the consternation of Rhun and Manfred, who quickly figured
out what the nmen were doing when they bent to touch their foreheads to the hands.

The two drew apart a little to nurnur between thensel ves, and Rhys M chael knew he woul d have
questions to answer when it was all over, but he hardly cared, in the soul -soaring exuberance of
| earni ng what support he actually had. He Truth-Read them as they came, knowi ng there was none to
detect it and betray him and plunbed the depth of loyalty that |ay behind each murrmured "I am yer
man"—toyalty that was his to command, could he ever find a way to tap it to free his crown.

H s hand was aching worse than ever by the time they finished, for he could not help but jostle
it in performing the ritual gesture—but he would not have omitted it for all the world and
di sappoi nt such fervent devotion

But ot her reckoning cane al nost i medi ately, as the court broke up and fol k dispersed for the
feast to be set up—and Rhun and Manfred shuffled himapart, into the relative privacy of a deep
wi ndow enbr asur e.

chapter twenty-one

And for this cause God shall send them strong del usion, that they should believe a lie.
—+1 Thessal oni ans 2:11

"What the devil was that all about?" Rhun demanded, draw ng the king deeper into the w ndow
enmbrasure as Manfred took up a stance to block further entrance or departure. "They were ki ssing
your hand—every single man jack of them™

"I suppose it's local custom" Rhys M chael murnured, cradling his aching arm "They're a
passi onat e people, these borderers. You've seen themin action."

"Yes, and | know what it neans, when they seal an oath that way," Rhun said. "It nakes the oath
a personal one—to the man, not just to the crown."
"Does it?"

"I't bl oody well does, and you know it!" Rhun snapped, though he kept his voice low "Don't play
the innocent with me. Did you know C ai bourne was going to do that?"

"OF course not," Rhys Mchael lied. "If | had, | would have told you. But once they'd started
doing it, what was | supposed to do? Jerk ny hands away and insult then? Spurn the loyalty of a
quarter of the kingdon? It may have escaped your notice, Rhun, but without the Khel dour | ords—and
in particular, without that |lady we buried a few hours ago—we m ght not be having this discussion
And | mght not be the only one dead."

Rhun breat hed out in a perpl exed sigh, obviously keeping his tenper in check only with the
greatest of effort.

"Well, it doesn't nmatter now, it's done," he nuttered. "Just don't get any ideas in your head."

"I deas? What ideas?" Rhys Mchael retorted, as all the despair of the past six years cane
wel ling up, pulsing with the ache in his arm "Wat the hell do you think I night do? Wat could
do?"

"I don't know!" Rhun retorted, then glanced around and | owered his voice as he continued in a
nmore conciliatory tone. "Just don't push ne, Sire. As you may have gathered, I'mstill uneasy over
this whol e Eastmarch affair—+he deaths en route, the resolution with Mklos, and nowthis little
denonstration by C ai bourne and Marley. And with Al bertus and Paulin gone, the entire balance in
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Rhenuth will be shifting as well. If you were to beconme too inconvenient—well, | don't think I
need to spell it out, do I?"

Rhys M chael blinked and swallowed with difficulty, tight-jawed, then shook his head.

"I thought not," Rhun nurnured, glancing out into the hall again. "Now, | think no one would

take it amiss if you were to retire early this evening. I"'ma little concerned about your hand.
You don't look at all well."
Rhys M chael | ooked away, hugging the injured armto his chest. "I'Il be all right," he

muttered. "Why should you care? |I should think it would be the ultimate 'convenience' if | died
fromit."

"Not really,"” Rhun said. "Actually, | should prefer to choose the tine and place for ny
conveni ence." He gave the king a quick grimce that might have passed for a snmile, though w thout
a trace of mrth, then set his hand on the hilt of his sword.

"But | think we need not speak further of such things tonight, Sire. Shall | have Stevanus
escort you to your quarters?"

Rhys M chael made hinself stand nore erect, setting his good hand on his belt and trying to
strike the right bal ance between assertion and conpliance. Were it only for his own confort, he
woul d have sought his bed sone tinme ago, but one last duty renmained to be done before he dared
seek that confort, and he nust not allow Rhun to interfere

"Not quite yet, if you don't mnd," he said. "I really amfeeling better than | probably | ook
and it would be insulting to our hosts not to nmake an appearance at |east. Besides, | have to eat.
If you prefer, though, I won't stay too late. I'll confess that bed sounds |ike an altogether
tenpting proposition.”

"Very well," Rhun said, "if you're sure."

Rhys M chael could feel the earl nmarshal's gaze following himas he pressed past himand
Manfred and went back into the hall. To his relief, neither man pressed the issue, though he knew,

as he rejoined Cathan and Ful k, that they and probably Stevanus would be told to watch him So
long as it was just those three, the situation probably was surnountable. He prayed that it was,
because the very future of the Hal dane Crown perhaps depended upon it.

They were sunmoned to table very shortly. Rhys Mchael was glad to escape to the | ess denmandi ng
smal | talk of a feast beginning, subdued though it was because of the castle's recent bereavenent.
He had Stacia seated on his right, in the place of honor, wi th her husband beyond and G aham and
Sighere at that end of the table, though he could not speak freely because Lior was on his
i Mmediate |left, followed by Joshua Del acroi x. Rhun and Manfred sat beyond with several of their
ai des, where they mght be free to observe and comment to one another in relative privacy.

Cat han and Ful k took turns serving the king, also giving instructions to the | ocal squires
assigned to wait table. Rhun had drawn the two aside early on, one at a time—to order themto
acconpany the king, if he even went out to use the privy—but later in the nmeal, Cathan was able to
confirmthat he had gotten the necessary docunents to Father Derfel, who was waiting in a tiny
chanmber just beyond one of the garderobes.

After the pace of the previous few days, the neal seenmed to drag, with the courses interspersed
with interludes of sad harping and singing, sone of it in a dialect Rhys Mchael did not
understand. He only picked at his food, but he managed to drink enough wine to further blunt the
t hr obbi ng of his arm—though he took care lest it also blunt the edge of his wits for survival.
Bot h Graham and Stacia had al ready disappeared briefly during the course of the neal, and Sighere
had been in and out of the hall several tinmes, ostensibly stewarding the flow of w ne.

"All the others have signed," Cathan finally reported, as he bent close to refill the king's
cup, "but it's worthless w thout your signature and seal. The way Rhun is watching you, though
it's going to be a near-run thing. You'll only get one chance."

The chance canme a short tine later, when Manfred had just returned froma trip to the privies
and settled in beside Rhun again, in time for the serving of a new course; Rhun had di sappeared
briefly a short time before, so probably would not be inclined to di sappear again for a while.

St evanus was tal king to one of the nen who had been wounded with Hrorik the week before.

Qui etly excusing hinself fromthe conpany of Stacia and Corban—ti or was deep in conversation
with Joshua and one of Manfred's ai des—Rhys M chael rose a trifle shakily on Cathan's arm and
staggered fromthe hall, Fulk following a few seconds |ater. Sighere passed themen route to the
exit, none too steady on his feet and with a goblet in his hand, but Rhys M chael suspected he was
far nore sober than he | ooked. The priest's chanber lay a few steps farther up the stairwell from
whi ch the curtai ned garderobe opened, just off the landing outside the hall. Wth a quick gl ance
around, Rhys M chael sinply continued up the stair to slip inside while Cathan took up a nore
| ei surely stance outside the garderobe entrance, just as Fulk cane out of the hall

"Any probl enP" he heard Ful k ask.
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"No, but he may be a few nminutes,"” Cathan replied. "Say, did you notice that pretty dark-haired
| ass who was sitting way at the end of the table on the left? She was watching you."

"Yes? Wi ch one was that?"

Trusting Cathan to keep Ful k occupi ed and di vert any suspicion, Rhys M chael closed the door
the rest of the way and turned to the table where Father Derfel waited behind a rack of candles, a
quill already in hand and extended to him The faint perfune of nelted sealing wax tickled at his
nostrils as he renoved his signet ring and gave it to the priest, then took the quill awkwardly in
his left hand and bent to sign. It was difficult, but he did the best he could, scrawing a
reasonably | egible Rhys R on each of the five copies. Derfel began sealing themas soon as Rhys
M chael had finished the first one.

"Get the seal back to Sir Cathan as soon as you can," he whispered, after finishing the |ast
one with a shaky flourish and then sticking the quill back in the inkwell. "They're really
wat ching me. |f anyone notices that |I'm suddenly not wearing it, there could be questions."

"Gem half a mnute, an' ye can tak it now," Derfel replied, already applying wax to the
third of the copies as the king noved to the door

Noddi ng agreenment, the king quietly eased the door open far enough to set his eye to the crack
To his horror, Rhun had just stepped into the | anding and was | ooking either at Cathan and Ful k or
at the garderobe entrance, a frown furrowi ng his narrow brow.

Rhys M chael drew back in nmonentary panic, heart pounding, then carefully set his eye to the
crack again. Rhun did not |ook particularly suspicious or upset; but he was there. Ful k was
nodding am ably to the earl marshal. Carefully Rhys M chael sent out a tendril of thought to
Cat han, hoping he could reach hi mw thout physical contact.

Cat han?

Startl enent cane through, though Cathan showed no outward sign of it. Disnmayed, Rhys M chae
realized that his kinsman did not seemto have the power to send back nore than inpressions.

Don't waste energy trying to send back. Just do what | tell you. | know you can handl e Ful k.
al so want you to maneuver Rhun around so his back is to me.

From Cat han cane a sense of query.

The only thing | can do; blank himfor about five seconds, |ong enough for ne to get into the
garderobe. But you've got to get himup a few steps so | can reach himbefore he sees or hears ne.

Agreenment cane through the link, even as Cathan turned toward Rhun. He was just opening his

mouth to speak when Sighere cane careening into the landing fromthe great hall, w ne sloshing
froma goblet in one big hand as he caught his bal ance agai nst the door janb.

"Weel, if it isnae Rhun the Ruthless,"” he said am ably, the words slurred and a little too
| oud, his gaze unfocused. "I renmenmrer you. What're ye doin' in Marley, Ruthless?"

As he lurched closer to Rhun and peered at himblearily, and Rhun drew back in distaste, Rhys
M chael hoped desperately that Sighere was only trying to divert Rhun, not pick a serious fight.
O one thing he was certain; Rhun was not drunk. He was fairly certain Sighere was not really
drunk either. There was bad bl ood between the two, though. If it cane to bl ows, real blood m ght
be shed—and at | east one of the nmen was apt to die.

Not that he would nmourn Rhun's loss. But if Sighere died, that would nullify half the docunent
Rhys M chael had just gone to such pains to get signed—and seal ed, he renenbered, as the priest
slipped in beside himto slide the signet ring back on his hand. And if it was Rhun who was
killed, he would hate to have to bring Sighere up on charges of nurder

"You're drunk," Rhun said in disgust. "Wy don't you go sleep it off?"

Sighere drew back in a theatrical posture of nock affront—staggering a few steps away from
Rhun and the garderobe entrance—and nanaged an exaggerated pout.

"Tha's no verra friendly. | hae sworn tae yer Hal dane king. That makes us allies. WIIl ye no
share a drink?" he asked.
As he held out his goblet, still weaving on his feet, Rhun was already sunmmoni ng Ful k and

Cat han—ho woul d just about provide a conveni ent screen between Rhun and the garderobe, provided
Si ghere kept up the diversion. Al ready, Rhun had his back to the stairs.

"Ful k, get himout of here before | do something we'll both regret,” Rhun nuttered. "God, these
borderers are all alike—=

"Wha's wwong wi' mdrink?" Sighere was nmuttering, |ooking into his goblet quizzically and
sloshing a little as Fulk and Cathan swept in to take himin charge, also sweeping Rhun al ong.
"I'sh good wi ne. Ah, yer spillin' it. Careful!"

In those few seconds of confusion, as Sighere juggled his wine and the others tried to jolly
hi m al ong, Rhys M chael was able to dash down the few steps and gain the shelter of the garderobe
entrance, pushing the curtain aside even as he pivoted in the doorway, as if he had just cone out.

"What the devil is going on out here?" he demanded, twitching the curtain closed behind him
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"Ch, there you are,” Rhun said, straightening his tunic as Cathan and Ful k propelled Sighere
back into the hall with a good-natured shove. "I wondered where you'd gotten to. Sorry, Sire, but
your precious Earl of Marley is a sloppy drunk. The fool accosted ne."

"What, outside the privy?" Rhys Mchael said with a snort, unable to resist the gibe. "
shoul dn't think he was serious."

Rhun stiffened and noved closer. "And just what is that supposed to nean?"

"Ch, never nmind. If you' re determined to take offense at sone sinple high spirits fromnmen to
whom we owe a great deal Wy were you lurking out here, anyway? You know Si ghere doesn't bear you
a great deal of goodw lI|."

"Actually, | was |ooking for you," Rhun said.
"Looki ng for ne?"
"Yes."

"Whatever for? Can't | even go to the privy without you following me around? Isn't it bad
enough that Fulk and Cathan are ny faithful shadows?"

Rhun managed to | ook alnost a little enbarrassed. "You were in there for quite a while."

"What, having secret conferences?" Rhys M chael said, suddenly realizing that he had Rhun on
the defensive and could skirt very close to the truth and nmake it seem outrageous. He gestured
toward his injured arm

"I don't suppose it occurred to you that this night have slowed me down just a little," he went
on, letting the sarcasmbite with his words. "Or did you think |I night have invited sone secret
supporter into the garderobe with ne, so we could plot intrigues while he hel ped me take a piss?

Your suspicion is getting out of hand, Rhun. Do you want to have a | ook and see if he's still in
t her e?"

As he gestured scornfully toward the garderobe curtain, Rhun turned on his heel and stal ked
back into the hall. As soon as he had di sappeared, Rhys M chael had to turn away briefly as he

nearly convul sed in silent [aughter, Cathan and Fulk also fighting to control wi de grins as a
bewi | der ed-1 ooki ng Cl ai bourne retai ner poked his head onto the | anding, took one | ook at them and
went back into the great hall

After a few seconds, Rhys M chael drew hinself up nore soberly, going nearly white as the
throbbing in his armrecalled himto nmore i medi ate concerns.

"Wel|l done, gentlenen," he said with a tight grinmace. "And on that note, |I believe | shall take
my |l eave and retire. Fulk, would you please give ny regrets to Lady Stacia and then ask Master
Stevanus to attend ne?"

He was shivering with fever again by the tinme he clinbed into bed, and he curled onto his side
under the sleeping furs until Stevanus cane to him Wth the surgeon were Stacia and an anple old
wonan dressed in the sinple homespun and tweeds of the local folk, carrying a reed basket over her
arm

"Sire, | hae brought ye Mother Angelica," Stacia said, as Stevanus laid a hand across his
forehead to gauge his fever, tight-lipped and grimas he then gave way to the woman. "She is
mdwife in the village, but her nother used to work wi' the Healer we had in those days. There is
a renedy she uses fer childbed fevers. It mght help this one."

Rhys M chael's hopes | eaped, that the old wonan m ght be a Heal er herself, but as she, too, set
a hand to his forehead, clucking her tongue and shaking her grizzled head, he knew she was not
even Der yni

"I would look a' the wound," she murnured, shifting her hands to feel the strength of the pul se
in the sides of his neck. The gnarled old hands were gentle; the nails were cut short and
scrupul ously cl ean

He wi nced as Stacia began unwrapping his hand, keeping his gaze on Mdther Angelica and seeking
to Read her surface thoughts, though he did not probe | est she sense the touch, fromworking with
the Heal er 1 ong ago. Wen re-dressing his hand the night before, Stacia had positioned the
bandages so that the dressing could be changed on the actual wound w thout |oosing all the support
that bound the broken bones into place. As the wound was bared, Mther Angelica peered at it
critically, prodding around it and up his forearm sniffed disapprovingly, then directed
Lochal yn's chatelaine to clean it and bind it up again with fresh sphagnum noss. Rhys M chael
thought it | ooked nuch the same as it had the night before.

"The wound is inflamed, but | dinnae see sign that the poison is spreading up his arm" the old
worman sai d, rummagi ng in her basket. "This should help the fever."

She pulled out a small earthen jar corked with a wooden plug, opened it to insert a little
finger and taste the contents, then nodded and turned to Stevanus.

"He shoul d have as nmuch o' this as will cover the bottomof a small cup, dissolved in water or
wi ne, four tines a day."
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"What is it?" Stevanus asked.

"My mamcalled it tacil,"” the old woman replied. "This is the last of it. The Heal er used to
make it, but he died.”

"A Deryni drug?" Stevanus said, frowning

"A drug fer easin' fever," Stacia said briskly, taking a cup fromthe stand beside the bed and
shaking in a layer of white, crystalline powder. "Do ye wish tae ease the king's fever or no?"

'The king wants to ease his fever," Rhys Mchael said, sitting up and reaching for the cup
"And if there were a Healer available, |1'd welcone his services, regardless of what Mster
St evanus thinks of Deryni. | don't suppose there is one, though."

"Alas, not since |l was a wee girl," Stacia said, and gave him an odd | ook. Cathan had cone with
a flask of wine, and she filled the cup hal fway and gave it a quick swirl before handing it to the
king. "Drink it doon, Sire."

He obeyed before Stevanus coul d deci de whether or not to interfere, though he had to swall ow
three or four times to get it all down. The dregs were bitter, and he nade a face as he handed
back the cup and |l ay back on his pillows. The effort had exhausted him though his hand seened to
be settling down to a | esser throb after the pain of being exam ned and rebandaged.

"Am | allowed to have nore syrup of poppies, or will the tacil help with the pain, too?" he

asked. "I need to get sonme sleep, if we're to ride out tonorrow. "

"The poppy willnae interfere," Mther Angelica said, "but the hand doesnae want jostlin'. At
best, ye will be sair unconfortable."

"The earl marshal wants to get back to Rhermuth as soon as possible," Stevanus said, before the
king could reply. "I don't think there's any appeal fromthat, Sire. W have surgeons aplenty in
our train, and there are suitable halting sites all along the way."

"Well, we can discuss it with Rhun in the norning," Rhys Mchael said. "If ny fever is down, we
shoul d nove out. The hospitality here at Lochalyn is inpeccable, Lady Stacia, but | nust get back
to ny wife and son. She's with child, you know, and she'll already be anxious when she hears |'ve

been injured.”

Stacia could not argue with that, and Mdther Angelica nmerely shrugged. Wen Cathan had shown
them out, Stevanus neasured out another dose of syrup of poppies—and | eft convinced that Rhys
M chael had drunk it down. In fact, as soon as he had gone, the king set Fulk to bedding down in
the anteroom adjacent to the lord's solar and called Cathan to him

"I do want to get home as quickly as possible, but I think it mght be wise if we sent a copy
of the codicil ahead to Mka, just in case."

"Just in case what?" Cathan rmurnured, |eaning close as he sat on the edge of the bed.

"I"'mnot sure." Rhys M chael hugged his injured hand cl oser and rubbed at the arm above it.
"I't's a good week's ride back to Rhemuth with troops on the march, and a |ot of things could
happen. You don't die from having your hand stepped on by a horse, but I—+'d feel better if one of
the copies was in her hands."

"Fair enough," Cathan agreed. "Do you have a nessenger in mnd, or would you like me to go?"

"Not you," Rhys Mchael replied. "Trust-wise, | couldn't ask for better, but you' d be m ssed.
Besides, | don't know that | could nmake it wi thout you

"But it's inportant that the copies be dispersed as quickly as possible. |I don't think I've yet
become too 'inconvenient' for Rhun to keep putting up with me, but if it looks as if he's |osing
patience, | intend to reveal that the codicil exists and that the only way to keep G aham and
Si ghere out of governnent is to keep nme alive. | don't dare nake that threat unless |I'm sure he

can't get at all of the copies.™

"Sound reasoni ng. That doesn't answer the question of who goes, though.”

"Who' re our choices?" Rhys Mchael said. "I'll want to set conpulsions, in any case, but it's
al ways better if | can start with sonmeone who's |oyal."

"How about one of the local men? Sighere's son, perhaps. He struck ne as being | evel headed."

Rhys M chael shook his head. "Whoever goes, he has to be able to gain access to the queen; a
borderer couldn't. One of our men—but he can't be someone who'd be readily nissed."”

"None of the Custodes, none of Rhun's nen, or Manfred's," Cathan nurnured, nusing al oud. "That
means soneone in the service of one of the |esser lords, or—Yes. | know just the man. Lord
Ainslie's son Robert—and | saw himin the hall earlier this evening. Do you renmenber hinP"

"Of course. And he's perfect."

"I"ll see if | can find him then. | doubt he's gone down to the canp yet. | assune you'll want
himto | eave toni ght?"

"Absolutely. And send Fulk in on your way out. | want to dictate another short
docunent —sonet hing to provide for you, in case the other should need to be enforced. |I'll want you

to get it to Gahamin the norning, before we |eave."
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Cat han | ooked at him sharply. "Rhysem are you sure you're not keeping sonething fromnme?
You're not going to die!"

"I"'mcertainly not planning on it," Rhys Mchael said, forcing a grin as he tried again to ease
his hand. "Just covering nmy options. Now, back to the codicils—have we got a copy, or does Father
Derfel still have then?"

"Derfel's got them" Cathan replied, "but 1'lIl fetch one before | bring young Ainslie. I'll be
back as soon as | can."

Ful k came to himwithin a few minutes, noving the little witing table closer to the bed with a
rack of candles and settling on a stool behind it. Reaching out with his mnd, Rhys M chael
confirmed that he was already controll ed.

"You will take this down," Rhys M chael nurnured, "but afterward, you will not renenber that
you have witten it. Head it with today's date and pl ace.

" '"Unto Graham Duke of O aibourne, and Sighere, Earl of Marley: In the event that you are
successful in asserting your authority as regents after ny death, as is nmy will and intention, |
command and authorize you to confirmthe appointnment of Sir Cathan C nhil Drunmond as a fell ow
regent, as your first legal act follow ng the assunption of your duties as regents ...' "

When Ful k had finished taking the dictation, Rhys Mchael read it over once, scrawl ed a
reasonably | egible signature at the foot, and had Ful k seal it. Fulk was just noving the table
back fromthe bed when Cathan returned al one.

"Didn't you find hinP" the king asked.

Cat han shook his head, coning to |ay a hand on Ful k' s shoul der

"Go ahead to bed, Fulk. 1'll take the first watch."

When Ful k had gone, closing the door behind him Cathan cane to crouch at the king' s bedside.
"He's still drinking downstairs with the others, and | got the copy of the codicil, but it's
going to be inpossible to get himup here wi thout anyone noticing. There are just too nmany people
still about. If you want himto go tonight, the only thing | can suggest is to let me send him"
Rhys M chael closed his eyes briefly, hugging his injured hand and suppressing a shiver. "l

really wanted to send himnysel f."

"I know that. What if we were to delay until tonorrow, catch himsonetine during the day, and
let himslip away?"

Rhys M chael shook his head. "Too chancy. Once we | eave here, |I'll have even | ess privacy.

Besi des that, we don't know what condition I'Il be in. | could get worse instead of better, though
the tacil does seemto be I essening ny fever." A giant yawn took him sufficient to make his jaws
ache when he had fi ni shed.

"All right. I know you can't set the sanme kinds of compulsions | was going to use, but do the
best you can. Cone closer, and |'Il give you sonme direction. |I'mgiving you ny signet to give to
himas well; that will be Mka's guarantee that it really does cone fromne."

He set his instructions in Cathan's nind, gave himthe signet for Robert and the new docunent
to deliver to G aham MacEwan, then bade hi m Godspeed and sent himon his way. Wen Cathan had
gone, he took up the cup with the syrup of poppies that Stevanus had left, drank it down, rinsed
the cup with alittle water, and drank that down, too. His armseened to be throbbing worse than
ever, even though the fever did seemto be dimnishing. He was heavily asleep by the tinme Cathan
returned, some hours later, and slept without noving until a bell ringing Prinme roused himto the
now familiar throbbing of his arm

chapter twenty-two

They gat her thensel ves together agai nst the soul of the righteous, and condem the innocent
bl ood.
—Psal ns 94: 21

At | east his fever seenmed to have | essened. Hi s head ached al nost as nmuch as his arm fromthe
aftereffects of the syrup of poppies, and he knew he would have to take nore to endure the jolting
of a day's ride, but neither his brownor his armfelt as hot as they had the night before. Stacia
had left the tacil with them and Cathan handed the king another dose of it before letting him
even stir from bed.

Rhys M chael nade a face at the bitter taste but drank it down. He groaned as he got out of bed
and | et Cathan hel p himset about washing and dressing. H s whol e body ached, and every novenent
was stiff.

"Alot of that is nornmal, considering what el se you went through, in the process of getting
stepped on," Fulk said cheerily, as he packed up their belongings in saddl ebags. "Do you want
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Stevanus to see you before you go downstairs?"

"No, he won't give me any painkiller until 1've eaten anyway. I'll see himin the hall after
Mass. "

"Very well. I'Il take sone of these down to the yard while you finish, then, and neet you both
in the chapel."

As soon as he was gone, Rhys M chael glanced at Cathan, who was bringing the red brigandine to
put on him As on the day before, he wore | eather breeches and boots and a | oose-sl eeved tunic,
for he could not get the tunic of his riding | eathers over his bandaged hand.

"I take it you got our friend away safely last night," he rurnured.

Cat han settled the brigandine over the royal head and started doing up the side buckles. "Wy
don't you Read it direct while | do this? It's safer if we don't speak."

C osing his eyes, Rhys Mchael set his good hand on Cathan's forearm and scanned for the
menory, fetching out images of a slimbut well-built young man with curly brown hair standing with
his right hand clasped in Cathan's, the blue eyes all but veiled by long | ashes, lightly
entranced. Sir Robert Ainslie had fearlessly accepted the king' s conm ssion from Cat han, and
of fered no resistance when Cat han set such conpul sions as he coul d.

"He was away before mdnight," Cathan nmurmured, as Rhys M chael energed fromthe probe.
"Changi ng horses, and with mniml stops for rest, he should be in Rhenuth in about four days."

The king hinmself rode out of Lochalyn at mdnorning, after hearing Mass with Lady Stacia, her
fam ly, and officers and eating rather nore than he really wanted while standing in the castle's
hall, after which Stevanus allowed himhis pain nedication. They were in the saddl e soon after
with Graham Sighere, and Corban riding with themfor the first few mles as escort, acconpanied
by a score of fierce borderers. The nmen they had brought from Rhenmuth went with them but the
| evies from Caerrorie, Sheele, and Val oret would stay for another week or so, under the joint
conmmand of Joshua Del acroix and Iver Maclnnis, in case the Torenthi w thdrawal had been but a
feint.

Al'l too soon, time came for the three Kheldour lords to take personal |eave of him draw ng
rein to briefly touch gauntleted fists to arnored breasts, proud heads inclining in wordless
honmage. Ranked by Rhun and Manfred, Rhys M chael could not go to them but he read their fierce
devotion as he bade thema fornmal farewell, w shing he could tell themwhat their loyalty neant to
him w shing he could stay.

As the mounted fornms receded in a cloud of dust, heading back toward Lochal yn, Rhun and Manfred
drew himon. The syrup of poppies was gradually lulling his pain to a dull ache, and soon his
thoughts were less for regret of what he was | eaving than m nding that he did not doze and fal
of f his horse.

Meanwhile, from the slight disruption of the depleted Gwnedd canmp, Ansel, Jesse, and Tieg
had wat ched fromthe shade of a sprawing oak as the king rode past, noting the bandaged hand
supported in a sling over his arnor. He |ooked thinner than when he had arrived, pale and drawn.
Ti eg shook his head as the royal caval cade receded, heading out across the plain of lonaire.

"I certainly would like to have gotten a |ook at that hand," he nurnmured. "He | ooked as if he
was in quite a bit of pain.”

"I think you and I will pay a quick visit to Lady Stacia," Jesse said. "This may be our best
chance, while the men are riding out with the king."

A quarter hour later, a servant was showing the two into the laird's solar at Lochal yn, where a
slight, energetic girl-woman with a nmane of dark red hair was sorting the contents of a pair of
| arge chests. Several nore wonen were sweepi ng and scrubbing, stripping the great bed, shaking out
sl eeping furs, bustling at the donestic chores involved in running a | arge househol d. A baby cooed
contentedly in a nicely carved cradle, and a pair of shaggy grey wol fhounds lolled lethargically
around it—anpl e reason why the servant had no qual ns about bringing two strange young nen to his
| ady' s bower.

"These two nen tae see ye, Lady Stacia."

The redheaded woman gl anced at the two newconers but continued folding a dull green tunic.

" Aye?"

Jesse inclined his head, reaching out to probe, but she was lightly shielded so he withdrew

"We are friends of the king, ny lady. May we speak with you in private?"

She flicked her gaze over them appraisingly.

"The king rode out an hour ago," she said.

"Aye, he did," Jesse replied.

The dark eyes flicked over them again; then she gestured toward a doorway in the corner of the
roomthat led into a turret stair.
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"Conme ye this way," she said.

As they followed her, one of the wolfhounds bestirred itself to press past her up the spira
stair, waiting with tail-wagging inpatience until she had opened the small door to the roof
parapet and it could crowd through. The sun was warm and steady, gentled by a faint breeze. She
dropped her hand to the wol fhound's head as she turned to face the two of them
"Despite yer tweeds, | dinnae think ye be Kheldour nen," she said. "I receive ye fer the sake
the king, who is ny liege. Wiat is it ye wished tae say tae ne?"

For answer, Jesse held out one cupped hand and conjured silvery handfire in it. The fire was
pale in the direct sunlight, but she sawit, and her dark eyes w dened. The wol f hound yawned.

"We cane in hopes of helping the king, nmy lady," Jesse nurnured, as he extinguished the fire.
"Unfortunately, we were never able to get close enough to himto offer our assistance. My
conmpanion is a Healer. W hoped you might be able to tell us of the king's injury. It may be
possible to gain access to himlater, on the road."

Her gaze shifted over Tieg's |lanky, gangling frame, then back to Jesse.

"He didnae nention that he had Deryni helpin' him" she said.

'The great lords must not know," Jesse replied. "Friendship with Deryni has already been the
death of one Hal dane king."

"It's true, then," she nmurnured. "He said they had killed his brother Javan an' others, that he
has been spared only tae breed heirs."

"If he told you that, then it's clear he trusts you,'
know about his injury."

Stacia bit at her lip, fondling at the dog' s ears.

"Ye need tae know nore'n that," she nurrmured. ' The hand i snae good—a horse trod on it, an
bones were crushed—but | dinnae think 'tis only that wha' worries him He had a docunent drawn,
appoi ntin' Uncle Sighere an' ny cousin Graham as regents."

"A docunent ?" Jesse breat hed, exchanging a glance with Tieg.

Drawi ng careful breath, the young Heal er noved a step closer to Stacia, the hazel eyes dark and
serious in the boyish face.

"My | ady, we have nmany questions and not nmuch tine. | think you know as well as we, how
desperate is the king's plight. W know your nother was Deryni. WIIl you allow ne to Read the
details we need? | give you nmy word, on ny Healer's oath, that | will do you no harm nor Read
past what concerns the king."

A faint smle tugged at her lips. "Yer voice is a man's, but can ye be old enou' tae have sworn
the Heal er's oath?" she said.

He grinned in return, looking a little sheepish. "My teachers tell ne | am sonething of a
prodigy. My father was a Heal er called Rhys Thuryn. Perhaps you' ve heard of him"

"Cch, aye." Her smile turned to a grin to match his own. "An' Rhys Thuryn an' his kin were e'er
friends o' the Haldane line. Wa' wll ye have nme do?"

"Crouch down here beside nme," he said, flicking a wary eye toward the wol f hound as he dropped
to his knees, "and pl ease reassure your friend that |I nean you no harm?"

"Conn? Cch, he's but a big baby. He willnae hurt ye."

As she slipped to a sitting position with her back to the parapet wall, the wol fhound nerely
settled and laid its great head in her |lap. Jesse had turned his gaze out over the wall, watching
for the return of Stacia's kin, and gl anced down at them as Stacia settl ed.

"Try to make this quick," he nurnured.

"As quick as | can."

She cl osed her eyes before Tieg could even clasp her head between his hands. The shiel ding both
he and Jesse had sensed nelted away at the first touch of his probe, and she breathed out a tiny
sigh as he gently took control. After blocking what little power she had, he drove deep
assimlating all her menories since Rhys Mchael's arrival. The king's plan was brilliant, if it
wor ked—and a danger ous ganbl e. But knowing of it, they perhaps could help facilitate its success,
if the great lords called his bluff.

The condition of the king's injured hand was | ess encouragi ng, though Tieg decided that the
"tacil" Stacia's mdwi fe had given the king for fever probably was talicil, a mainstay of the
Heal er' s pharmacopoeia; it would have been his choice as well. He regretted that he had none with
himto give her, to replace what had been sent with the king, for with the village Heal er |ong
dead, there would be no nore until Deryni once nore could walk freely in Gwnedd.

But he had | earned what he needed to know. He restored Stacia' s neager powers—a smattering of
shields only, with perhaps a hint of Truth-Reading ability that would never cone through as nore
than hunches—then gave her a brief assurance of the support that others of the king's friends
m ght be expected to give in assisting the Khel dour regency, if it came to that. She blinked and

(6]

Tieg said. "WII you trust us? W need to
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peered at himas he brought her out of trance.
"My nother was better a' this than | am" she nurnmured, one hand shifting to caress the

wol fhound's ears. "I dinnae know what help | can be to the king."
"You can be his eyes and ears here in Eastmarch,"” Jesse replied. He had crouched down besi de
them to read the spillover fromTieg while the Heal er worked. "If Graham and Si ghere can achi eve

the regency, if anything should happen to the king, at least there's a chance of eventually
breaki ng the power of the great lords. Wth Al bertus and Paulin already out of the picture, the
process may al ready have started, if we can keep up the nmomentum "

"If the king dies," Stacia said, |lifting her chin determ nedly, "G ahaman' Sighere will be at
the gates o' Rhemuth with arned nmen at their backs, demandin' their rights, an' the rights o' the
young prince. W willnae fail him Master Healer. Tell himthat, if ye can see him An' tell the
rest o' his Deryni friends."

"I will that, ny lady," Tieg replied.

Since the king's arrival in Lochalyn, Joramhad ordered that soneone be on duty at all tinmes in

t he doned chanber where the Canberian Council met, with a nonitoring link ready for activation at
any time Ansel or one of his party should attenpt to open communi cati on. Wen Ti eg sought contact
after his and Jesse's return from Lochalyn, it was Queron Kinevan on duty. Wthin half an hour of
receiving Tieg's report, he had the other avail abl e nenbers of the rebels' |eadership gathered
around the octagonal table and had shared Tieg's intelligence.

"The codicil idea is brilliant," Joram acknow edged, "but can he pull it off?"

Queron shrugged. "I certainly have the inpression that Stacia and her nmenfolk will do whatever
they can to enforce the decree, should that become necessary. Fortunately, their loyalty totally
outwei ghs the fact that they'd stand to benefit if the king did die, so we don't need to worry
about them hel ping himal ong."

"True enough,” Niallan agreed, "and the very threat that the codicil exists should be
sufficient to keep Rhun and Manfred in line, because they no longer stand to benefit fromhis

death, if they have to share a regency with Khel dour. Once they know about it, | should think
they'd do everything in their power to keep the king alive. It's a pity he couldn't have
pronul gated a second docunent as well, denouncing his great |ords and calling upon his |oya

Khel dour lords to free himand his famly fromtheir tyranny. They woul d have helped him if he'd
elected to stay; he's going home because of M chaela and the young prince.”

"You're assuming," Dom Rickart said, "that the king will survive his injuries." He folded his
pal e Heal er's hands before himas if in prayer, tapping his fingertips against his lips. "A'l our
i mpressions are several times renoved, of course, but the fever is worrisome. Wile we nust bless
that unknown Heal er who left a |legacy of talicil to the goodwonan Lady Stacia brought to the king,
talicil may not be enough."”

"Are you saying this injury may be |ife-threatening?" Joram asked.

Ri ckart shrugged. "That's inpossible to say, w thout actually examning him He has fever; he's
in considerable pain. Quite aside fromthe fact that | nistrust the notives of any Custodes

surgeon, | very nuch doubt that the good Master Stevanus was able to set the shattered bones
correctly. If the hand heals that way, even if there are no other conplications, novenent is
al nrost certain to be inpaired. And as Queron will tell you—er Camlin, whose wists will never be

quite right—+t is not always possible to effect full corrective Healing after the fact."

Camlin rubbed at one of his wists, nodding, feeling for the king. "Couldn't we send a Heal er
to intercept the king's party?" he asked. "Perhaps in disguise—

Joram shook his head. "The only likely outcome of that is of |osing another good man—f not the
Heal er hinsel f, apprehended before he coul d even reach the king, then perhaps the king hinself,
once it was discovered that he had been Heal ed."

"l thought we'd already agreed that the codicil would protect him" N allan said.

"It could protect him if they believe he's actually executed it and nmanaged to get the copies
di spersed; it wouldn't necessarily protect the Heal er."

"There's sonme danger, | agree," Queron muttered. "I still feel that a Heal er ought to see him"

Ni al l an rai sed a grey eyebrow. "You surely don't propose that we risk Tieg?"

"No, no, | had nyself in nmind," Queron replied. He held up a hand, shaking his head. "Now,
don't all of you junmp on ne; | know what |'m proposing. | was looking at the map while | waited
for all of you to arrive. They' Il certainly overnight at Saint Cassian's tonight, but they're
headed back the sane way they cane, toward Ebor and Sheele and Valoret. |I'mthe first to admt
that using the Portals at any of those l|ocations is too dangerous, but there's the secondary
Portal at Caerrorie, which isn't that far off the Iine of nmarch. | could disguise nyself as an
itinerant nonk, a hospitaller of sone sort, make ny way from Caerrorie to Valoret, and then head
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north on the King's Road until | meet with the returning arny."”

"And then what ?" Joram dermanded. "Walk right up to Rhun and introduce yourself and demand to
see the king?"

Queron rolled his eyes and sat back in his chair, drumming his fingertips on his chair arm

"OfF course not. But | can find out what the king's condition is by then. If it proves
i mpossible for me to see himwi thout subjecting nyself to unreasonable risk, perhaps | can at
| east influence someone who does have access to him if things can be done for himvia
conventional nedicine that aren't being done."

"Those risks are acceptable," Rickart said, before Joramcould disagree. "For that matter, it
m ght be possible for Tieg to do much the same sort of thing, until Queron can get there to take
over. W could ask himand Ansel and Jesse to shadow the arny as they head south and watch for
opportunities to find out nore."

The creases in Niallan's brow had been deepening as Rickart spoke, and he cleared his throat
unconfortably. "l—ah—believe we may be | osing sight of the fact that Tieg is not yet fourteen.
know he | ooks older, with all that gangly height and those big hands, but |1'd be very surprised if
he yet has the conventional training to do that kind of infiltration. Correct ne if |'mwong, but
so far as | was aware, the bulk of his preparation to date has been centered around his vocation
as a Healer."

"That's quite true," Queron replied, "and |'mnot prepared to risk him under any
circunmst ances. But Ansel and Jesse do have the necessary skills to ferret out the kind of
informati on Rickart was tal king about. They could have collected a great deal of val uable
information by the tine | neet up with them And if Tieg' s assessnents as a Heal er are necessary,
those can be done indirectly, w thout risking himovernuch.

"I really think this is the only reasonabl e approach we can take, just now," he went on. "The
twin factors of the codicil and the king's injury nake this both a nore and | ess stable situation
than it has been for the past six years. It may totally change what we were planning for year's
end. | think we're going to have to be both flexible and conservative in our approach until we see
how t he current situation resolves."”

They continued to discuss practicalities of the com ng exercise for another hour, also agreeing
that while Rhysel ought be alerted to what was happeni ng, the queen should not be told.

"I fear for the poor lass, if the king doesn't nmake it through this," Queron told Joram after
the others had returned to the sanctuary. “This pregnancy still has a long way to go. If she
shoul d | ose the king and this new baby, the way she lost the first one, | don't know that we'll
ever be able to salvage the Haldane line-—er if it's worth even trying anynore. One four-year-old
prince isn't nmuch on which to base a strong dynasty."

Joram only shook his head and dropped it to one hand. "Queron, | don't even want to think about
that possibility," he murnmured. "And | don't want to think about what I'Il do if anything happens
to you. Since we found out about the queen's new pregnancy, we've been focusing our preparations
to nmake a major attenpt at shifting the bal ance back in Rhys Mchael's favor later in the year
but don't | ose sight of what you and | have been doing for the last six years, in addition to
noni toring the Hal dane situation.™”

Queron snmiled and reached out to pat Joramis hand. "You're a dutiful son and brother, Joram"
he murnmured. "For a man who didn't want to have anything to do with his father's sainthood, you
keep di splaying startling evidence of belief. | don't intend to do anything stupid, though. I'm
well aware that, whether we succeed or fail with the Hal danes, Deryni fortunes will not be
restored easily or quickly. Reestablishing a viable cult of Saint Canmber may give our peopl e hope
for the long term so that eventually we can resune a place of equal partnership again."

"I'd certainly appreciate a little assistance from Saint Canber in the present venture," Joram
mur mured. "Unfortunately, he seens to have a mind of his own regardi ng when and where he nakes an
appear ance." He cocked an eyebrow. "Father always did have a nmind of his own."

"As do you," Queron said, smling. "As did your sister. W shall hope that her son has not
inherited that aspect of his nother's stubbornness, when | give himhis instructions. Perhaps |']I
be able to reach Jesse or Ansel instead and urge themto keep a tight rein on young Tieg."

Joramfinally allowed hinself a hint of a grin. "I'Il |leave you to it, then, and start naking
what arrangements | can fromsanctuary. Camin will cone to relieve you when you're ready."

* * *
Meanwhi | e, many miles south, Archbi shop Hubert Maclnnis was receiving news | ong known to Joram and

his kin but just cone to Rhemuth. A Custodes nonk called Brother Fabius had arrived at the Gwnedd
capital just at dusk, with news so dire that Hubert could barely believe what he was hearing. He
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and Fat her Secorim who was Custodes abbot at the cathedral, had been visiting the ailing
Archbi shop Oriss when the exhausted nonk was shown into the parlour near Oriss' sickroom

"Dimitri killed Al bertus?" Hubert nurnured, when the nan had gasped out the gist of his news.
"And Paulin is not expected to survive?"

Whi |l e Secori m questioned the man further, for he and Paulin had been friends since semnary
days, Hubert quickly scanned over the witten confirmati ons the man had brought —assessnents from
both Rhun and Lior—still unable to believe what he was reading.

"I must sunmon the council," Hubert said, folding the parchnent pages and slipping them under
his cincture. "Secorim do you wish to cone? I'd guess you're as |likely as anyone to repl ace
Paulin, if he doesn't recover. At very least, you can deputize for himfor the present."”

"I'"ll come," Secorimsaid. "Brother Fabius, please come along as well. The council nmay wish to
question you further."

Hal f an hour later, they were seated around one end of the long table in the council chanber
now j oi ned by Tanmaron, Richard Murdoch, and the young Earl of Tarleton Bonner Sinclair, whose
father had been Earl of Tarleton before he became Lord Al bertus of the Custodes Fidei. Though
Al bertus and his el dest son had not been especially close, young Tarleton still |ooked stunned, as
did the rest of them

"I blame nyself," Hubert nurmured, when the nmessenger again had related the gist of his news
and then Secorimhad read al oud the texts sent by Rhun and Lior. "It was | who recruited Dimtri.
And all these years—bear God, have | sent themall into a trap? Was Dinmitri working for Torenth
all along and this all was a ruse to lure the king to a meeting on Torenth's terns?"

"If it was,"” Richard said coldly, "their strategy did not think far enough ahead. Even if the
king perishes, we still have the heir and another on the way. Do you really think Marek of Festil
is strong enough to assault the gates of Rhemuth to press his clain? No. W still hold the
i mportant cards."

"You're probably right," Tammaron said. "Nonetheless, | think it might be best if we pul
additional troops fromel sewhere to defend the city—ust in case we've underestimated Mrek
Ri chard, your | ands are closest. How many nen can you call up from Carthane?"

"How many woul d you like?" Richard replied. "A hundred? Mdre than that? | should think we can
al so draw upon Custodes troops," he added, glancing at Secorim

Secori m nodded. "I can secure perhaps a hundred overnight, fromthe garrison outside Arx Fidei
Abbey. More, if | sunmon fromfarther afield, but a lot went north with the king,"

Ri chard shook his head, busy jotting figures on a scrap of parchnent. "No, an additional two
hundred shoul d be sufficient for now If a nessenger |eaves at once, ny men can be here within two
days. Practically speaking, | don't think it's necessary to fortify any nore than that until we
hear further from Rhun. W do have to feed all those extra nen if we bring themin, after all."

Hubert had begun to recover his equilibriumand nodded agreenent.

"I quite agree. We should wait for further clarification of the situation before we |et
oursel ves be stanmpeded into any sort of panic. R chard is perfectly correct in pointing out that
we still hold the controlling factor, in young Prince Onain. To that end, however"-he gl anced at
Tammaron—1 believe it would be wise if we keep any know edge of this |atest devel opnent fromthe
queen. It also nay becone necessary to confiscate future mssives fromthe king, if he nentions
anything to do with this | atest devel opnent."

"Are you concerned about another miscarriage, if anything should happen to the king?" Richard
asked.

Hubert nodded. "It may becone necessary to confine the queen to her bed for the renai nder of
her pregnancy. Tanmaron, | rely upon you to instruct the court physicians accordingly. No action
is to be taken yet—+ do not think nmere news and runors of news would be sufficient to match the
shock that brought on the first nmiscarriage—but we nust hold ourselves in readiness. And it goes
wi t hout saying that the safety of Prince Omai n now beconmes even nore inportant than it |ong has
been. "

"I"l'l see about streanlining the running of the royal household,"” Tamraron said. "Wth
reasonabl e care, things should be able to drift along as they have done, for at |east another week
or two, but appropriate precautions will be taken."

chapter twenty-three

Keep thee far fromthe man that hath power to kill ... lest he take away thy life presently.
—Eccl esiasticus 9:13

While the great lords in Rhenuth pondered what had occurred at Saint Cassian's nearly a week
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before, the royal party was returning there en route hone. For Rhys M chael, nost of the day had
passed in a merciful narcotic blur, though that had nostly worn off by the tinme they rode into the
abbey yard, just at dusk. The first news to greet themwas that Paulin of Ranps had died the night
before and been buried that norning in the abbey crypt beside his brother

Though hardly unexpected, the news elicited a wave of pious |anmentati on anong t he Custodes
menbers of the king's party, with appropriate nouthings of regret from Rhun and Manfred and t he
junior officers in their inmediate vicinity. Before quarters could even be assigned for those
| odging within the abbey precincts, a joint sunmons cane from Father Lior and the abbot for the
king and his principal officers to join the Custodes clergy in the crypt beneath the church for
speci al prayers beside Paulin's tonb. Rhys Mchael tried to plead exhaustion to get out of it, for
he could think of few actions nore hypocritical on his part than pretending to pray for Paulin's
soul, but Rhun nade it clear that he nust at |east affect the appearance of regret.

Accordingly, the king knelt in the crypt with the rest of them and nouthed the prescribed

prayers and tried not to think about his throbbing hand or the fever still simrering in his brow
He energed into the evening coolness to find that gossip was spreading to the canp about Deryn
i nvol venent in Paulin's death. Cearly, the circunstances of his illness had not been forgotten by

a week's absence. Alittle later, at table in the abbot's refectory, conversation inevitably
turned to Paulin's death.

"In retrospect, | suppose it was folly to expect the outconme could have been any different,"
the abbot said, responding to a question by Manfred. "Wat chance had he agai nst Deryni sorcery?"

"Surely you continued the exorcisnms, the purifications,” Lior nurnured.

"And the prayers of the entire conmunity," the abbot said, staring into his cup. "The taint
remai ns, though, Father. | fear it shall take a prolonged period of fasting and prayer and
nortification to cleanse this House of it."

Shaki ng his head, Manfred gl anced at Rhun, who seened to be biting back a caustic coment, then
at Brother Polidorus, the abbey's infirmarian, who was sitting farther down the table next to
Mast er Stevanus.

"I amno churchnman,” he said uneasily, "but it seens obvious to nme that all was done that could
be done, for his spiritual well-being. A pity nothing availed for his physical recovery."

Brot her Polidorus raised an eyebrow and pushed his goblet away a little.

"W did try, ny lord, but as Father Abbot has said, the prognosis was poor fromthe start. He
could not eat. He could not control his bodily functions. H s heart remained strong and he
continued to breathe, but ny helpers and | were never able to elicit any kind of response.

"Except when he was bl ed,"” he anended, al nbst as an afterthought. "Several tines, he seemed on
the verge of stirring, and we hoped this mght be evidence that the taint was leaving him" He
shook his head. "But he never regai ned consciousness. At least | do not think he felt anything,
there at the end. God grant him peace," he concluded, crossing hinself piously.

Rhys M chael echoed the gesture along with the rest at table, but he could not find it in his
heart to regret Paulin's fate. As he stifled a yawn and tried to find a nore confortable posture,
he found hinsel f wondering whether the bl eeding that Polidorus had nentioned ni ght have hastened
Paulin to his reward, for the Custodes were known to use—and ni suse—bl oodl etting as part of their
internal discipline within the Order. He wondered whether they nmight viewit as an alternative
coup de grace for one of their own with no hope of recovery, though the coup generally was limted
to fatal battle injuries in the field, and the Church maintained only a precarious peace with the
practice. He renmenbered hearing how a Custodes battle surgeon had given the coup thus to Mirdoch
of Carthane, the day after Javan's coronation—er rather, Rhun had done it under Custodes
direction. Morre normally, the Custodes used bl eeding as a neans of discipline and intinmidation
sonmetimes unto death. |If Paulin had succunbed to | oss of blood, Rhys M chael could not but think
it fitting, to taste the fate he had inflicted on many ot hers.

But his own fate was far nore on his mind just now After a while longer of listening to the
Cust odes nmouth platitudes and nmake noi ses of regret, he excused hinmself and retired with Cathan
and Fulk to the quarters the abbot had allocated himon his previous visit. He was dragging with
exhaustion as they hel ped himout of his arnor and into bed, and he lay there shivering under
several sleeping furs until Cathan brought hi m another dose of the tacil. Though no one had
summoned him Stevanus came in very shortly with Brother Polidorus and another, younger nonk
carrying a small wooden chest and a two-branched candl estick for nore light. Cathan had just set
the enpty cup and the little earthen flask of tacil on a small table beside the bed and tried to
push them farther into shadow before the nonk set the candlestick on the table.

"I want to change your dressing and see how you're faring after a day in the saddle, Sire,"

St evanus said, setting down his nedical satchel on the foot of the bed. "Brother Polidorus also
t hought to have a | ook at you. Brother Deiniol, could you fetch us a basin and sonme hot water
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pl ease?"

As the younger nonk di sappeared to obey, Rhys M chael reluctantly pulled his bandaged hand out
fromunder the furs and | et Stevanus begin unwapping it, while Polidorus felt his forehead and
made tsking sounds.

"Dear, dear ne. These things are always so tiresone when broken bones and wounds are invol ved.

The forearm | ooks cl ean enough. | see no red streaks."

"Aye, but there's fever in it," Stevanus said.

"Yes, | can feel that."

"And the | aceration shows nore inflamation than | would like. | also don't know what may be
goi ng on around the bones that were crushed. There's still too nmuch swelling and bruising to see

or feel much."”

As he exposed the hand and the two started poki ng and proddi ng, Rhys M chael gasped and even
cried out, trying not to squirmw th the pain. At Stevanus' sunmons, Cathan and Fulk canme to help
hold the arm steady while the exam nation continued, and Brother Deiniol returned with towels, a
basin, and a steam ng pitcher, which he set beside the firepl ace.

"I think perhaps those sutures should cone out," Polidorus said, drawing back to wi pe his hands
on a clean towel. "The flesh is very swollen, the skin taut and shiny. | would say that the wound
wants cautery to burn out the inmpurities. Have you bled himyet?"

"I didn't want to weaken him" Stevanus began

"No! I won't be bled!"™ Rhys M chael whispered, sitting up in alarm "And | don't want cautery.
' m maki ng good progress. Just give ne tine."

"If you hope to keep the hand,"” Polidorus said coldly, "then you nust allow us to do what we
think best." He gave a curt nod to his assistant, who turned back to the fireplace and began
taki ng things out of the chest he had brought. "The crushed bones may yet necessitate nore
aggressive treatnment," he went on, returning his attention to Stevanus, "but we can postpone that
for now, see how he looks in a day or two. What are you giving himfor the pain, syrup of

poppi es?"

"Aye. "

"But | can't stay here!" Rhys M chael protested. "I have to ride tonorrow—

"Well, give himhalf again the dose you've been giving," Polidorus continued, paying the king
no mnd at all. "And you, sir— He nodded to Fulk. "Fill that basin with very hot water, and we'll
get his hand soaking. The heat will draw out some of the inflammati on and al so ease the renoval of
the sutures.”

"I"ve told you, no," Rhys Mchael said again. "Leave the sutures. | don't want cautery, and

won't be bled."

"Don't be foolish. You're in no condition to know what you want, or what's best for you,"
Pol i dorus muttered, turning away to supervise his assistant.

As Stevanus also withdrew, pulling his satchel fromthe end of the bed to measure out the
pai nkill er Polidorus had ordered, Rhys M chael pulled Cathan closer with his good hand.

"Go and tell Rhun what they're doing," he whispered. And added, in Cathan's mind, Tell him]l
refuse to stay here and that if |I die, they're going to have a different regency than they
bargai ned on. Tell himabout the codicil—but you haven't got an original copy, and |'ve ordered
you not to tell who does. "Hurry."

St evanus | ooked annoyed as Cat han nodded and turned away to dash out the door, and he was
shaking his head as he brought a small nmetal nedicine cup filled with syrup of poppies.

"Sire, Rhun isn't going to interfere in this,"” he said, holding out the cup. "Drink this down
now. You needn't nmmke this any nore difficult than it has to be."

"I don't want the cautery," Rhys M chael said stubbornly, ignoring the cup. "You can soak the
hand i f you want—+ can see how that m ght hel p—but the wound isn't bleeding. And | won't be bl ed;
I mght be too weak to ride. | can't stay here. | have to be able to keep traveling. | have to get
back to M chaela."

"Sire, are you trained as a surgeon?" Polidorus said pointedly.

"No, of course not."

"Then do not presune to tell ne ny business. Take this and drink it. Wat nust be done will be
done, with or without this help. Don't force me to have you held."

As he pressed the cup into Rhys M chael's good hand, Fulk brought a steaming basin to the right
side of the bed, |ooking uneasy as Polidorus came to nove the bedside table closer. The earthen
flask of tacil and the enpty cup were still sitting on the little table, and the nonk had to nove
them before he could spread the towel hung over Fulk's arm He sniffed curiously at the cup as
Ful k set the basin down.

"What is this?" he asked.
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"It's something for the fever," Rhys M chael said, before Fulk or Stevanus could reply. "It
seens to be hel ping. The chatel aine at Lochalyn Castle gave it to nme."

"Sone folk renedy, eh? What is it called?" The nonk gl anced at Stevanus as he opened the flask
and then peered inside and sniffed again.

"The old nmidwife with her called it tacil,'
to get it froma Healer who's since died."

"Froma Healer? Then it's a Deryni drug!" Polidorus said, holding it away fromhimwth a
gri mace of distaste. "I'Il have none of that under this roof!"

"No, it's helping me!" Rhys M chael cried. Still encunbered with the cup in his good hand, he
made an inadvertent grab for the monk with his injured one—and jarred it against the edge of the
basin with enough force to bring tears to his eyes, just as Stevanus rescued the cup of
pai nkill er.

"Don't be inpertinent, Sire," Polidorus nuttered, as Rhys M chael curled defensively over the
i njured hand, gasping, and Ful k noved in protectively. "Brother Deiniol, get rid of this. Burn it
or sonething."

"But, it does seemto be helping," Stevanus said uncertainly, though he blocked Ful k from
interfering with the younger nonk, who cane and took the flask from Polidorus.

"Nonsense." Polidorus shook out another towel with a snap and spread it on the bed beside the
table. "If it's Deryni, it can't possibly be helpful. Now, give ne that hand, Sire, and let's get
it to soaking before the water gets cold. Stevanus, either persuade himto drink that or get sone
strong nen in here to hold himdown."

As Rhys M chael heard the smash of pottery down the garderobe shaft, he sank back agai nst his
pillows in dismay, gasping but no |onger resisting as Polidorus took his injured hand and pl unged
it into the steanming water. The tacil had hel ped—he was sure of it—but now there woul d be no nore
relief fromthat quarter. And all because a Deryni had nade it

Queasy and di sheartened, jaws cl enched agai nst the heat coiled around his hand, Rhys M chae
anxi ously watched the younger nmonk return to the fireplace, where Polidorus had gone to check the
cautery instrunments heating in the fire. As Stevanus put the little cup of painkiller back in his
good hand, he reflected that his only hope was for Cathan to get Rhun here before these Custodes
butchers started doing really horrible things to him

It was not just the threat of pain that set terror in his heart. He could have submitted to
cautery with hardly a whinper if convinced that it would be beneficial, but the thought of being
bl ed sent a cold chill of dread down his spine, especially since he had heard of Paulin's
treatnment. He turned the little cup nervously in his fingers as his mnd flashed back over his own
reluctant acquai ntance with the practice.

The first tine, though he could not renenber it, had been after his "rescue" fromhis
ki dnappers, to make himthink he had | ost nore blood fromhis "wounds" than he actually had.

St evanus hinmsel f probably had been responsible for that one. They had bl ed hi moccasionally during
those awful nonths after Javan's nmurder, to keep hi mweak; and he had been bl ed several tinmes just
before his coronation, so that he woul d display a pal eness and | et hargy appropriate to | ong
illness.

There were legitimate medi cal reasons for bloodletting, of course. And he knew it was a common
enough nonastic discipline in sone religious houses, sonetines pernmitted as a voluntary aid to
preserving chastity, since lowering the blood also |owered inclinations to "passions of the
flesh." Mnution, they called it, fromthe Latin minuere, to |l essen or dininish

But the Custodes had a |l ess benign use for it—hAot only a required test of the vow of obedi ence
but also, in sone cases, a vehicle of intimidation. Javan had told himhow they bled an innocent
priest called Faelan, trying to force himto reveal why Javan had requested his services as a
confessor; they had even bled Javan hinself, during his stay in the nonastery, to denonstrate
their absol ute power over him

Bel i eve ne, Javan had told himone night, there are few nore hel pless feelings in the world
than wat ching your |ife-blood punp out of your veins and knowing that if it suits them those in
authority over you have the power to forbid a halt..

Pol i dorus' return with a new pitcher of hot water brought an abrupt release fromthat inage,

t hough the nonk's intent was hardly nore reassuring as he bent to check the tenperature of the
wat er. Bl essedly, and sonmewhat to Rhys M chael's surprise, the hot water actually was starting to
ease the ache in his hand, after the initial shock. But when Polidorus began slowy pouring nore
hot water into the basin around the hand, increasing the tenperature, the king renenbered the cup
in his good hand and gul ped down about half the contents before handing it off to Stevanus.

"You ought to drink it all," the battle surgeon nurnured, glancing into the cup. "That isn't
enough to put you under."

Stevanus replied. "Lady Stacia said her nother used
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"I don't want to be put under," Rhys Mchael said stubbornly. "I have to be coherent when
talk to Rhun."

"That won't change anything," Stevanus replied. "At least lie back and | et what you' ve drunk
take effect. This first part won't be too bad."

"Sire, shall | go and see what's keepi ng Cathan?" Fulk asked a little nervously, from over
nearer the door

Rhys M chael shook his head and closed his eyes briefly, heartened that Ful k had offered that
assi stance on his own, belatedly wishing he had dared to set stronger conpul sions in the young
kni ght, who could not help the fact that his father was one of the nen responsible for the king's
servi t ude.

"I"'msure he'll be here soon," he whispered. "Just don't |eave ne al one."

"Just don't interfere" Brother Polidorus anended sharply, bending to peer nore closely at his
reluctant patient's hand.

For the nonment, neither Rhys M chael nor Ful k had any choice but to conply. At least for now,
in just the short time the king's hand had been subnerged, either the heat or the drug or a
conbi nati on of the two had eased the pain substantially. Sone of that relief was cancel ed out when
Pol i dorus began cl eaning around the laceration, though it did not hurt as nuch as he had feared.
At least the nmonk's touch was gentle.

What did hurt was when Stevanus started probing out the first of the sutures to be renoved, for
the stitches were deeply enbedded. Resistance only made the surgeon's task nore difficult and
brought further sharp threats of physical restraint from Polidorus, who was steadying the hand, so
Rhys M chael gave it up and lay back, turning his face away so he would not have to see his bl ood
reddening the water in the bowl. Cosing his eyes was not an option, because if he did, he could
feel hinmself starting to float with the |ethargy brought by the syrup of poppies. That was
dangerous until after he had talked to Rhun. So long as he kept his eyes open—

"What the devil is going on?" an angry voice intruded suddenl y—Rhun' s—as Rhys M chael cane
alert with a start. "Stevanus, what are you doi ng?"

"It was ny opinion," Brother Polidorus said, "that his Hi ghness' wound should be cauterized to
burn out the inpurities. | believe he should be bled as well. For now, the hot water is draw ng
out the inflanmmation."

Rhun stal ked over to look at the hand in its basin, flicked a glance to Rhys M chael's
face—taut with disconfort and defiance, the grey eyes dilated fromthe painkiller—then swept a
hand around the room

"All right, everyone out of here. |I'lIl speak to his Hi ghness in private. Cathan, you nmay stay."

Stevanus set aside his instrunents and hurriedly dried his hands, sketching Rhun a nervous bow
bef ore headi ng for the door, Fulk acconpanying him Polidorus |let Cathan escort himand his
assistant after them but paused to murmur something to Cathan before the younger man cl osed him
out of the room

Cat han | atched the door, then cane to take the king's hand fromthe basin and set it on a clean
towel .

"What are you doi ng?" Rhun denanded, as Cathan took the basin to dunp it down the garderobe.
"Brother Polidorus said | should put the king's hand to soak in clean water while we talk,"
Cathan replied, returning to the fireplace to refill the basin with hot water. "That will prevent
further contami nation and continue drawing out the inflammtion. | don't agree with the cautery,

if the king doesn't want it, but | do agree with this."

As he brought the basin back to the king' s bedside and eased the hand into the fresh water,
wat ched suspi ciously by Rhun, Rhys M chael allowed hinself a tiny sigh and nurnured his thanks,
then turned his gaze to the earl marshal, who was staring at himfromthe foot of the bed.

"Thank you for com ng," the king nurmured, concerned that he had to concentrate to keep Rhun in
focus.

"It doesn't appear that | had much choice,”" Rhun said. "What's this ridicul ous story Cathan has
been telling nme about some codicil to your will that you had drawn up in Eastmarch?”

"It isn't a story, and it isn't ridiculous," the king said quietly. "If | die before an heir of
m ne cones of age, the Duke of O aibourne and the Earl of Marley are irrevocably appointed as

regents, regardl ess of whoever else you ranrod through the council. And before you even have a
chance to kill them they'll have appointed their own successors—and their successors wll appoint
successors. Kheldour will have a say in the next regency."

"Khel dour will be running the kingdom" Rhun said testily, "and the next thing you know,
Khel dour wi |l be providing the next king."

"I don't think so," Rhys Mchael replied. "And if they did, they couldn't do nmuch worse than
your | ot have done. You never gave Alroy a chance to be a real king, and you killed Javan when it

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%?20Bastard%20Prince.txt (124 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:38 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

| ooked as if he night be one. And you've only been keeping nme alive until you were sure you had an
heir and a spare to nold in exactly the inmage you wanted. If it isn't to be a free Hal dane king on
the throne of Gwnedd, Rhun, | think | might prefer one from Khel dour. The Duke of C ai bourne
woul d nake an excellent king. O maybe Khel dour can give ny sons a free crown."

"I don't believe a word of this," Rhun said. "You're bluffing."

Rhys M chael laid his head back on his pillows and gl anced at the ceiling.

"Show himthe draft copy, Cathan." And as Cathan went to the king's saddlebag to get it, Rhys
M chael added, "And don't think that you can sinply destroy all the copies and pretend they never
exi sted. There are a nunber of them+ won't tell you how many—and at | east one is bound to reach
the hands of those best equi pped to nmake proper use of it. I'll tell you right now that none of
themare in ny hands anynore."

As Cat han brought the draft copy over to Rhun, the earl nmarshal snatched it out of his hand and
took it over by the fire toread it. His face was white as he | ooked up at the king, and he slowy
refol ded the piece of parchnent as he returned to the foot of the bed. Cathan had gone to stand
with his back agai nst the door.

"What is it you want?" Rhun asked, creasing the parchnment between nervous fingers as he stared
apprai singly at the king.

Closing his eyes briefly, Rhys Mchael allowed hinself to breathe a faint sigh of relief,
trying not to drift as he sank deeper into the thrall of the syrup of poppies.

"First of all, I want to get hone," he whispered. "I want to see ny wife and son. | don't want
cautery, | don't want to be bled, and | don't want anyone to cut off nmy hand. If we still had
Heal ers—+f your colleagues hadn't shot Oriel down |ike an animal, six years ago—he woul d have been
with me at Culliecairn, and this probably never would have gotten to this state. Wthout one—well,
| sinply have to hope I'lIl be lucky. If I'"mnot, you can blanme it on your precious Custodes. The
ever-pi ous Brother Polidorus threw out the 'Deryni' drug that Lady Stacia gave nme to take my fever
down. It was helping, but that didn't matter; a Healer had nade it. Therefore, it was evil."

What ever Rhun was thinking, his | ean face reveal ed none of it. After a taut pause, he said, "I
sonmehow expected the Deryni synpathy."

"It isn't Deryni synpathy; it's acknow edgnent that Heal ers were a good thing," Rhys M chae

said. "I'd give a great deal to have one here right now But that isn't going to happen, because
by going after the Deryni, you've lost us the Healers as well."

Rhun shrugged, still toying with the fol ded pi ece of parchnent, but his eyes had gone hooded
and dangerous. "It's pointless to argue about this. You ve given ne a list of things you don't

want done to your hand, and you've said you want to go home. What happens then?"

"Once |'mhone and wel | ?" Rhys M chael allowed hinself a faint smle. "You'd |like to know that,
woul dn't you? For now, if | were you, |'d worry about keeping me alive. And it's also in your best
interests to keep Cathan alive," he added, inprovising to protect his brother-in-law but not
reveal ing the conditional appointnent as regent, which would spell his death. "If anything happens
to him you are personally named as the one responsible, Rhun. If you kill the queen's brother
you'll hang. | drew docunents to protect him too."

Rhun nodded, anger now snoul dering openly in the pale eyes. "That's what all that little dance
outside the privies was about, isn't it?" he said. "You told ne to look inside, and | didn't."

Rhys M chael chuckled weakly. "I didn't sign the docunents in the privy, Rhun. There was a tiny
roomoff the stair, just a few steps up. Sighere helped create the diversion so | could dart back
down and make you think 1'd come out of the garderobe.™

"l suppose Fulk was a part of it, too? Cathan | can understand—he's kin. But Ful k—=

"No, he was a dupe,” Rhys Mchael replied. "He hadn't a clue what was going on. He'd have gone
straight to his father."

“Tammaron will still kill him" Rhun nuttered.

"I hope not. He's a good man, and he'll be as appalled as you to | earn how he was used."

Rhun |l et out an expl osive snort and set his hands on his hips, glancing at the floor, then
cocked his head at the king.

"All right. I"'ma practical man, Sire, so let's get down to practicalities. Wat shall we do
about your hand? If you should die fromit because you won't accept sound nedi cal advice, that
isn't my fault."

"You' d better hope | don't die fromit," Rhys Mchael replied. "Have a | ook. You' ve anple field
experi ence. \What do you thi nk?"

He lifted it slightly fromthe basin, to the sound of dripping water, glanced at it, then
| ooked away queasily as he let it back down. As he had hoped, Rhun cane over to inspect it nore
di spassionately, lifting it slightly out of the water with two fingers fromunder the pal mand
then shifting his gaze to the grey Hal dane eyes—and was snared in them as Rhys M chael had
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i ntended, though the king drew in his controls gently, so Rhun would not realize what was

happeni ng.

"It looks as if Stevanus started renoving the sutures,” Rhun said.

Rhys M chael nodded. "I couldn't stop him™"

Rhun blinked. "It will let the wound drain, if you won't let himcauterize."

"I'f it were your hand, would you let himcauterize it?" Rhys Mchael asked. "Tell me truly."

Rhun | ooked at hi m and bunked again, sinking deeper into the spell. "I—-don't know. There's
fever here and |l ocal infection, but no sign of poisoning going up the arm Still, if you really
intend to keep traveling with this—=

"I must be able to travel, Rhun," he said softly. "I want to get honme. I'll do it flat on ny
back in a horse-litter, if | nust, but | have to keep noving. | don't know what's going to happen

with this, but I—want to see nmy wife and son."

He set his good hand on Rhun's wist at that, clasping his fingers around and using the cl oser
contact to press deeper. Rhun's eyes closed, and he started to sway on his feet, but Cathan came
to support him from behi nd, though he held back fromany further involvenent as Rhys M chael drove
deeper still.

It was difficult to stay focused, with the syrup of poppies dulling his concentration, but he
feared he might never have another chance like this. Skinming over the filth and guilt and hatred
he knew was there, not touching their earlier conversation about the docunents, he set a
succession of irresistible conmands—sonme of which he would probably regret, when called to fina
j udgrment, but which would serve what nust be done, to secure a Haldane future. It took a while,
but he had been thinking about what he needed to do while he waited for Rhun to show up.

When he was finished, he blocked all nenory or access to what he had done, rel eased Rhun's
wist, then released Rhun hinself to the new instructions set deep in his nind. Cathan very
quietly returned to his place agai nst the door

"I"'mvery tired now," Rhys M chael nurmured, as Rhun blinked. Rhys Mchael let the injured hand
back into the water—ool er now than when they had begun—then | ooked up at Rhun again. "Could we
pl ease ask Master Stevanus to come back and rebandage my hand? And it's understood that there
isn't going to be any cautery or bl eedi ng?"

Strai ght eni ng, Rhun picked up one of the towels and dried his hands, his jaw set, the anger
back in his eyes.

"You're a very stubborn man, Sire. You al ways have been. If you're deternmined to continue on
tonorrow, though—=

The king all owed hinmself a yawn that was not at all feigned. "I really don't care to di scuss
this further, ny lord. 1've had a fairly stiff dose of painkiller, so I'"'mafraid |I"'mstarting to
drift. Please fetch Master Stevanus."

"1l call him Sire," Cathan said

Rhun |l eft as Stevanus came in with Ful k, but Polidorus was not allowed to enter. Rhys M chae
coul d hear voices raised in anger receding down the corridor as Stevanus cane over to him

"No cautery and no bl eeding," Rhys Mchael told him extending his dripping hand. "Just dry it
and dress it and wap it up again. | want to be out of here early in the norning."

He had drifted into sleep by the tinme Stevanus finished wapping up his hand, as certain as he
could be that Cathan and Ful k woul d ensure that his w shes were respected, and sl ept deep and
dream essly for what remai ned of the night. He would have been heartened to know that the Heal er
Queron once nore was on the nove, riding to rendezvous with him bringing hope of relief fromhis
pai n; but he did not know.

chapter twenty-four

Traitors, heady, high-m nded, |overs of pleasures nore than |overs of God.
—+1 Timothy 3:4

The news of the king's injury and the outcome in Eastmarch reached Rhenuth in the early norning
hours as Rhys M chael slept uneasily at Saint Cassian's. Though troops were already on the way to
the capital from Arx Fidei and Carthane, the forner expected to arrive by nidnorning, the great
lords resident in the capital breathed a collective sigh of relief as they gathered in the counci
chanber by torch and candl elight to hear one of Hubert's scribes read out Rhun's account of the
resolution at Culliecairn. That the king had survived, apparently by the grace of Sudrey of
East march, was received as al nost miracul ous, especially when they |earned that Sudrey had stood
against not only Prince MKklos, but alnobst certainly the disguised Marek of Festil.

"What do you suppose they were trying to acconplish?" Father Secorim asked, rubbing sleep from
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his eyes, for like the rest of them he had been sunmoned from his bed when the nessenger
arrived—a knight called Henry of Rutherford.

Hubert rolled his eyes heavenward, trusting the candlelit darkness to cloak his inpatience;
Secorimhad rmuch to learn before he could hope to be Paulin's match.

"I'f they could have done it, I'msure they would have slain the king then and there," he
replied. "However, | very nmuch doubt that was their expectation. What they apparently intended in
the short termwas the slaying of Sudrey of Eastmarch, née Rhorau, whomthey considered to have
betrayed her House and her race by marrying Eastmarch. In truth, | would have said that Eastmarch
betrayed his lineage and his race by marrying Deryni." He sighed. "But we were hardly in a
position to pursue the point, when we only learned of it fifteen years after the fact. At | east
the bitch is dead now. "

Tanmmaron rai sed an eyebrow at that, but Richard only smiled, cunning as his father had been,
and even nore pitiless.

"So Mklos is dead, and Marek has gone slinking home to lick his wounds and answer to M kl os
brother,” Richard said. Hi s smle becane wol fish. "That nmeans the king will be com ng hone after
all."

"Until the queen is safely delivered," Tammaron said archly, "you'd best hope the king does
cone hone. And best not to count on that until we see himriding through the gates. Personally,
shall not even begin to rest easily until we are certain that Marek has, indeed, gone hone, and
that Culliecairnis well and truly in the hands of Eastmarch again.”

Ri chard yawned and stood, affecting the utternost bored indifference. "Gentlemen, you nay
continue this discussion until dawn, if you wish, but I'mgoing back to bed for what few hours
remain of the night. Until the king does return, | still have a city to protect and troops
arriving in the norning."

As Richard left and the others began to di sperse, Hubert took Rhun's letter and read over it
again for hinself, weighing each turn of phrase, for Rhun was not given to choosing his words
lightly. The apparent treachery of Mklos of Torenth, while anmply repaid, underlined the
conplexity of the deception in which Dimtri must have been involved and made Hubert worry about
how much farther the tendrils of deceit m ght extend.

That Marek hinsel f had nanaged to gain access to the king was particularly disturbing, though
it was Rhun's opinion that the bulk of his and Mklos' effort seemed to have been focused on
elimnating the Lady Sudrey. But given the past history of the Hal danes, Hubert had to wonder
whet her it had been only Sudrey's resistance that had prevented Marek from | aunching an attack to
utterly crush his Haldane rival. It did not occur to himto worry about the injury Rhun had
reported to the king's hand.

Marek hinself was about to face the wath of his brother-in-law, the King of Torenth, in whose
torchlit audi ence chanmber he and his two compani ons nervously waited; he had al ready weat hered his
wife's tearful anger in Tolan. Cosimhad warned himto send a witten nmessage first, know ng King
Arion's tenper, and Valentin had been reluctant to go at all, but Marek had insisted he nust bring
the news in person. After they arrived at the Royal Portal in Beldour, the gist of their mssion
evident by their stark attire and the absence of Mklos, a stony-faced chanberlain had whi sked
themto the nobst austere of Arion's private reception roons, there to | anguish w thout refreshnent
or even seating as the taut mnutes gradually stretched nearly to an hour

The door opened at |ast. Unattended, |ooking recently roused fromsleep, King Arion swept into
the roomin a dark shimer of black silk robe, his feet unshod, the | ong hair |oose around his
shoul ders, fairer than Mklos' had been. Cosim who had | ong been King Arion's vassal, took one
| ook at the rage seething in his sovereign's eyes and sank to his knees, bowi ng his forehead to
the floor and not daring to rise fromthat position. A d Valentin gave the young king a precise
and respectful nmilitary salute but kept his gaze averted, staying well behind Marek. Marek
hinself, well aware of his potential danger, ventured close enough to kneel hunbly at the king's
feet and reached for the hemof his robe to kiss it.

"How dare you show your face here?" Arion whispered, yanking the silk from Marek's grasp and
movi ng back a pace, the ninmbus of his power crackling around his head, his eyes al nbst colorless
inthe torchlight. "Did | not warn you that the time was not yet right to pursue this mad cause of
your s?"

"Sire, it was not entirely Prince Marek's fault,” old Valentin began

"Silence!" Arion commanded. "I will decide what is and is not Marek's fault!"

In the stunned hush that followed, Marek cautiously dared to |ift his eyes about to the |eve
of Arion's belt, though he stayed on his knees, his hands crossed tight under his chin in an
attitude of deference. The king was only five years ol der than Marek, but he had the presence of a
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man of far nmore years—and had far nore mastery of his power than Marek expected he woul d ever

wi el d. Mklos had been powerful, but casual in his use of his magic; Arion was all focus and
steely will. Though Arion terrified Marek when he was in such a nood, the younger man knew he had
but one hope of wi nning back even a chance at the other's goodwill or even tol erance.

"Sire, | throw nyself on your nercy," he whispered, cautiously lifting his gaze to the king's.
"If the negligence is entirely mine, | will accept whatever discipline you choose to inpose
what ever penal ty—even ny death, if you deemit fitting. | loved Mklos as the brother | never had

and never shall have again. W encouraged one another in the dream we pursued, but our

m scal cul ati on was nutual. Though we sought to test the Hal dane for the future, our true objective
was to put an end to the traitor Sudrey of Rhorau. Neither she nor the Hal dane responded as we
expected. She—

"Do you dare to tell ne that Sudrey bested ny brother?" the king demanded. "That cannot be."

"I know that," Marek said m serably. "Yet her power played a part. She seened to | end power, or
know edge, or focus, or something to whatever the Hal dane has. Read the truth of what | say,

Arion! | don't know how it happened! You know I cannot lie to you!"

Arion's eyes seened to glow |like pools of quicksilver, inpaling Marek's will, the tall, lean
formtowering above himlike an avengi ng angel. Not bothering with nere words, the king flicked a
silent command at Cosim who had fearfully [ifted his head to observe the exchange between the
two. Quickly the Healer noved to do the king's bidding, comng to kneel behind Marek and brace him
for the king' s touch, ready to assist when Arion took up Marek's offer

"I give you fair warning, Marek. If you resist at all, | amapt to cause pernmanent damage,"
Arion said, the strong fingers sliding into Marek's dark hair as the thunbs pressed to his
tenples. "This angry, | cannot pronmise to go softly."

Numbl y resigned to accept what he had invited, whatever night be the cost, Marek closed his
eyes and eased back on his hunkers, leaning into Cosims enfolding, letting his hands fall |oosely
to his sides in token of utter subnission. As he yielded up his shields, he felt the deft soothing
of the Healer's touch first, relaxing his body and taking his consci ousness gently enough down the
first fewlevels into passive readiness. But then Arion's cold probe was knifing into his m nd and
soul with surgical precision, laying bare every particle of menory that had to do with MKkl os over
the last two weeks, every perception and intuition about Rhys M chael Alister Hal dane, about
Sudrey of Eastmarch, née Rhorau, who had betrayed her kind and hel ped bring about M kil os
death—and all the dark nenory and angui sh of M klos' passing and its aftermath.

As Arion thrust ever deeper, touching now on Dimitri and his nysterious deni se, Marek's grow ng
di sconfort began verging into real pain; but having given over control to Cosim he could only |et
the Heal er take himthrough and beyond the pain to unconsci ousness rather than the oblivion of
m nd-ripping, for Arion would not relent until satisfied that his subject had yiel ded everything
of consequence.

Wien next Marek became aware of anything besides a dull throbbing behind his eyes, he was |ying
in Valentin's arns and struggling to breathe. Cosi mwas kneeling beside them one hand stil
touchi ng Marek but hinself still reverberating to the nenory of the Death-Reading the two of them
had done on Mkl os, also given over for the angry exami nation of MKklos' bereaved brother. Marek
heard Arion before he saw hima stifled sobbing that he soon tracked to the dimrecess of a nearby
wi ndow enbrasure, where a darker shadow hunched anid the flickering shadow play fromthe torches
in the room

"Arion?" he whispered, struggling to sit up despite the warning murmur from Val entin.

The sudden novenent caused a | ancing pain behind his eyes, which abated not at all as the king
turned to glare at him the swollen eyes still angry.

Say not hing, Cosi mwarned, stirring enough to try to wap his healing around the pain in
Marek's head. He knows it was not entirely your fault, but that does not cancel out the | oss.

"We shall not discuss this further at this tine," Arion said quietly, without any inflection
what soever. The tenperate tone was far nore frightening than any outburst of further anger m ght
have been. "Go back to ny sister's capital in Torenth. G ve her what confort you nay. Bring ny
brother's body back here for burial, but do not cone by Portal. By land, with a fitting escort,
the journey should take at | east a week. Perhaps by then | shall be able to speak to you civilly."

Wth that he was gone, out the door in a swirl of black silk and bl acker nmood. Not for severa
seconds did Marek dare to stir, only then turning his gaze uncertainly to the nmen the king had
left him

"Cosim will he ever forgive ne?" he asked.

The Heal er bowed his silver head.

"Do not count on his support for a very long tine, ny friend," he said softly. "I have never
seen himso angry. Just now, he is angry with you. Wen his anger turns to Mklos and the Hal dane
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as well, perhaps he will be able to at |east accept what has happened. | think it now clear that
the Hal dane is sonething we had not anticipated, even if he did not directly kill Mklos."

"One day | will take him Cosim" Marek said. "But even though | best himwth nagic, | wll
need troops to secure what | have won. And | can only get themthrough Arion's good graces."

"In time, you nmay regain Arion's favor," the Healer replied. "But for now, be thankful that he
has spared your life and sanity. Are you able to stand?"

"I think so," Marek said, letting Valentin help himshakily to his feet.

"Then |l et us obey the king's command, and go back to the Princess Charis."

"Aye," Marek whispered, passing a trenbling hand across his eyes. "And pray a curse upon the
man who calls hinself King of Gwnedd."

The bells of Prinme startled the king awake as they had on his previous visit to Saint Cassian's,
and he dragged hinself frombed to ready for the day's journey, not |looking forward to the jarring
of the ride, but eager to be quit of the place. H s hand seened marginally | ess swollen, perhaps
because of its hot soak the night before, but all his body still ached. He could feel the tension
in his neck and shoul ders and the warnth of fever in his brow

He skipped Mass that norning, for he could not bear the thought of having a Custodes priest
mnister to him after the sinple sanctity of Father Derfel. Deliberately ignoring Stevanus'
advice, for the battle surgeon was a |ay nmenber of the Custodes Fidei, he took his norning dose of
pai nkiller before going into the refectory to break his fast. It nade himslightly nauseated on an
enpty stomach, as Stevanus had warned; but again, eating seened entirely too much effort, and he
only managed to get down sonme ale and a little bread before pushing away fromthe table and
headi ng out to the yard, where Rhun and Manfred sullenly awaited orders. He gathered Rhun had
shared the previous night's revelation about the codicil with the older man, for Manfred gave him
a hard, cold | ook before nmounting up. Father Lior's sour countenance suggested that he knew, too;
and Brot her Polidorus now had joined the other Custodes nmen riding at the Inquisitor-General's
si de.

The second day's travel was nuch like the first, except that Rhys Mchael felt worse as the day
wore on. As they forged on across the rest of the lomaire plain, he tried to nmake hinself eat a
little whenever they stopped to rest—er at least drink some wine to fortify hinself, for he knew
he must keep up his strength—but he could feel his fever nounting without the tacil to control it.
Rhun and Manfred were never far fromhis side, and the Custodes bodyguards who rode before and
behi nd hi m seened unusual ly attentive. Gallard de Breffni was prom nent anong them When they
canped for the night, Cathan reported that there seened to be nore guards around the royal tent
than usual, no doubt to prevent the export of any nore unauthorized codicils.

He ate sparingly in his tent with Cathan and Ful k, for he could not stomach the prospect of his
enemi es' col d-eyed speculation if he dined in the command tent. After supper, despite his
exhaustion, he had Cathan take down a letter to Mchaela, for there had been no opportunity to
wite to her the night before. Witing was | ess than satisfactory, for other eyes would read his
wor ds before they reached the queen, but he knew that having the letters would bring her sone
confort. Before they were finished, Stevanus came to dress his hand, acconpani ed by Brother
Pol i dorus, Father Lior, and even Rhun and Manfred, but no one said much, Stevanus only conmmrenting
that his fever seemed to have worsened since norning. Rhys M chael decided it was pointless to
remind themthat the drug Polidorus had taken away from hi m m ght have prevented that.

When they had gone out, he lay back on his canp bed and brooded on devel opnents as Cat han
finished the letter by lantern-light, and Ful k spread his pallet before the tent entrance,
preparing for sleep. Stevanus had left the usual dose of painkiller, but Rhys M chael had not yet
touched it.

Qut side, the bustle of the canp gradually settled down to the usual night sounds, with Fulk's
gentle snoring soon providing a reassuring background drone. By the time Cathan had brought ink
and quill for the king to sign Mka's letter, Rhys M chael had conceived a further neasure he
m ght take, to the confort of his famly, for he was comng to worry that either his weakening
condition or the growing enmity of Rhun and Manfred might conspire to prevent himfrom ever
reachi ng hone.

"Before you take that to Rhun for dispatch, | need you to fetch me the Hal dane brooch from ny
cloak," he nmurrmured to Cathan, as he scrawl ed his awkward signature. "And when you cone back
pl ease don't disturb nme until | indicate that it's all right. 1'Il tell you then, what this is al
about . "

"Very well."

When Cat han had gone, Rhys M chael lay back with the Hal dane brooch cupped under his good hand,
resting on his chest, his thunb lightly caressing the sleek gold of the clasp as he set the
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Hal dane lion in his inner sight like a battle banner. He gathered his intent as he drove hinself
deep into trance then, shutting out the pain, shutting out the fever coursing through his body,
coiling his design around the core of his Hal dane potential, knowi ng exactly what nust be done. He
could not and would not inpose the full weight of the Hal dane | egacy on his son at so young an
age, but he knew beyond questioning that the potential nust be set, both in Omin and in the
second son Rhysel clainmed Mchaela carried. And it night be that M chael a herself woul d have to do
it, if he could not.

Using the brooch as a focus for this new purpose, as he and M chaela had long used it as a
focus for their aspirations to free his crown, he set the requisite spells and bound themw th his

power, also setting instructions for Mchaela on a nore superficial level. It took a great deal of
energy.

He was sweating and trenmbling with chills by the tinme he had finished. To seal the intent and
bind it to his will, he turned the brooch over and braced it against his chest, the clasp now

poi nted upward, gleanming in the lantern-light. Even his good hand was shaking, and he had to
steady the body of the brooch against his bandaged hand so that he could rest the other atop the
cl asp.

For strongest binding, he would have preferred to thrust it through his palm as he had at his
enpowering; but he knew he did not have the strength, and also dared not risk debilitating injury
to his one good hand, with no Healer to attend to it. Considering, he lightly tried the point
against the join of thunb and forefinger, then shifted it to the web of skin and nuscle and sinew
between his middle and ring fingers and cl osed his eyes—and shoved hard.

The pain was sharp but brief, and as nothing beside the pulsing throb of his other hand. He
drew a deep breath, and another, to disengage fromthe spell. Wen he opened his eyes, Cathan was
sitting quietly on the edge of the bed beside him eyes w de. The king nanaged a shaky smile as he
gl anced down at the sliver of gold protruding frombetween his fingers.

"You can pull that out now, if you will," he whispered, wincing as he turned his hand slightly
to accommpdate Cathan. "It's done. Just make certain that M chaela gets the brooch, if anything
happens to ne. And the Eye of Rom"

Cat han had picked up the hand and was poised to pull out the clasp, but he faltered at the
king's words, blue eyes flicking first to the great ruby in the king's right earl obe, then to the
grey Hal dane eyes.

"Do you know sonething |I don't?"

Rhys M chael swall owed audi bly and gl anced at the brooch, jutting his chin at it for Cathan to
proceed, breathing a little sigh of relief as the clasp slid free.

"Thank you," he whispered. "No, | don't have any particul ar prescience of disaster; |I'mjust
taking precautions. I'mnostly worried about the hand." He swal |l owed again as Cathan laid the
brooch aside and then inspected the two snmall puncture wounds. There was very little blood, and
Cat han squeezed the hand to make them bl eed.

"You'd better let ne clean that for you," he nurnured, going to danmpen a clean towel in the
pitcher left from Stevanus' earlier mnistrations.

When he had done that, also wi ping the danp towel over the king's perspiring forehead and neck
he knelt down and took the newly wounded hand again, pressing it to his forehead, tears in his
eyes.

"You don't think you' re going to make it, do you, Rhysen?" he whi spered. "Dear God, what's to
become of us?"

"I don't know," Rhys M chael nurnured. "Hurmour ne, though, and put the brooch in your saddl ebag
right now | hope it's ny fever that's nmaking ne fearful, but | want to be sure you have it, if
anyt hi ng does happen."

When Cat han had obeyed, he came back to the king, who nodded his thanks and managed a faint
smil e.

"Thank you. Now, there's one nore thing | want to do tonight. If |I shouldn't make it through
this, I want M chaela to know that my |ast thoughts were and are of her and our sons. | don't want
to wite it, because | can't be sure she'd get it, but | can set the nessage in you, to deliver
i f—+f that becones appropriate. WIl you let nme do that?"

"OfF course. What do you want ne to do?"

"First give nme the painkiller Stevanus left, so | can drift off to sleep when |I'm done, then
sit here beside the bed so that | can rest ny hand on your head. You won't even renenber unless it
becones necessary. |'mtaking precautions, because it's wi se to have contingency plans, but it
isn't my intention to die."

O her contingency plans were al so being set into place, though the king did not knowit. In the
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very canpsite where he shortly slipped into drugged, exhausted sleep, Ansel, Jesse, Tieg, and a
much depl eted band of quondam "borderers" gathered by turns in Ansel's tent, there to conpare what
they had | earned since joining the royal party late in the afternoon

What little information could be had suggested that the king's fever was giving cause for
alarm Further, he had quarreled with his commanders, and the Custodes clergy were even nore out
of favor than previously. No one seemed to know specific causes, but some put it down to
di f ferences of opinion over the king's nedical treatment. A Custodes battle surgeon called Master
Stevanus was still the king's principal physician, but another man, the infirmarian from Sai nt
Cassian's, had been added to the king's household when they left the Custodes establishnent that
nmor ni ng. Brother Polidorus seened an officious individual, and even other Custodes seened not to
have nuch conplinentary to say about him The nedical inplications troubled Tieg, in particular
and made himglad to know that Dom Queron was on his way at all speed to try to intervene.

That same Queron even then was energing froman underground passage in a village at the foot of
Caerrorie Castle, some mles eastward, disguised as a common nmonk, his Gabrilite braid once again
sacrificed in the interests of less distinctive tonsuring. Skirting past the village church, he
slipped silently into a neatly kept barn where he saddled a quiet brown mare and | ed her outsi de,
| eavi ng behind a gold coin and a slip of parchnent sealed with the arns of old Culdi. Its finder
woul d take the latter to the village priest in the norning, who would read, A friend of Father
Joram had need of this horse and will return it if at all possible.

Queron pushed the mare hard, all through the night. Approaching dawn found him far al ong the
road to Valoret and striking off northward and overland toward the King's Road, to gain a few nore
hours' progress before daylight forced himinto hiding. H s brown robes marked himas a brother of
the Order of Saint Jarlath, whose House lay in the direction he was riding, but his blooded steed
was no nmonk's nount.

Not that both he and the mare woul d not benefit froma few hours' rest, but he resented the
del ay, when every hour m ght nake the difference for the king's survival. At |east they were
headed toward one another. According to Ansel, whose report had been relayed via Camin before he
| eft sanctuary, Queron could expect the king's party to reach as far south as Ebor or even Sheel e
by the end of this third day out of Lochalyn; but Queron still had many nmiles to cover

chapter twenty-five

And as troops of robbers wait for a man, so the conpany of priests nurder in the way by
consent .
—Hosea 6: 9

Rhys M chael's condition had not inproved by norning, but at least it seemed no worse. Though
still feverish, he insisted upon pushing on. He still had little appetite and had to force hinself
to eat what little he did.

Despite increasi ng doses of his pain nmedication, his hand throbbed al nost unbearably, and he
continued to shiver and burn by turns as the norning wore on. Just past mdday, not long after the
col um had passed a tiny convent perched jewel-like on a distant hill, his condition took a
dramatic turn for the worse

He had been riding along in a sort of stupor for several hours, head bowed over his injured
hand and his hood pulled up to shield himfromthe sun, when a bout of shivering shifted into
sonmething very like a mild convul sion. Al ready hunched down in cloak and hood, his good hand
clinging to the pormmel of his saddle, he nmanaged to weather the first attack w thout anyone
noticing. But an hour later it happened again, nore violently, and he had to pull up, teeth
tightly clenched as the spasns bowed his spine and threw his head back, nearly w enching hi mout
of the saddl e.

"Rhysem what's wong!" Cathan cried, pulling up beside himand catching at his reins as Ful k
set a steadying hand on his good shoul der

The spasns eased but little as Stevanus crowded cl ose al ongside to take Ful k's place, reaching
out to clasp his wist, and Rhun and Manfred halted the columm, trotting back to find out what was
happeni ng.

"Jesus, he's burning up!" Stevanus nuttered.

"What's wrong with hin?" Rhun demanded. "Sire, can you speak?"

Rhys M chael could hear them but he could not seemto get any words out. The spasms were
easing, but his vision was blurred, and his ears were ringing, and it took all his strength of
will to keep fromfalling off.

"We've got to get himto shelter and knock down this fever," Stevanus said, glancing around
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urgently. "What's in the vicinity?"

"We're still about an hour's ride from Ebor," Manfred said, consulting a sergeant at his
stirrup. "Can he stay on a horse that |ong?"

"I doubt it," Stevanus said. "Wasn't there a convent a mle or two back?" Releasing the king's
wist, he pulled his nedical satchel over his shoulder and started rummging in it. "Cathan, get
up behind himand make sure he doesn't fall off, or we may not get him back up. Ful k or
sonebody—fetch ne sonething liquid in a cup—water, wi ne—+t doesn't matter. Just sonmething to
di ssolve a sedative. No, that's not it," he nmuttered, discarding several small parchnent packets.

"C-cold," Rhys Mchael nanaged to whisper through clenched teeth, eyes tightly closed, using
al nost all his strength to get the word out. "B-burning up." But Cathan was scranbling to a seat
behind him bracing himw th his arns around him and no one heard.

Whi | e Stevanus continued to search his satchel, hanpered by the restless shuffling of his
nmount, Ful k had swung down and dashed back al ong the colum. Very shortly he returned with a snall
horn cup.

"I"ve got wine!" he shouted, as he nade his way back toward Stevanus.

Two Custodes knights nmeanwhil e had di snrounted and cone to stand on either side of the king's
horse, holding his legs steady in the stirrups and keepi ng the aninal quiet, casting alarned
gl ances at Rhun and Manfred as the king started shaking again. Father Lior and Father Magan were
urging their horses forward fromfarther back to see what was wong, followed by Brother
Pol i dorus. As Ful k presented his cup, Stevanus passed down two of the parchnment packets.

"Dunp those in the wine and swirl it round,"” he ordered, returning his attention to the king as
he set a steadying hand on the royal shoulder. "Sire, | want you to drink this sedative. It wll
put you to sleep, but it will help control the spasns. Cathan, help him"

As Fulk held the cup up, Rhys M chael nmanaged to take it, assisted by Cathan, but a new spasm
cl osed his hand around the cup with such force that it shattered, spattering himwith wine as his
head jerked back. They got himonto the ground before he could fall, amd a mlling confusion of
graspi ng hands and anxi ous voi ces shouting conflicting orders, and the next thing he knew was a
sharp jab of pain in the side of his neck, a second, and then waves of nausea and psychic
di sruption joining with the spasns and the unrelenting throb of his injured hand.

"Goddammit, Lior, | didn't want to give himnerasha," he dimMy heard Stevanus muttering, as the
wave of darkness came welling up. "I don't know how it will react with what's already in him"

Just before he passed out, he found hinsel f wondering whether they would figure out that he was
reacting like a Deryni. But the spasns already racking his body prevented that, and the double
dose of nmerasha added to his earlier nedication took himquickly beyond being able to care.

How | ong he renmai ned unconscious he did not know, only that the roomin which he briefly surfaced
was di m and cool and presided over by several dark-clad wonen of indeterm nate age, with gentle
hands and kindly faces. Two of them were spongi ng his naked body with cool water while a third,
younger one applied cold conpresses to his burning forehead. At chest and hips, w de bands of
cloth bound himto the bed. Dimy he realized that his arnms and | egs were |ikew se restrained.
Every muscle and joint in his entire body seemed to ache.

He nmanaged a pai nful croak, yearning for something cool to drink, something to still the
poundi ng pai n behind his eyes.

"So, you' ve come back anong the living," a cheery femal e voice said, owed by a fourth bl ack-
clad figure who joined the others at this sign of life and bent to feel his forehead under the
conpress. "Don't try to nove. Your physicians had you restrai ned because of the convul sions. Now
that you're conscious, though, we nust do somnething nore about that fever besides just sponging
you down. Sister Regina, release that chest band, please, so we can raise himup. W don't want
himto choke on this."

Anot her woman cane and put a wooden cup in the speaker's hand. The women spongi ng hi m set aside
their basins and drew a sheet up to his waist, then released the band that bound his chest.
Through the dull |ethargy and pounding in his head, a nmuzzy part of Rhys Mchael's brain dimy
regi stered that his ministering angels nust be religious of some sort. The disjointedness of this
conclusion renm nded himthat at |east part of the cause for his wetchedness was nerasha, never
m nd the fever and the hand.

"Where's Cathan?" he managed to whisper, letting out an inadvertent groan as one of the sisters
raised himup with a gentle arm behind his shoul ders. "Cathan?"

"That's one of your nen, isn't it, Sire?" the cup-bearer nmurnmured. "Drink this first, and I'1l]I
call him"

"What is it?" he asked.

"It's a tea we brewfromwhite willow bark, very good for fever. Believe ne, it will help."
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"My head hurts,"” he protested weakly, as the cup pressed to his Iips.

"That's fromthe fever. Just drink this down. It will help that, too."

He had little choice but to obey, though he could only get it down in tiny sips, alnost a
trickle past dry lips. The effort exhausted hi menough to slide himback into darkness.

H's head was a little clearer when he woke again, but his body still ached, as did his hand. He
could feel the chest restraint back in place with the others, and soneone was proddi hg none too
gently at his abdonen.

Atentative try at reading the prodder's identity with his powers produced a stabbing pain
behind his eyes and a new wave of nausea and vertigo, confirmng that nmerasha aftereffects
continued to disrupt his abilities. A poke in the bladder nmade hi m gasp and open his eyes, to
di scover that his tornentor was a sour-faced Brother Polidorus. Stevanus stood beside him | ooking
under sl ept and far too anxious.

"Did that hurt?" the battle surgeon asked, alnost hopefully, as Polidorus continued to poke and
pr od.

Rhys M chael had to swall ow before he could sunmon the energy to shake his head. "Bl adder's
full."

When the appropriate receptacle had been brought, utilized, and taken away, Stevanus took
Pol i dorus' place, still looking grimas he laid his hand across his patient's forehead. Cathan and
Ful k had come into the room acconpanied by Manfred and Rhun. The latter two | ooked angry. The
roomwas dim as before, but now Rhys M chael sensed |ight beyond the heavy curtains to his right.
He wondered what day it was.

"How do you feel ?" Stevanus asked, very quietly.

"Am | supposed to feel better?" the king replied.

Stevanus quirked hima faint smle as he took his hand away.

"One keeps hoping. Your fever is a bit dimnished, but you've had convul sions off and on, al
t hrough the night and nmorning. The hand is draining, but that's to be expected."

Rhys M chael flexed at his bonds and closed his eyes briefly. "Do | have to be restrai ned?"

"When you go into convulsions, you're pretty spectacular. You could break bones. I'mafraid the
restraints have to stay."
"How | ong?"

"Until the convul sions ease up."

"No, how long until that happens? Stevanus, could I die fromthis?" he asked, trying to catch
the battle surgeon's gaze.

St evanus gl anced away. "l—don't think you're going to die fromthis, Sire," he whispered. "But
here, |1've got sone nore of the sisters' willowbark tea for you. And a bit of sedative. It seens
to help the spasms a bit. Cathan, just |ift his head a little."

Whet her the sedative woul d have hel ped was a noot point, because the draught had not been in
his stomach | ong enough to take effect before his body was again racked by wave upon wave of
vi ol ent, cranping convul sions that arched his spine and choked off his breath and eventually left
hi m unconsci ous. \Wen he cane around, he knew not how much | ater, angry voices were being raised
in argunent all around his bed, and he could feel his body tensing for another set of convul sions
even as he opened his eyes to | ook around him

"Medically, that's precisely what is called for!" Brother Polidorus was saying, as Lior laid a
restraining hand on an angry Stevanus' shoulder. "I wanted it done days ago and | ook what's
happened. "

Manfred was standing in the background, |ooking determ ned, and Sir Rondel, his aide, had the
furiously struggling Rhun in a hamerlock, two Custodes knights pulling his arns outstretched
whi | e Father Magan bared one burly forearmand angled for a clean jab with a Deryni pricker
Cat han was nearby, but Gallard de Breffni had himin custody, with a dagger held to his throat
rather than a Deryni pricker. Fulk was over by the door flanked by two nore Custodes knights, not
actively in custody but |ooking defeated and sick at heart.

"But he's too weak already!" Stevanus was protesting. "If you bleed him he may not even
survive that, nuch |less the longer-termeffects.”

Through the red haze that was creeping over the king's vision as convul sions clai ned hi magain,
wrenchi ng hi monce nore toward oblivion, the sense of Stevanus' words sent cold dread fl ooding

through his nmind. They neant to bleed himafter all! He had forbidden Stevanus or Rhun to all ow
it, but Lior and Polidorus apparently had prevail ed agai nst even Rhun's orders. By an exhausting
act of will, for the residual effects of the nerasha continued to cloud his access to his powers,

Rhys M chael managed not to succunb to this |atest set of convul sions, but as they receded and he
could again turn his perceptions outward, he was not certain he would not have been happier not to
know.
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For they were not arguing over himanynore. Cathan was kneeling at the right side of the bed,
one hand gently stroking his forehead, weeping bitterly into his other hand. And on the left, as a
sudden, burning pain in his armmade himflinch and turn his head in dismy, he saw Polidorus
lifting a bl oody |ancet.

"No!" he cried weakly, instinctively trying to jerk away, even as Polidorus rel eased the
ligature that had kept his blood fromflow ng. "Noooooo!" he groaned, as the hot bl ood began to
stream around his armand collect in a basin set beneath his el bow

But a Custodes knight had one hand set firnmly against his shoul der and the other on his upper
arm and Father Magan had that forearmin an unrelenting grip, to ensure that their unwilling
patient did not tw st against the padded wist restraint that held the arm outstretched. Another
Cust odes kni ght had noved in beside Cathan at the king's first sign of novenment and restrained his
right armand shoul der. Stevanus was nowhere to be seen

The horror and the hel pl essness of it all swept through himin less than a blink of an eye,
along with the anger and betrayal and the utter futility of continuing to resist. Even so, he did
try, wenching at his bonds with a noan of outrage but then forced to succunb as Gllard de
Breffni pressed across his body to pin himhel pless, crushing the breath fromhis lungs, and his
other captors tightened their holds on his twitching |linbs. The exertion nade the blood fl ow even
faster, a still-rational part of himdimy realized, briefly spilling over the edge of the bow
until Polidorus could steady it. As the king gave up his straggling, Gallard eased off on crushing
his chest, and the Custodes men pinning his shoulders let up slightly.

"Rhysem forgive me, | couldn't stop them" Cathan whispered, urgently turning his kinsman's
face fromwhat was being done. "They won't kill ne, for Mka' s sake, but they would have nmade ne
| eave you, if | hadn't stopped fighting them | couldn't bear the thought of you suffering this
al one. "

"But, why?" Rhys M chael managed to croak, his voice quavering. "Is this how they're going to
kill me?"

"Now, Sire, you mustn't get such ideas in your head," Polidorus purred, calmy mlking at his
upper armto keep the blood flowi ng, the bloody |ancet still in his hand. "You're a very stubborn
patient. You don't know what's best for you. Bleeding will let out the evil hunours that are
causing your illness. Believe ne, we know what we're doing."

Unabl e to argue such illogic, Rhys M chael cast his gaze hel plessly around the room and saw
that Rhun had subsi ded onto a stool over nearer the door, eyes closed, his head | eaned back
agai nst the wall. Manfred was standi ng beside him one hand on his shoul der, gl ancing down at him

occasionally. Lior was on his other side. And Rhys M chael's blood continued to run around his
el bow and into the basin, nore and nore of it, just as Javan had descri bed when the Custodes bl ed
him what seened like a |lifetine ago.

"Rhun, listen to nme," Rhys Mchael called, with as nuch strength as he could nuster. "Rhun, if
they kill ne, I've told you what will happen. Don't let themdo this—for your own sake, if not for
m ne. "

Manfred' s hand ti ghtened on Rhun's shoul der, and he quirked an uneasy smle at the king. "I'm
not certain he can hear you, Sire. In any case, | amnot as gullible as Lord Rhun. | don't believe
you. "

"Shall | have Cathan show you the docunent?" the king asked.

"Anyone can draw up any docunent in their fantasies,” Manfred replied "I think you're
bl uffing."

"And if I'mnot?"
Manfred shrugged. "Sire, it is regrettable that sonetines, despite the best of nedical care,

even the nost illustrious patients do not survive illnesses as serious as yours. There will be
anple witness that all was done that could be done and that your Hi ghness refused sound nedi ca
advi ce on nore than one occasion, until it was too late to save you."

"But, it's murder," Rhys M chael murmnured, despair curling in his gut like a slithering snake
"What's nore, it's sacrilege. But then, you' ve killed a king before, haven't you? At |east Javan
was able to die in the field, with his sword in his hand!"

Smiling a terrible little smle, Manfred wal ked over to the bed and gl anced di spassi onately at
the basin collecting the king's blood, now nearly filled.

"I amnot a vindictive man, Sire. | give you ny faithful pronise that when the tine cones, you
may die with your sword in your hand, if you wish—with the very sword that Javan held in his hand,
in his last nonments. But it will not be today."

At his nod, Brother Polidorus set aside his |lancet and pressed a pad of clean towel to the
wound in the king's arm lifting it clear so that Father Magan could renove the bow of roya
bl ood. When they had washed the arm cl ean, Polidorus applied a new dressing and bound it up, then
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directed Cathan to press his fingers against the dressing to be sure the wound was stanched, for
they did not |oose the restraints.

"Thank you, Brother Polidorus,” Manfred murnured. "Your services nay be required again during
the night, if our patient shows no sign of inmprovenent, but for now, you may go. Sire, I'll send
Mast er Stevanus and Lord Ful k back to you after Father Lior has had a word with you."

Pol i dorus made Manfred a slight bow and retreated with him the Custodes knights following with
the groggy Rhun stunbling between them Wen they had gone, Lior cane over to the bed to sniff
di sdai nfully at the bow of blood still set on the table beside it. Father Magan was quietly
gathering up the bloodied towels and instrunents, collecting themon a wooden tray.

"A pity your Deryni friends could not be here, Sire," Lior said softly. "No doubt they would
find royal blood highly desirable for their rites of abonmination. As it is, the customin
religious houses is to fertilize the gardens with the products of bloodletting. Perhaps in a year
or two, the good sisters will be able to tell us whether royal blood is superior to nerely norta
bl ood for that purpose.”

Increasingly light-headed, either fromthe | oss of blood or the sedative earlier, Rhys M chael
could hardly believe what he had just heard. But it was Cathan who chal |l enged the Custodes priest,
bl ue eyes wide with horror and indignation

"Just what is that supposed to nean?" he denmanded. "That's a lie, about the Deryni!"

"Ch, had you not heard of their blood rites?" Lior asked. "Of course, you nostly escaped their
taint. | renmenber testing you. But '"tis well known that the Deryni consort with denons, who denand
bl ood of their devotees. My sources informne that royal blood is considered to be only slightly
| ess efficacious than that of virgins or infants. In sone cases, it is nore useful. Be thankfu
that they do not have access to your body, Sire, nuch less to your soul."

Cat han had bl anched, unable to reply, and Rhys M chael could only turn his face away in
| oat hi ng. Hi s breathing had beconme nore | abored, and his thinking was not as clear as it had been

" Speaki ng of which," Lior went on, "I shall have a priest cone to you in a little while. | am
sure you will wish to make confession and receive Extreme Unction, being in nortal peril. | would
of fer nmy services, but sonehow | doubt you would find nme acceptable. O Father Magan, | expect."
Rhys M chael could only shake his head nunbly. "Well, | shall find soneone. Good evening, Sire."

Wien he and Magan had gone out, taking the tray and the blood with them Stevanus was all owed
to return, Fulk also coming to stand uneasily by the king' s bed.

"I amtruly sorry, Sire," the battle surgeon nurnured, |ooking distraught. "I tried to stop
them Sir Fulk tried as well, but we could only insist so far."

Rhys M chael closed his eyes, tensing for a new set of convul sions he could feel com ng on

"I know," he whispered. "You're none of you to blanme. Cathan—

Cat han's hand cl osed around his good one, and he hung on for his life as the spasns racked him
again and Stevanus and Fulk tried to still his thrashing. Thereafter he slipped into troubled
sl eep, given respite at last by his sedation, his three guardi ans keeping watch by turns, as day
slipped into evening and to night.

chapter twenty-six

For | amnow ready to be offered, and the tine of ny departure is at hand.
Il Tinmothy 4:6

Queron caught up with the Gwnedd arny late in the norning of the next day. He had expected to
find them nmuch farther south, and caught intimations of a royal pause only a little after dawn,
when he paused at a farner's steading to beg food and dri nk.

"Aye, Father, they're canped round about the convent up the road," the goodwife told him as
she poured himfresh mlk froma crockery jar. "They say the king fell ill, an’ they took him
there for the good sisters to care for him™"

Queron soon found opportunity to probe the woman nore cl osely, but she had already told all she
knew. Begging a slab of cheese and a hunk of bread, he left the brown mare in exchange for the
farnmer's nore suitable grey donkey and set off up the road, wolfing down the food for sustenance
and pl anni ng how he m ght gain access to the Kking.

The cover he had chosen was an excellent start. Not only did his obviously advanced years
present no physical threat to whatever |aynen might be responsible for the king's safety, but his
monastic habit virtually guaranteed the hospitality of just about any religious house. An
itinerant cleric could always be prevailed upon to share the |atest news of the outside world in
exchange for his supper and a bed, while also enabling his hosts to exercise Christian charity. A
visiting priest also nmight be asked to hear the odd confession and perhaps cel ebrate Mass, if the
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conmunity did not have its own resident chaplain.

Beggi ng a noonday neal was perhaps not as satisfactory an entrée as requesting travelers' fare
and | odgings at day's end, but Queron reflected that he could al ways nake the donkey |inp
tenporarily, if no other ruse seened likely to gain himentrance.

He did not have to resort to such tactics. Though he could see the vast spraw of the arny's
encanprent across the fields as he approached, and there was nmuch evidence of horsenmen riding to
and fro on the road as he neared the convent gates, no one gave hima second gl ance as he guided
the little donkey under the entrance arch. Across the cobbl ed courtyard, several arned nmen were
tendi ng horses outside what he presuned nust be the guesthouse, and nore horses stood tied beside
what appeared to be the entrance to the stable yard. As he drewrein, a smling young sister in a
bl ack wi npl e and habit came to greet him setting work-roughened hands on the donkey's bridle as
he slid to the ground.

"God's greeting to you, good brother. Wl cone to Saint Ostrythe's. How nmay we serve you?"

"God's greeting to you, Sister. Mght | trouble you for a bite to eat and fodder for ny four-
legged friend? 'Tis a long ride yet to Saint Jarlath's, and | do not know where the evening wll
find me. My nane is Father Donatus."

"And | am Sister Wnifred," she said, bobbing hima curtsey. "Of course you nay find
hospitality in this house, Father. | fear the fare may be | ess anple than our usual wont, for we
guest the king and his party, but you are wel come to share what we have. Cone and |I'll show you
where to put your beast."

Foll owi ng her into the stable yard, Queron took in as nuch as he could of the l|ayout of the
pl ace, alert for any sign of the king's presence nearby; but he could find no trace.

"Tell me, what brings the king to these parts?" he asked, as she | ed himpast several soldiers
into a well-built barn

The little nun gave a sad shrug, stroking the donkey's neck as she guided it into a spacious
box stall strewn with sweet-snelling hay.

"I fear he is very ill, Father. They brought himhere yesterday, all but unconscious, and
said that even bl eeding has not eased him Mdther Prioress instructed us to pray for him both
| ast night and this norning."

Stunned, Queron laid a hand on her shoulder, gently taking control as he turned her to face him
and then probed deep. Sister Wnifred' s discretion was what m ght be expected of a religious, but
her know edge of the king's condition was not confined to a nere glinpse or convent gossip. She
was only a very junior nenber of the community, but she had been one of several sisters to tend
the king inmmedi ately after his arrival

From her he read the king's condition at that tinme and what had been done for himin her
presence. The injured hand had not been dealt with, for it was fever and convul sions that had
interrupted his journey. Queron would have preferred talicil for the fever and could have
prescribed several specific Deryni drugs that nmight have eased the very al armng spasns, but the
tea brewed fromwhite willow bark conveyed sone of the sanme benefits as talicil, and sedation, in
general, usually hel ped to ease convul sions.

Unfortunately, Sister Wnifred had no direct know edge about the bloodletting, though it was
understood that the king al nbst certainly had been bled nore than once since his arrival and
possi bly as many as three or four tinmes. That was al arming enough, but earlier this norning, one
of the king's officers had made inquiries concerning the availability of the convent's
chapl ai n—hi ch seened odd to young Wnifred, since the king's i mediate party certainly had
several priests anong their nunmber. One had cel ebrated Mass for themthis norning, for the
convent's resident priest was away.

This additional piece of information struck a dread chill in Queron's heart. That a priest was
bei ng sought was ill news, indeed, for it bespoke the very real possibility that the king was in
danger of death. And how like Rhys M chael to refuse the services of his Custodes priests. Queron
recal l ed being told that the dying Alroy had done precisely the sane thing, only finally receiving
his last Communi on from his brother Javan's hands.

But herein lay a possible way to gain access to the king, not as an itinerant hospitaller but
as a disinterested and neutral priest who mght be acceptable to a man who knew the failings of
his own priests far too well to entrust his soul to them as he approached death. It was not what
Queron had hoped to acconplish, and he tried not to let hinmself expect that he was in tinme to make
a difference as a Healer; but at least if Queron was too late to save the king's life, perhaps he
m ght help ease that |life to a nore peaceful close, with the solace of a friend beside him even
in the mdst of his enemnies

"It grieves ne to hear that the king is so ill, Sister," Queron murnured, shaking his head,
snoot hly rel easing her wi thout nenory of any passage of tinme. "Far fromhone and kin, it nust give

tis
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himconfort to receive the loving care of this House. And for his soul's cure, | should imagine he
has the ninistrations of many good priests.”

She dropped her gaze and fol ded her hands in the wi de sleeves of her habit, biting at her | ower
lip. "l -amnot certain he has yet received the sacranents, Father. Earlier this norning, one of
his young officers was inquiring for a priest; alas, ours is away. Later, the senior of the king's
priests said Mass for us—a Father Lior—but he seened preoccupi ed and al nbst angry. |—aonder
whet her he and his brother priests may be out of favor with the king. |I can think of no other
reason to ask for ours."

Queron raised an eyebrow. "You think he would not see his own priests? But—eh, dear. Sister,
can hardly claimto be the sort of courtly, sophisticated priest to which the king nust be
accustoned, but do you suppose he still needs one? | would be honored to offer what solace | may,
if he would think it no inpertinence froma hunble country cleric."”

Sister Wnifred sniled hopefully.

"You're very generous, Father. | can take you to the king's nen. It nmay be that his Hi ghness
woul d be well content to confess hinself to a priest who knows himnot at all. Perhaps there lies
the problem™

"Per haps," Queron agreed.

Leaving the stable with Sister Wnifred, Queron followed her back across the central courtyard
and through into the cloister garth, heading for the Chapter House. It appeared the king's
of ficers had appropriated the building for a tenporary conmand headquarters. Several Custodes
guards were posted outside the open doorway, sonme of them | ooking grim indeed, but they gave only
casual interest to the aged, brown-robed cleric who followed silently at the heels of the pretty
Sister Wnifred, hands fol ded piously in the sleeves of his habit and head ducked down in his
cow . Fortunately, Queron had never had a face-to-face neeting with any of the nen likely to be
i nsi de, though he knew nost of them by others' nmental recall and description

"Beg pardon, ny lords," Sister Wnifred said, peering timdly into the open doorway and bobbi ng
a nervous curtsey as several of the nmen | ooked up. "One of the young officers was inquiring
earlier this norning about a priest. This is Father Donatus, on his way to Saint Jarlath's. Could
he be of any assistance?"

An intense, black-eyed priest in Custodes habit detached himself froma knot of Custodes
of ficers and cane over to the doorway—Fat her Lior, Queron realized.

"What was that name again, Father?" Lior asked.

"Donatus," Queron said, making the obviously grander Lior a deferential bow, eyes averted. "I
do beg your pardon, Father, but perhaps Sister was mistaken. | was told a priest was required, but
| see several priests anong you."

Behi nd Lior, Manfred gave a snort. Rhun of Horthness stood beside him sullenly nursing a | arge

gobl et .

"Well, Lior, your prayers are answered," Manfred said. "I doubt it will rmake much difference to
him but I'msure you priestly types will feel better about all of this if the proprieties are
observed. "

Biting back whatever retort had come to mind, Lior nerely folded his hands behind his back and
curtly gestured to Queron with his chin as he headed out the door

"Cone with ne, please, Father. Thank you, Sister."

A few mnutes later, Lior was |eading Queron past a pair of Custodes guards and into a dim
close roomtinged with the sweetness of incense and beeswax and the underscent of blood. Two
notionl ess figures in |l eather and shirtsleeves knelt to either side of a white-covered bed, and a
third in the black tunic of a Custodes battle surgeon turned a conpress on the forehead of the
bed's occupant. Though Queron had never net any of the three, he recognized all of them as they
| ooked up—Cat han, Ful k, and Stevanus—and he sent a quick burst of thought to Cathan, who al one
nm ght guess what he was.

Say nothing. | am sent by Joram

"This is Father Donatus," Lior said, gesturing toward Queron. "How is his Hi ghness?"

"Quiet," Stevanus said, setting his conpress aside, not neeting Lior's eyes as he got to his

feet. "lt—eannot be nuch | onger."
Lior's lips tightened, and he shook his head, piously folding his hands at his waist. “These
are sad tinmes, indeed, Father. | gave his H ghness holy anointing early this norning, when his

condition becane grave, but he would not speak to me, he would not make | ast confession, nor would
he receive Viaticum If you can reach him if you can persuade himto make his peace with God,
woul d count it a personal favor."

"I am honored to offer that confort to any soul in need, Father," Queron said quietly, sonewhat
surprised to find that Lior's regret seened genui ne—though he was al so aware that Lior took little
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personal risk by asking another priest to hear the king's |ast confession, since any accusations

agai nst Lior or the others would be sealed by the confidentiality of that sacrament. "If we nmay
have sone privacy, please?"
"Of course.”

Wth a pointed glance at the others, Lior began naking shooing notions to urge themout of the
room Cathan rose obediently enough, though clearly on the brink of tears, but he |lingered near
the foot of the bed as Ful k, Stevanus, and then Lior passed outside.

"Mght | stay in the room please, Father?" he whispered. "Muybe over in the corner? He has
been like a brother to ne. The queen is ny sister.”

"Not just now, son," Queron said, setting his hands on Cathan's shoulders to guide himto the
door—and in those seconds Reading all he could of what had been done to the king. "Wy don't you
wait outside with the others? | promise I'll call you before the end."

Cat han choked back a sob but gave a nod as well, for Queron had sent explicit instructions
during the brief contact. Wen he had passed outside, Queron gently closed the door and then cane
back to gaze down at the Kking.

Rhys M chael's eyes were closed, and his | abored breathing barely stirred the stark white sheet
pull ed up to mdchest. He was no | onger restrained. Both arnms |lay outside the sheeting, the right
hand heavily bandaged and splinted and | esser bandages binding both arms at the el bows, evidence
of the repeated bl eedings. Cathan had w tnessed four, though the king probably had not been aware
of the last of these. He still had lucid nmonents, but they were beconing fewer and shorter

Crossing hinself with weary resignation, Queron knelt at the king's left and took the slack
hand in one of his, chafing it gently as his other hand came to rest on Rhys M chael's forehead,
Readi ng deep as a Heal er Reads and knowi ng, as only a Healer can know, that all his powers could
not reverse what had been set in notion. The physical danmage to the hand could still be Heal ed—and
Queron woul d have been willing to risk personal discovery, if such Healing mght save the king's
I'i fe—but nothing could be done to replace the vast quantities of blood the king had lost, or to
quell the fever burning away what little strength remained to him

The pain Queron bl ocked, for that, at |east, he could do; but nothing nore for the body that
housed Rhys M chael Hal dane's soul. The king stirred slightly at this respite, though his
breathing still was |abored, and he did not open his eyes.

"Rhysem | know you can hear ne," Queron whispered softly, very near the king's ear. "It's Dom
Queron. Joram has sent ne. | deeply regret that | cannot Heal you, but is there anything else
can offer you? Don't try to speak aloud; just give ne your thoughts. Rest in the Mercy and let ne
hel p you find your peace.”

The hope that had stirred faintly in Rhys Mchael's soul fluttered back and was still ed,
yi el ding once nore to resigned acceptance, for he had given up any real hope of surviving this
when they bled himthe second tine. Before the third time, Manfred had even laid the Hal dane sword
under his hand, in confirmation of their intentions, though he already had been too weak to hold

it. Still, this final acceptance of what soon nust be his fate enabled himto send his thought to
Queron strong and focused.

Dom Queron ... sweet confort come at last... Please hear ny confession, Father. | would not go
to God unshriven, but | could not confess to Lior

Dear son ..

Their thoughts nerged and bl ended t hen, beyond all need for nmere words as the king offered up
all his fears and failings for the exami nation of his spiritual physician, hunbly acknow edgi ng
the Heal er's assessnents, letting Queron guide himin nmaking his contrition. Wthhol di ng not hing,
he al so reveal ed to Queron how he had nade provision for passing the Hal dane potential to his
son—not the full enpowering, for Onmain was only four, but the neans for the ground to be prepared
and the seeds sown.

And Cat han must be his agent in this and cautioned not to do or say anything after the king's
death that might prevent his return to Mchaela, for whomhe also bore a last, |oving farewell
fromher Rhysem It was all the king could offer, in the end—ene final bequest to the ki nhgdom he
had never really ruled. Having discharged this ultimte obligation, he was content to rest, mnd
intertwined to mind as hand to hand, even as Queron softly pronounced the ritual words of
absol ution and signed himin bl essing.

"Ego te absolve, in nonmine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti, Amen."

"Amen," Rhys M chael whispered, opening his eyes at last, the light blazing in them fierce and
strong and nearly burned out.

"Rhysem | have brought you the Bl essed Sacranent,"” Queron nurnured, touching a hand to his
breast, where the little pyx rested under his habit in its soft |eather pouch, suspended froma
cord. "WII you receive Viaticumnow? It is heavenly bread, the Body of our Lord, to speed you on
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your way."

Al nost too weak to speak, Rhys M chael nodded, tears welling in his eyes as he renenbered the
passing of his brother Alroy and how Javan had called himto the dying Alroy's side to share
Conmuni on together one last tine.

"Cal | Cathan?" he nanaged to whisper. "And Ful k and Stevanus, if they wi sh. They have served-as
best they could. In another little while, |I think I could have won themtruly ... but no tine."

"Per haps you have won them better than you knew," Queron murmured. "1'll call them"

He did. Cathan slipped past himanxiously, alnpst as soon as Queron opened the door, Fulk and
then Stevanus following gratefully at the priest's beckoning gesture. Lior had been joined by
Manfred, Rhun, and several nore Custodes clerics, and would have followed the three the king had
asked for, but Queron laid a hand on his wist to stay him his stern glance also halting the
ot hers.

"He wi shes only these three, ny lords."

"But | should be there," Lior protested, |ooking quite ashen-faced in his Custodes bl ack, for
he knew that Queron must be aware of his duplicity. "I have offended him and | would seek his
forgi veness. "

"I think it best if you remain here and pray for him Father—and for yourself," Queron said,
neutral of tone but with the force of conpul sion behind his words. "He forgives, but he does not
wi sh your presence."

Queron did not wait to see the effect of his order, only closing the door and returning to Rhys
M chael 's bed. Cathan and Ful k had gone to the other side, Cathan kneeling nearest the king' s head
to pull the Hal dane sword quietly fromunderneath the bed and lay its shining length atop its
owner's body with the cross-hilt at the breast, gently bringing the king's good hand to rest upon
it, sign both of faith and of kingship. Queron bade Stevanus cone beside him on the king's left,
pulling the | eather pouch frominside the neck of his habit as he knelt.

The little pyx inside the pouch was silver-gilt, plain, but it blazed like a sun in Queron's
psychic sight as he opened it and took out a small consecrated Host. Holding it before the king's
burni ng gaze, the Heal er-priest spoke the words that proclainmed their faith, speaking themin the
conmon tongue, that none might mstake his neaning:

"Bel oved son, behold the Lanb of God, Wo taketh away the sins of the world. Receive this food
for thy journey: the Bread of Heaven, containing in itself all delight; the Body of Christ, to
keep thee in life everlasting."

Rhys M chael's breathl ess "Anen" barely stirred his lips, and tears were trenbling on the
closing lashes like jewels as Queron laid the Host on his tongue. Leaving the king to comrune with
his God, the priest returned his gaze to the vessel of sunlight glowing in his hand and carefully
took out another Host, breaking it in quarters and giving one to Cathan, another to Fulk, the
third to Stevanus. The fourth he hinmself reverently consumed after nmurnmuring the acconpanyi ng
words in Latin:

"Corpus Donmini nostri Jesu Christi custodial ani mam nmeamin vitam aeternam Amen."

But he had gently caught the mnds of all the others as he touched them and when he had given
thanks for his own Conmuni on, he gathered together their several strands of focused neditation to
weave anot her, silent exhortation, this tine calling unseen Powers to w tness the passage of the
one who shortly would enter their realms. Those Powers were the same Rhys M chael had seen cone to
speed Alroy on his way, who had w tnessed Rhys M chael's comng into his heritage, the sane whose
presence Queron hinself had sought so many times, to bless so many purposes—Guardi ans and
Protectors and Teachers.

And now, Conveyers at |last of the soul's passage into—Qher. Queron's sorrow was tenpered with
joy as he bade themwel cone, lifting up his heart in glad sumoning, offering up wordl ess greeting
by nanes that caught but a hint of their bearers' puissance and beauty.

Raphael of the w nds, serene and gentle, ethereal as a dawn mist but powerful as a raging
storm transparent wings trailing beans of gol den sunlight.

M chael of the flanes—better known to Joramand his warrior kin than to a Healer |ike Queron,
but a steady and faithful protector of those who nust live by the sword—er by the fire of their
wits.

Gabriel, Queron's own especial patron, glad herald of the Blessed Virgin, powerful but
conpassi onat e, quicksilver-subtle, changing as the tides and as deep as the sea.

And finally Uriel, whose specific comrission it was to usher souls across the G eat Abyss;
Uriel, rock-steady, whose earth would claimthe earthly bodies of all, in tinme, but who now waited
to receive a soul. The rai nbow shiver of unseen wings rustled the very air around Queron as he
gave the Four thanks for their comng and brought the king into their presence.

Rhys M chael did not rouse, but his hand contracted slightly on the hilt of the Hal dane sword.
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As he gave a little shudder, his breath rasping in his chest, Queron used his thunb to sign a
cross on the king's forehead in blessing, then gently laid his hand over the king's, with the
sword beneath, bowing his head in homage both to himand to the Ones who waited.

Dearest son, be free to go, he whispered in the king's mnd. Your body can no | onger serve you
You have fought a noble fight agai nst powerful adversaries, and you have won a chance for your
sons. Ohers will take up the fight now Be at peace, and go when you are ready.

The king did not go inmediately. Alittle while longer he lingered, inward-focused and scarcely
breat hi ng, perhaps gathering his resolve for that final leap into the Unknown. But Queron sensed
that nmoment when Rhys M chael Alister Haldane finally cast |oose the |last of the ties binding him
to earthly life.

The | abored breathing faltered once and then ceased. The hand under Queron's went sl ack
Lifting his gaze to search the too-pale face, at peace now, Queron fancied he saw the king
restored, the king Rhys M chael should have been, crinmson-mantled and crowned with the great state
crown, clear-eyed and brimming with health, his grey gaze fixed steadfastly on sonethi ng beyond
Queron's head as he rose up out of his abandoned body to join another young man who | ooked very
much Iike him with the same grey eyes and jet black hair and a crown of running lions on his
head, who al so poi nted where Rhys M chael was | ooki ng.

Queron turned his gaze to foll ow and behel d another figure cloaked and hooded in grey,
ext endi ng sonething in both its hands toward the raptly staring Cathan. Neither Ful k nor Stevanus
seermed aware, both with their faces buried in their hands. And as the greyling figured turned,
| owering the hands al nost enough to reveal what he held, Queron caught just a glinpse of the face
deep inside the hood—a face he had sought to know for many years.

Canber!

He al nost spoke the nane al oud, but even as his lips parted, that portion of the vision was
gone—and all the spirit hosts that had surrounded it, receding at dizzying speed to a single point
of brilliant light directly above Rhys M chael's head, that suddenly was not! Queron gasped as it
wi nked away, the spell broken, then let out a slow sigh, for he had not renmenbered to breathe for
many seconds. Cathan was staring at the king's face, blinded by tears, slowy nodding. The others
remai ned unnovi ng, w th heads bowed.

"May Christ-¥ho has called thee—ow receive thee, bel oved son," Queron managed to whi sper
al nost by rote, slowy crossing himself, willing the pounding of his heart to slow "Requiem
aet ernam dona ei, Dom ne—

"Et |ux perpetua |uceat ei

"Kyrie eleison.™

"Christe eleison, kyrie eleison ..

Cat han nurnured, the other two joining in raggedly.

chapter twenty-seven

| have seen the wicked in great power.
—Psal ns 37: 35

A short while later, kneeling at the back of the convent church, Queron did his best to help
Cat han regai n sone neasure of equilibriumbefore | eaving him The younger nan had done with
weepi ng for the noment and now knelt nerely trenbling besi de the brown-robed old priest, though
his face remained buried in his hands.

Queron still did not know what Canmber had shown to the boy, though he suspected it mnight have
had something to do with Cathan's final comm ssion fromthe king. There had been no tinme to ask at
the king's bedside. Further prayers beyond the Kyrie seened superfluous after the holy sinplicity
of Rhys M chael's passing, and Queron knew he nust be away from here as soon as possi bl e.

So after Cathan had tearfully slipped the Hal dane sword back under the bed and renoved the Eye
of Rom secreting it in his belt pouch for M chaela, Queron had left Ful k and Stevanus to grieve
at the king's bedside and silently instructed Cathan to indulge his own grief in as dramatic a
fashion as he could, as cover to get the two of themout of the death chanber.

"The king is at peace," Queron infornmed Lior and the others waiting outside, as he led the
sobbi ng Cat han out of the room "Hi s passing was very gentle. | shall take this young nman outside
to conpose hinsel f now. Father, perhaps you would | ead the appropriate litanies here at the king's
bedsi de. "

Lior and the others had surged into the roomto see for thenmselves with hardly a second | ook at
Queron and Cat han, each with his own priorities, now that the king was dead—ior coldly practical
Pol i dorus sharp-eyed and intent, Manfred apparently unable to believe they had actually done it,
Rhun all too well aware what they had done. Cathan had been reluctant to | eave his bel oved Rhysem
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in such hands, but knew with his reason that the king was no | onger there to be hurt by them
"I'"ve given you what guidance | can, as quickly as |I can," Queron murnured, shifting back to

speech as he prepared to | eave Cathan in the chapel. "I have to ask, though, before |I go, just
what you saw, there at the end. | shan't intrude, but | have to ask."
Cathan lifted his head, not |ooking at Queron, still a little caught up in what he had

wi t nessed, both sacred and prof ane.

"I't was a remi nder of sonething | have to do for Owain," he whispered. "Rhysemwanted nme to see
that he gets the Hal dane brooch. | know the earring is somehow i nportant—the Eye of Rom-but
there's sonething about the brooch as well." He shook his head. "I can't tell you any nore."

"There's no need," Queron said gently, for Rhys Mchael had told himof Cathan's m ssion

Cat han swal | owed, then | ooked up at Queron searchingly. "Can you see that Mka knows Onain is
meant to have it, Father? It isn't a state jewel, so no one may think of it. |If—something happens
to ne, before |I can get back to her, they' Il still give her Rhysem s things, won't they? They've
killed him surely they wouldn't deny her a few keepsakes." He swall owed hard and | ooked away,
shaki ng his head. "God, w dowed at twenty!"

"Steady, son. |I'll see that she knows. But you nust do your part to see that you get back
Don't give themany excuse to kill you."

Cat han nodded, sniffling back the last of his tears, and stiffened as Fulk came into the
church, | ooked around, and headed right for them

"Father, they're |l ooking for you," he whispered, |eaning between them "You' d best go while you
can. You know too much about the king's death.”

Noddi ng, Queron nurnured, "Thank you," and sent the young nman to kneel at the back of the
church in the shadow of a clerestory pillar.

"At | east we've won that one," he nurnured, as he set his hand on Cathan's arm and prepared to

| eave. "If he survives this, keep track of himand don't underestimate his useful ness."
"What do you nean, 'if he survives this'?"
"Well, being Tammaron's son may save him but he still knows too nuch. So does Stevanus. So do

you. Be very careful.’
"I plan to be," Cathan agreed. "And you?"
Queron gave hima grimsnile. "Your Rhysemreally did strike the regents what could be a

deat hbl ow, son, by issuing that codicil. But it will all be for naught if it can't be inpl enmented.
I"1'l informour people as soon as |'ve left here, and they'll notify the Khel dour |lords. From here
out, we've all got to play our parts, to make certain all our sacrifices haven't been in vain."
Noddi ng bl eakly, Cathan | ooked up again at the Deryni priest. "I'lIl do the best | can, Father.
And thank you for com ng. | know what you risked."
Queron snmiled gently. "I only wish | could have reached himin tine to bring healing to his

body as well as his soul. The Hal danes have not been lucky in this generation. God grant that his
sons will fare better."

As Cat han nodded again, wi stful, dispirited, Queron gently laid his right hand on his head in
bl essi ng, sending across a burst of further information Cathan m ght need, even as his |ips noved
in the traditional words.

"Benedi cat te omi potens Deus, Pater, et Filius, et Spiritus Sanctus. Anen."

Cat han nanaged to repeat the Amen, reeling a little on his knees, unable to see for a few
seconds for the enmotion whirling through his mnd; but even as he recovered his senses, Queron was
gone. Cathan renai ned where he was for a few m nutes, head bowed in his hands, gathering his
conposure, then rose to follow, pausing to lay a hand lightly on Ful ks shoul der

"Conme, we have duties to the king," he said softly. "If it's permtted, | intend to keep watch
by himtonight. WIIl you join nme?"

Ful k nodded slowy and got to his feet, a kindred spirit in his grief, his face a mask of
stunned di sbelief and | oss.

"I't will be ny honor," he said quietly.

Still shaking off the nunmbness of his sorrow, Cathan tried to make his nmind turn toward
practicalities of survival as he and Ful k crossed the courtyard, heading for the cloister garth.
He saw no sign of Queron, but there seened to be a great deal of activity over by the stables. He
hoped it was not an indication that Queron had been taken, but as he watched several nounted
patrols ride out, he guessed that the elusive Father Donatus was still being sought. He thought
the wily old Deryni would be hard to corner

Thankful for that, at |east, he continued on into the cloister garth and headed toward the
infirmary and the roomwhere the king's body |lay. Sonewhat to his surprise, he saw no outward sign
that anyt hi ng had changed wi thin. Wen he and Ful k entered the room he found out why.

It apparently had not occurred to the guards outside that the king' s aides should not be
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admtted. Cl ose beside the deathbed, their faces starkly Iit by the torches held by two Custodes
monks, Manfred and a tight-jawed Rhun | ooked on while Polidorus stitched at the bl oody stunp of
the king's right hand, assisted by Father Magan. Master Stevanus was present but not participating
in this desecration of the royal corpse, head bowed where he stood between Lior and Gallard de
Breffni. The king's severed hand lay in a bl oodied basin, purpled and al nost obscene, hardly
recogni zable for what it was.

Al eyes shifted toward the door as Cathan and Ful k cane into the room and Lior was gesturing
urgently to Gallard even as Cat han gasped, "Wat are you doi ng?" and started forward, and Ful k
tried to hold hi mback.

"Lord Cathan, | must ask you not to nake this any nore difficult than it already is," Lior said
mldly, as Gallard restrained the younger nman, then controlled himwi th a choke hold when he tried
to twist free. "Your loyalty to the king cannot be faulted, but it won't help himnow | shal
tell you the official story just once. If you forget it, it could cost you your life. Lord Fulk, |
advise you to listen carefully as well. | don't intend to repeat nyself."

Ful k had started to go to Cathan's aid, but halted at Lior's warning, stiffening as Manfred
came around to lay a heavy hand on his shoul der.

"Renmenber who you are, son," Manfred nurnured. "None of this is your affair."

Ful k darted an affronted, hel pless | ook at Cathan but subsided, as had Cathan. Physica
resi stance clearly was usel ess. As Cathan carefully shuffled to get his feet back under him
braci ng against Gallard' s leather-clad arm the pressure eased across his throat, but the Custodes
kni ght did not rel ease himeven then

"That's nmuch nore sensible,” Lior purred, casting his glance back to where Polidorus and Magan
continued to work, ignoring Stevanus. "Now, as you know, the king has had the very best of nedica
attention, but his illness becane far nore serious than initially supposed. Despite the nost
zeal ous of care, his hand becanme gangrenous and had to be anputated. Mdst unfortunately, his
H ghness did not survive the shock of the procedure.”

"It isn't true," Cathan whispered. "You bled himto death!"

"Not at all,"” Polidorus interjected, blithely continuing to suture the dead flesh. "Wiile it's
true that his H ghness was bled several tines, to relieve the evil hunours causing his fever
numer ous Wi tnesses saw himalive this norning after the last of the bloodlettings."

"That's still what killed him" Cathan said stubbornly.

Scowl i ng, Rhun bestirred hinself to cone and stand directly in front of Cathan, his pale eyes
cold and even nore pitiless than usual. Watever differences had exi sted between himand Mnfred
earlier, the two apparently had resol ved them and now were in one accord.

"If you say that outside this room you nmay well suffer the sane fate, brother of the queen or
no," he said quietly. "The king's injured hand had becone badly infected and had to be anputated
Weakened by his fever, he sadly did not survive the surgery. Anyone who says ot herw se will be
dealt with nost unpleasantly. Anyone."

Cat han could only close his eyes briefly in dismy, swallowing with difficulty. Fulk had gone
pale with disbelief, shrinking back a little under Manfred's hand. Stevanus only shook his head,
eyes cl osed, swaying so alarmingly that Lior caught a hand under his el bow

"I trust that everyone now understands the rul es of engagenent," the Custodes priest said

quietly. "Lord Fulk, | believe that neither you nor Lord Cathan got very nuch sleep | ast night.
Per haps Master Stevanus would be so good as to provide a suitable sleeping potion for each of
you—and for hinself as well. A rather strong one, |I should think. See to it, Stevanus," he said

sharply, releasing the battle surgeon's arm "None of you will be required until tonorrow, when we
| eave for Rhenuth, and | do not wish to see any of you stirring before that tine."

Qutraged, Cathan started struggling again, hardly caring when Gallard' s choke hold took him
swoopi ng i nto unconsci ousness. As he started to cone around, gasping for breath and with his
heart beat pounding in his ears, he found hinself flat on his back on the floor, with Stevanus
lifting his head and setting a little nmetal cup to his lips.

"Just drink it," the battle surgeon nmurnured urgently, as Cathan pressed his |ips together
stubbornly and tried to shake his head. "If you won't, |I'Il have to stick you with nerasha. Il
have no choice."

Cat han nade hinself gag it down, tears of inpotence welling in his eyes, laying back then to
catch his breath as the queasy disorientation of returning consciousness began to give way to the
drifting, woolly-headed sensation of the sedative taking hold. After a mnute or two, Gallard and
anot her Custodes kni ght canme and took himand Fulk into custody, escorting themcivilly enough to
anot her room but Cathan never renenbered his head hitting the pillow

Meanwhi | e, Queron had nade good his escape from Saint Ostrythe's, blocking nenories of his passage
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and slipping through the convent gate on his little donkey before any serious effort could be
organi zed to detain him As soon as he could gain shelter in the next village, hiding the donkey
ina farmer's barn while he secreted hinself in the hayloft, he put hinmself in trance and sent out
an urgent call to Jesse or Ansel or Tieg, all of whom shoul d be nearby.

It was Jesse who caught the summons, though full contact was delayed until he also found a safe
place in which to open to rapport. That done, Queron passed on a full account of what he had
| earned and witnessed at Saint Ostrythe's, saving only the content of Rhys Mchael's fina
conf ession. Jesse was stunned, but agreed to make certain the news was passed on to the Khel dour
| ords.

They nmust not cone until they've received the news by conventional neans, Queron reiterated,
but this time can be used to plan their strategy. None of us thought it would be this soon

Shall we send themto Rhenuth, then? Jesse asked.

Aye, as quickly as possible. | have no doubt the regents will wish to crown the young king as
soon as possible—they may even try to do it privately—but it will take a little while to sort out
the new regency, with Al bertus and Paulin out of the picture. I'malso not sure how | ong Cat han
will be safe there. It's essential that he go back, for reasons I'l|l convey to Joramin detail

but his position will beconme nore and nore precarious as the queen's pregnancy progresses. Be
thinking on this. Meanwhile, | shall be heading back to Sanctuary.

When he had ended the contact, he lay there in the straw for perhaps a quarter hour nore, first
runni ng through a fatigue-bani shing spell and then consi dering whether he ought to attenpt a
second contact now with Joram or whoever was on duty in the council chanber. After reflection
sensing that he was not yet fully restored, he decided that it was wi sest first to put nore
di stance between hinsel f and what ever soldiers mght be out |ooking for an aged priest naned
Donat us, who had heard the king' s |ast confession

Descending fromthe hayloft, he retrieved the little donkey and nmade his way w thout incident
back to the farmer's barn where he had left the brown mare. This tinme, besides exchangi ng nounts
again, he left a gold coin in conpensation for a set of the farmer's cl othes and anot her quick
nmeal , and by dusk was riding at speed through the forest tracts that would | ead himback to
Caerrorie in a few days' tine.

He woul d stop again in a few hours, to attenpt the call to Joram but for now he could only
ride, focused on his intent that the day's events should bring success in the end, praying that
their efforts would be enough, praying for the young king who lay dead at Saint Ostrythe's, and
praying for the far younger little king who | ay somewhere in Rhemuth, as yet oblivious to the
wei ght of the crown which this day had passed to himall unknow ng.

chapter twenty-eight

A w cked nessenger falleth into mschief; but a faithful anmbassador is health.
—Proverbs 13:17

Whil e the new king of Gwnedd slept in Rhenuth Castle, as unaware as those around himthat his
destiny was upon him—and in four-year-old innocence, unlikely to conprehend his new estate, even
had he known—ene set as a guardian of his welfare noved unobtrusively anong the nmen dining noisily
in the castle's great hall, filling wi ne gobl ets when needed and | ooki ng for a young kni ght she
had never seen before.

Rhysel had received word that he was conming two days before, passed fromJesse to Joram and
then to her. H s name was Sir Robert Ainslie, and what he carried was of inestimable value to the
future of the Hal dane line. That the king had nmanaged not only to draw up a codicil to his will,
nam ng regents of his own choosing, but also to snuggle it out fromunder the great |ords' noses,
was no nmean feat. It was already common gossip around the castle that Lord Al bertus had been
killed while on the campaign in Eastmarch, with Father Paulin so badly injured that he was not
expected to live.

What was not common gossip was the way Al bertus and Paulin had nmet their fates. Rhysel knew,
because Joram had passed on what was picked up fromthe link they had set in Dimtri. She was sure
that Hubert and the other great lords al so knew—er thought they did. Rhysel still could hardly
believe that the king really had energed unscat hed and unsuspected fromthe incident. She had told
t he queen of none of this, just as she had kept back the extent of the king' s recent injury,

t hough she now feared the latter to be rather nore severe than first thought.

Nei t her had she yet told the queen of the nessenger she now awaited, nor of what the man
carried. There was tinme enough for that, once Rhysel had it in her hands. As she had | ast night
and the previous one, as the officers protecting Rhemuth gathered at the long trestle tables for
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the evening neal, she lightly scanned each new man who cane into the hall whose face was not
already fanmiliar to her. Though she knew the nessenger's nane and that he must be reasonably
young, her sources had been able to tell her nothing of his physical appearance. She hoped his
arrival would not cause soneone to wonder why he had returned prematurely fromthe canpaign with
t he ki ng.

Wien she finally caught his trace, she realized she need not have worried. H s appearance would
never turn heads, even in court attire. He was not unattractive; sinmply not nenorable. He was
stocky and nearly a head shorter than nost of the other men in the hall, soberly clad in
nondescri pt brown riding leathers, and only his gilded spurs and the dingy white belt supporting a
good but plain sword declared his knightly rank—yet another anonynous young kni ght perhaps cone to
Court to seek royal service. He had halted uncertainly just inside the doorway, |ooking tired and
alittleirritable as he pulled off a | eather cap and swept a watery blue gaze across the hall,
obvi ously | ooking for soneone, one hand riffling idly through curly brown hair that was starting
to thin on top.

Changi ng her pitcher for a fuller one, Rhysel took up an enpty goblet and began casually
wor ki ng her way toward him changing direction as he started to nake his way slowy along the row
of wi ndow enbrasures that overl ooked the gardens. By the tine she drew near to him he had found a
pl ace at the end of one of the long tables and had sunk down wearily on one of the benches. She
gave hima friendly smle as she filled the goblet and set it before himwith a curtsey and
managed to brush his hand with hers as she withdrew, confirmng that he was, indeed, Sir Robert
Ainslie.

"You | ook thirsty, ny lord," she said coyly, refilling the cups of several of the other nen
seated around him "Have you ridden far today?"

"Not so far as | would ride tonight," he said with a grin, taking appreciative nmeasure of her
with his eyes as he lifted his cup in salute and then took a heal thy quaff.

Ri bal d hoots of approval surrounded them as he set it down, still grinning, and swept her onto
his knee to bend her in a lusty kiss. Gving only token struggle, she let himenjoy it—for she had
put the notion in his mnd—and used the opportunity to probe him The m ssive was inside his
tunic. That confirmed, she set instructions for a |ater rendezvous and a present w thdrawal. Young
Robert surfaced fromthe kiss flushed and ardent, blue eyes snoul dering, but he | et her go without
protest as she disentangl ed herself good-naturedly fromhis enbrace and recl ai mred her pitcher.

"A notable introduction, sir knight, but you needs nust feed your weary body before indul gi ng
other appetites,” she said, lightly laughing as she beckoned to a serving squire with a ful
platter of roast pork. "At |east Rhemuth can sl eep easy, knowi ng she has such lusty knights
def endi ng her."

He grinned and made another grab in her direction, kissing his hand to her when she deftly
avoi ded him and was grinning still as he helped hinself to food and began wolfing it down,
interspersed with banter with his fell ows.

She slipped out of the hall as soon after that as she could and nmade her way to the chape
royal to wait for him It was one of the few public places in the castle where both of them m ght
be seen wi thout causing comment and where some degree of privacy mght be hoped for or at |east
arranged. An old soldier and one of the elderly |aundresses were praying in the chapel, so after
lighting a votive candl e and kneeling for a brief prayer of her own, Rhysel went back outside to
lurk in the shadows.

He cane half an hour later, a trifle |less steady on his feet than he had been, but alert and
pur poseful as he spotted her beckoning gesture and cane to join her inthe little vestibule past
the chapel doors. H's blue eyes were boyish-wi de and nystified, and she deci ded he was sonewhat
younger than she had first supposed, perhaps hardly ol der than herself.

"You have sonething for ne?" she whispered, as he took her hands.

"Aye, for the queen," he replied. "But how cane it that you spoke to me so openly in the hall?
| was told to be nobst wary."

It was not open at all, she whispered in his mnd, catching control before he could tense and
start to draw back in alarm | amDeryni in service to the king. You're in no danger. Gve ne what
you carry.

Wthout will to resist, he reached into the front of his tunic and produced the docunent,
folded to pal msize and sealed on the outside with the king's seal. Even as her fingers touched
it, the door to the chapel opened fromthe inside.

By the tinme the old soldier had enmerged, linping and | eaning heavily on a stick, Rhysel had
drawn her dazed acconplice into an enbrace to rival the one in the hall, the incrimnating
docunent pressed between their bodies as their |ips pressed together, his body shielding her face
fromthe soldier's gaze as she again linked her mnd deeply with his and bade himassist in the
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illusion they were creating for the old man's benefit. Robert was only human, but he adapted to
her instruction w thout hesitation or question, bending her back in the curve of one armin a
passi onate kiss while the other hand probed deep into her bodi ce—and al so secreted his docunent
t here.

A part of her mnd renmmi ned detached, keeping track of the benused sol dier who |inped past
smling, but she found her body responding to the young knight's kiss, as he to hers, and a part
of her mind as well. Her heart was pounding as she withdrew fromhim the danger now past, and she
rel axed her controls as she glanced up at him

"Forgive ne for that," she whispered. "I hope you understand why | had to let it happen.”

He took a deep breath and suppressed a little shudder as he nodded and reached into a pouch at
his belt, producing the king's signet ring, which he pressed into her hand with a |opsided grin

"I would give a great deal to be the man you really love," he nurnured. "You were in nmy mnd,
weren't you?"

As she arched an eyebrow at him slipping the king's ring onto her finger with the seal turned
i nward, he ventured a cautious nod.

"I"'mnot afraid,"” he whispered. "Lord Cathan taught nme that there's nothing to fear. Did you
Read all that you need to know?"

"There wasn't time or focus," she admitted. "May | do it now?"

He smiled with just a touch of irony. "Have | a choice?"

"I prefer to have pernission," she replied. "I'msorry | had to use you the way | did, but I
woul d do far nore than that to serve the king and his House. If it's any consolation to your
manhood, | rather enjoyed it, despite the sheer terror that the man was going to interfere.”

The irony of his smle turned slightly nore wistful. "That's sonething, then. |—suppose you
must bl ock my menory when you're done. | know you have to protect yourself."

"I do," she said softly, taking his face between her hands. "But | can | eave you the
pl easure—and keep ny own."

Her kiss took himgently into the prom sed forgetful ness, as she del ved deep and Read as much
as she could of Cathan's briefing when he handed over the docunent and of Robert's own
observati ons throughout the canpaign. She found himan honorable young man, both clever and ki nd,
loyal to his pledged word and faithful to his friends. Regarding his possible continuing
useful ness to the king's cause, she noted that his loyalty had been freely given, even before
Cathan set the mild conmpul sions of which he was capabl e.

She had no right to recruit himto active conspiracy when in this vulnerable state, but further
probi ng confirmed that he gladly woul d choose to serve, if given the chance. She resolved to give
hi mthat chance, well aware that she nmade her decision on personal grounds, as well as those of
expedi ency for the Hal dane cause, trusting her instincts. Leaving intact his nenories of what he
had done, both by choice and by constraint, she forbade himonly the forced discl osure of
information that might be harnful to the king; no torture might west it out of him

She gave himthen some know edge of herself and her mssion, though of that he could not speak
or even wite—the protection he hinmself had expected. But concerning what had passed between the
two of them she nade no adjustnents at all—-and allowed herself to drink deeply of his pleasure as
she withdrew fromcontrol but not fromthe kiss, letting himslowy bring it to an end in his own
good tine and pull back, gazing wonderingly into her hazel eyes.

"l have a thousand questions that | know there isn't tine to ask or answer now," he whi spered,
stroking trenbling fingertips down her cheek and across her lips. "Wien may | see you agai n?"

She swal | owed noisily, her head tipped back to neet his gaze.

"You should return to the king when you've slept,"” she whispered. "He needs friends nearby, and
"tis best the great |lords never learn that you were the bearer of this docunment." She lightly
touched her hand to her bodice, under which it rested. "The sooner you go, the |ess chance of
bei ng mi ssed by those with the king."

"For his sake, | will do it," Robert agreed. "But may | not , see you again before | go, even
briefly?"

"Arrange to be wal king in the garden tonorrow at nid-norning," she replied. "Over near the rose
arbors. | often walk there with the queen in the afternoons, but | will try to contrive a reason
for an earlier walk tomorrow. | will say that her H ghness w shes sone roses for her hair. But if,
by some chance, | have not cone by noon, you nmust go anyway."

He nodded, lifting her hands to his lips. "I will be there. God keep you."

"And you, " she whi spered.

He ki ssed her palns, then her lips, briefly and gently, then turned away and set out along the
corridor toward the great hall, too prudent to risk further danger, now that their farewells had
been said. She watched until he had di sappeared around a turn in the corridor, not once | ooking
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back, then retreated to the little cubby she shared with one of the other naids.

El speth was al ready asl eep, but Rhysel deepened that sleep before striking a light to the
little rushlight set on the tiny table on her side of the bed. It was too late to go to the queen
wi t hout arousing suspicion, but she could at |east confirmwhat the packet was alleged to contain,
before hiding it away. The signet she would give to the queen in the norning, as confirmation that
t he docunment had arrived.

Taki ng the packet from her bodi ce, she undressed down to her shift, extinguished the rushlight,
then lay down beside El speth and cl asped the packet between her two hands, closing her eyes and
drawi ng a deep breath to begin settling into trance. As she exhal ed, she visualized the staring
pattern known as An Suil-D a, the Eye of God, and |let her consciousness be drawn toward the center
of its nazelike convolutions, deepening her trance. Wen the centering was focused, she reached
out a tendril of questing to the nessage between her two hands and slowy read the words.

We, Rhys M chael Alister Hal dane, by the Grace of God King of Gwnedd, Lord of Meara, Moryn
and the Purple March, and Overlord of all the | ands of Khel dour, being of sound mnd and body, do
declare this to be an irrevocable Codicil to CQur Last WIIl and Testanent, and hereby renounce al
previous arrangenents that may conflict with this Codicil, and hereby set in place the follow ng
Provi si ons, which may not be changed or set aside save by unani nous assent of the parties herein
naned or their legal heirs, they being of age and legal mjority.

In the event of Qur death before the coming of age of Qur Son and Heir, the Prince Oaain Javan
Cinhil, or the conm ng of age of the Child now carried by Qur Queen, should the said Ownain die
before Qur second Child's majority, W do hereby appoint as Regents for the Kingdom of Gwnedd H s
G ace the Duke of O aibourne, also known as G aham MacEwan, and the Ri ght Honourabl e-the Earl of
Marl ey, Sighere son of Sighere, to serve jointly or separately, as may seemto them nost expedient
for the welfare of Qur Kingdom regardless of whatever other Regents may be appoi nted by
Instrunents signed by Us or said to be signed by Us. These appointnents shall be effective unti
such tine as our Heirs shall conme of age or until said Lords are replaced by their heirs of |egal
age, whether by resignation or death.

In that We repose full and unequivocal trust in the said Lords of C aibourne and Marl ey, W
hereby authorize and pardon any nmilitary acti on deened necessary by the said Lords to secure and
exercise their lawful authority as Regents for Qur Heirs.

G ven under Qur Hand and Seal this twenty-fourth day of June, being the Feast of Saint John the
Baptist, in the Year of Qur Lord N ne Hundred Twenty-Ei ght at our Castle of Lochalyn in the
Ear | dom of East march, Khel dour Province, wherefore the undersigned have this day publicly
reaffirmed their Caths of Fealty to Us, in further witness of their Fidelity to this Qur Sol emm
Decr ee.

(signed) Rhys R (his seal)

Agreed: O ai bourne (his seal)

Agreed: Marley (his seal)

Attest: Stacia, Countess of Eastmarch (her seal)
Attest: Fr. Derfel (+).

Rhysel let herself drift for a nonent when she had finished scanning, allow ng the inport to
sink in. As Joramhad told her, it was a brilliant document—-no guarantee that the great |ords
would not try to kill off C aibourne and Marley and thus elinminate the opposition, but certainly a
good incentive for themto keep the king alive as long as possible, to avoid having to deal with
t he problem

For to deny the Kheldour lords their just due was to risk civil war—a thing she did not think
the great lords would dare, given that their ranks had recently been reduced by the | oss of Udaut,
Al bertus, and Paulin. The great |ords probably would allow Ri chard Murdoch to continue in the
constabl e's post |left vacant by Udaut's death, since Richard had married Udaut's daughter; but
until the Custodes question was sorted out and stabilized and repl acenents for Al bertus and Paulin

had been confirmed on the royal council, she suspected the great |lords would tread very carefully,
i ndeed. And the docunent in her hands was a way of ensuring that they did.
Still hovering between trance and wakeful ness, Rhysel cupped her hands over it on her breast,

consi dering the hiding place she had already devised for it, then decided that before surfacing
she woul d first send through confirmation to Joramthat the docunment had arrived. It was the hour
when they m ght expect her sending, but to her surprise, a link not only was open but seeking,
with Joram hi nsel f pushing at the other end.

Wth both parties stretching for the contact, Jorams anplified probe swept into her nmind |Iike
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an aval anche, inparting his grimnews with a force that nearly nmade her cry out. Her confirmation
of the codicil's arrival was overwhel ned by the devastating news that it was already in effect,
that young Prince Omnain had already been king for nearly half a day. The king had died at an
obscure convent called Saint Gstrythe's, sonewhere between Sheel e and Ebor, already weakened from
his hand injury and then bled unto death by order of the Custodes Fidei, despite the fact that
Rhun, at least, had known of the codicil's existence and of the crisis that would | oom for him and
his fellow regents as soon as the king' s death becane known.

It changed everything. Despite Rhys Mchael's heroic effort to safeguard what he could for his
sons, his effort now would be tested in the forge of internal strife and possible civil war; and
if the shock of his death cost the queen the child she carried, young King Owai n Hal dane m ght
wel|l be the | ast Hal dane ki ng.

Rhysel kept herself focused for Joramis instructions, but her mind was nunb, the fragile
delight of her brief flirtation with Robert Ainslie all but blotted out in the greater urgency of
what she nust do for the queen. Wien Joram had withdrawn fromhis contact, |eaving her stunned and
bereft, she lay there for nearly an hour with tears running silently from her eyes and into her
hai r, hugging the now priceless codicil for confort and caressing the king's signet between her
fingers, nourning this new failure of their hopes and dreans.

Eventual |y she rose by the Iight of cautious handfire to secrete the docunment and the king's
si gnet underneath one of the floorboards, with a charmset to dispel any curiosity about the
possi bl e hiding place. She lay back down in darkness then, though it was a long tine before she
drifted into troubled sleep

chapter twenty-nine

For she is privy to the nysteries of the know edge of God, and a | over of his works.
—W sdom of Sol onon 8: 4

Rhysel went to the queen the next norning with sonme reluctance, for she did not relish the charade
she nust play, the deception she nust nmaintain. She had awakened to the | eaden knell of the
cathedral bells tolling down in the city, soon picked up and carried by the closer bells of Saint
Hlary's-Wthin-the-Walls and other |esser bells throughout the city. Though she knew that news of
the king's death coul d not have reached Rhenuth yet, apprehension was a choking lunp in her throat
until she could nake inquiries.

She was somewhat di smayed to learn that it was Archbishop Oriss who had died, sonetinme during
the early norning hours, for he had been the sole noderate sitting on the Royal Council and the
only one of its nmenbers not to have been actively involved in the nurder of King Javan six years
before. In theory, he would be replaced by a formal vote of the assenbl ed bishops, but in fact it
was Hubert, the Archbi shop-Primate, who woul d deternine Oriss' successor—and to Hubert's
advant age, rather than the advantage of the House of Hal dane. The one positive aspect to the
entire matter was that the nere turnover of the office would further destabilize the existing
Council, already weakened by the | oss of Udaut, Al bertus, and Paulin.

But for now, as a dutiful nenber of the queen's household, she nust feign respectful regret for
t he archbi shop's passing, just as she nust pretend that she did not know of a far nore devastating
| oss farther north of here. She presented herself in the royal boudoir to find Mchael a oddly
pensive, wistfully fingering a little gold cross around her neck while Eithne, one of her naids,
| aced her into a gown of dull purple. Lady Estellan had chosen the gown as a mark of respect for
Archbi shop Oriss, also laying out a seemy black veil and the sinplest of the queen's gold
circlets; but as Rhysel set about the usual norning ritual of brushing and arranging the roya
tresses, she realized that the queen's subdued nood was caused not by regret over an archbi shop's
passi ng but by growi ng concern for her husband' s safety.

And Rhysel dared do nothing to reassure her on that account, for the truth nust be avoi ded for
yet a little while, and offering any fal se hope would be cruel. To lighten the i medi ate
at nosphere, and also to set the stage for covering any outward reaction to the nore wel cone news
she brought, Rhysel gradually shifted their casual chitchat to a shyly offered description of the
young kni ght who had paid her court in the great hall the night before. It soon focused the
attention of all the ladies in the room eager for the gossip of little Liesel's new ronance, but
it al so provided ready cover for the queen's real relief when Rhysel silently confirmed that the
kni ght had delivered the codicil as well as a kiss. Supposed shyness about inparting too much
detail about so delicate and new a flirtation also saved Rhysel frompossibly letting slip hints
of the nore dread news that had arrived later in the night.

Prot ocol denanded the attendance of the entire household at Mass that norning, out of respect
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for the archbishop. En route to the Chapel Royal, Rhysel contrived to press the king's ring into
M chael a's hand, biting her Iip at the glad surge of happiness that swelled the queen's breast as
she slipped it on her hand with the seal turned inward and cl asped her hands prayerfully around
it.

The Mass itself provided focus for Rhysel to set about the next of the tasks Joram had set her
the night before. Kneeling beside the queen, who soon |ost herself in renewed prayers for her
husband's safe return, his ring clasped between her hands, Rhysel offered up her own prayer for
the repose of the king's soul, then used the remainder of the service to gently insinuate new
controls in Mchaela's nind, set to danp her grief when the inevitable word canme that her bel oved
Rhysem was dead—for nothing nust interfere with the child she carried, now becone Heir
Presunptive of Gwnedd, even before his birth.

Afterward, when the queen returned to her solar for the norning' s unvarying session of
needl ework with her ladies, all unaware what her Deryni confidante had done, Rhysel betook herself
to the castle gardens, far toward the end by the great hall. There she set herself to cutting
flowers for the queen's bower, taking her tine, laying themone by one in a flat basket, being
careful to nove slowy and openly anong the garden's wi de paths. She had carried her basket into a
rose arbor and was admring a perfect bl oom of blood-crinson when Robert joined her, slipping his
arns around her wai st from behind and | eaning down to nuzzle the side of her neck

She stiffened and averted her face, ready to muffle his reaction if he could not, as she
whi spered, "Please, you nmustn't. | have ill news. The king is dead."

She felt himgo rigid as well and sensed the dull grief welling fromdeep inside himeven as he
hel d her nore tightly, burying his face agai nst her neck for confort now rather than passion

"H s hand?" he asked.

"Hi s physicians," she replied, turning in the circle of his arns to face him "O rather,
shoul d say his Custodes physicians. They bled him Robert. Four tinmes in less than a day and a
night, and far too much. Even once or tw ce woul d have been perilous, as weak as he had becone.
One of our people got to himbefore the end—a Heal er, even—but it was too late. He died yesterday
af t ernoon. ™

Robert swal | owed hard and held her to him She could feel his heart beating next to hers, but
she steeled her own will and nade herself extend light controls as she slid her arnms around his
wai st .

"You must go back as quickly as you can," she whispered. "The little king is safe enough for
now, but Lord Cathan nust be protected. He will be one of the queen's few sources of confort when
she learns of the king's death—but only if he can stay alive to do it. He knows this, but his
grief could make himrash. It also may not have occurred to himhow inportant his help will be in
ai ding the Kheldour lords to assert their rights as regents. You nust go to himand be his voice
of reason, if you can. I'Il set a message for him You will not know what you carry until he Reads
it fromyou. Are you bold enough to invite his touch?"

"To use his powers on nme?" Robert asked. "He did before, and you have done. If | was going to
be afraid of that, it's alittle late, isn't it?"

She drew back and smled sadly, setting her fingertips lightly on his cheeks. "My bold, brave

kni ght," she whispered. "How | wi sh we had net in | ess dangerous times. | like it not, to inpose
nmy will on one | would liefer have offer his aid."

"Dear lady, | gladly offer all | have and am" he breathed, "whether you are Deryni or no,
whet her or not you must inpose your will to help me do what will help our new young king. Do you

think I would scorn such assistance, knowing it will rmake ne stronger in his service? | amnot so
proud as to think I cannot be the nore effective tool, sinply because the aid you give ne is
beyond ny ability to do alone. If it is humanly possible, | will bring Lord Cathan back safely to
the queen. Tell her she nmay depend upon it." He frowned. "She doesn't know yet, does she?"

Rhysel shook her head. "No, and she nust not, until official word conmes, lest |I be discovered
It will also give me time to prepare her. |'ve begun that already. Nothing nust be allowed to
endanger the child she carries.”

"Aye, CGod forbid," he nurnured, bending to gently kiss her forehead.

She used the contact to inplant the nessage for Cathan, sent and set in the blink of an eye,
even as Robert pulled back to | ook at her in question

"You nust get to himsonmehow and give himopportunity to Read you," she nurnured. "I hope he
will know to attenpt it when he sees you have returned. There will be at |east one other anpbng
that company who can help you; he will make hinself known to you. Once Cathan has ny instructions,
sinmply do as he and the other bid you and try to bring both of you back safely. Both the queen and
| shall be waiting."

She kissed himthen, this time with no subterfuge or nmental augnentation, sinply letting
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herself nelt into his arns, feeling the sweet pleasure flooding through her body and his. It was
he who pulled back at last, trenbling with passion yet unleashed, to draw apart and only hold her
hands, | ooking searchingly into the gol den eyes and draw ng shaky breath.

"When | cone back, Rhysel Thuryn, | intend to ask for your hand in nmarriage," he whispered.
"Don't answer now, just think on it until | return. | don't care what you are; perhaps | |ove you
nore because of it. | do knowthat | |love you, as God is nmy witness. May He keep you safe."

Wth that, he was bending to kiss both her hands, then catching up the perfect red rose she had
laid in her basket just when he arrived. He took it with himas he receded down the path, not
| ooki ng back, and Rhysel sank to her knees to weep over her basket of roses, unable to watch him
go, wondering whether all their efforts would cone to naught. The codicil was even now in force,
but could the Khel dour |ords execute it?

The codicil to the king's will was about to becone of great interest to others in Rhermuth, though
they would not learn for some days that it was already in force. As Sir Robert Ainslie galloped
northward out of the city, a sedate ecclesiastical procession under Custodes escort was w ndi ng
its way back up to the castle after a noon Requi em Mass for the departed Archbi shop Oriss, whose
body now woul d |lie beneath the cathedral transept until his state funeral, two days hence.

Archbi shop Hubert had presided al ongsi de Rhermuth's Auxiliary Bishop, Alfred of Wodbourne, and now
gave bl essings fromthe scarlet-uphol stered sedan chair that had becone his habitual node of
transport in the last few years, as his bulk increased beyond the ability of any single horse to
carry himsecurely.

Six burly gentlemen bore himthis afternoon, all but engulfed by the vast black cope that swept
frombeneath a jeweled golden nmitre. His crozier was in his left hand, set in a socket along the
side of the sedan chair. A crucifer and two priests swi nging thuribles wal ked before him and Lord
Tammar on and Ri chard Murdoch rode to either side, both soberly clad in mourning like the rest. The
two pressed on ahead as the litter negotiated the |ast ascent through the castle gate, and as

Hubert alighted fromthe chair before the steps of the castle' s great hall, he was surprised to
see Tamaron already reading a mssive just handed over by a weary-|ooking courier in Rhun's
livery.

"I think we'd better go inside to discuss this," Tammaron said, giving Hubert an odd, strained
| ook as he folded the letter and slipped it into his gowmn. "It's from Rhun. It appears the king
may have taken the bit in his teeth in a totally different nmanner than we feared. Oh, and Paulin
has died."

When they were closeted in Tanmmaron's private study and Hubert had read the letter for the
third time, he tossed it onto the table and shook his head, anger l|ighting the china-blue eyes. He
had shed his mtre and cope and | ooned in the sober purple of his episcopal robes.

"It has to be a bluff,"” he said. "There's no way he coul d have executed a codicil to his wll.
And even if he did, it wouldn't stand up in court. Not one of our courts.”

"You've read Rhun's letter," Tamuaron said blandly. "He saw the draft copy. If it isn't a
bl uf f +f enough originals were executed and wi tnessed by enough peopl e—even one of our courts
woul d at | east have to give the matter consideration. And there's no doubt that the Khel dour |ords
woul d certainly push it as hard as they could. |I've always said it was a mistake to elininate Duke
Ewan fromthe last regency, and nowit's come back to haunt us. Sorry, Richard, but your father
was occasionally overzeal ous. "

Ri chard picked up the letter and scanned it again, ignoring the reference to his father

"We can force himto wite a new will when he gets back," he said. "W'd already begun drafting

the provisions to replace Albertus and Paulin in the list of future regents. We'll sinply nake
certain the wording is ironclad, superseding anything else he's ever signed."
Tammar on waved a hand dismissively. "That's understood. It still won't stop d ai bourne and

Marl ey from producing their docunents and trying to assert their rights."
As he sighed, Hubert was pulling a fresh piece of parchment toward hi mand taking pen in hand
"I"'msending for Father Secorim" he said, over the scratching of the pen on parchnment. "Oriss

deat h | eaves anot her gap on the Council that | want to fill as quickly as possible, certainly
before the king returns. | trust neither of you will object if | name Secorimas archbi shop-
designate? He'll have to be ratified by the bishops, of course, but they'll do as | comand. That

will put another man | can trust back on the Council right away."
Tammar on cocked his head quizzically. "Didn't you have himin mnd for Paulin's replacenent?”
"Yes, but if he were only vicar-general of the Custodes, he could be ousted; the Archbi shop of
Rhermuth can't. 1'll find another vicar-general: Lior, perhaps, or maybe Hallex, out at Arx Fidei
Meanwhile, this will give us another strong voice on the Council, to put pressure on the king when
he returns. Richard, give this to a courier, please."
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As Richard disappeared with the sunmons, Tammaron gave Hubert an uneasy gl ance.

"He's pulled a very shrewd nove, has our clever young king," he murrmured. "Even the threat of
such a docunent's existence ensures that we'll do our utnost to keep himalive. It cancels out all
our old threats until Owain conmes of age.”

Hubert picked up the offending letter once again and hefted it in his hand, the rosebud |ips
pursed in sour indignation

"It's a clever enough challenge, I'lIl grant you. But | think he'll find it isn't clever enough
by half. He thinks he's found the ideal threat, but it's worthless, so long as he's alive. And
while he's alive, he can be nmani pul ated. There are worse threats than death, for a king."

But the king had al ready passed beyond the threat of death. The military caval cade that had borne
himailing to Saint Ostrythe's Convent two days before left it that norning as a funeral cortege,
silent save for the creak of leather and the jingle of harness and the quiet whuffling of fresh
steeds eager for the day's journey. Custodes nonks nounted on black horses |ed the procession, one
bearing a processional cross and the other the king's banner, the latter drabbed by bl ack
streanmers drooping fromits staff.

The king's body, now coffined in oak and covered with a rich funeral pall, traveled in a litter
borne by two bl ack horses and escorted by a score of black-clad Custodes knights. Atop the black
damask and velvet of the pall had been fastened the king's sword and the golden circlet he had
worn upon his helmet. The king's earl marshal and vice-marshal rode to either side of the coffin
as a particular guard of honor, both in borrowed black Custodes mantles despite the rising heat of
t he day.

Sir Cathan Drummond, the dead king's brother-in-law, rode farther back in the cortege, hollow
eyed and | ooking very pale. There was reason for that besides his grief, for he had clawed his way
from drugged sleep that norning to find that he had been bl ed during the night—probably not enough
to endanger health, for they preferred to keep himalive for Mka's sake, but certainly enough to
weaken hi m appreciably. The other bed in the tiny roomhad been slept in-by Fulk, he supposed—and
a dried snear of blood on the sheet suggested that he, too, had been bl ed.

The threat did not need further elucidation. Cearly, even the possibility of resistance was
not to be allowed. Even as Cathan had considered this grimdevel opnent, fingering the bandage on
his bare armand trying to shake off a beastly headache, Stevanus had come into the little room
with a nonk Cathan did not recognize, who silently exanmi ned the armand then remained until the
pati ent had drunk down every drop of the cup he had brought. It |ooked and snelled |ike ordinary
norni ng ale, perhaps a bit better than nost, but there was an undertaste to it that Cathan did not
dare to question. Once the nmonk had | eft, he rounded on Stevanus in near panic.

"What was that?" he demanded. "What does this nean?" He indicated his bandaged arm "And where
i s Ful k?"

"You' d better dress while we talk,"” Stevanus said quietly, drawing the pile of Cathan's
di scarded clothes to himand sitting on the edge of the bed.

Wearily he related how Ful k had al ready been renoved fromthe tenptation to speak of what he
had wi tnessed in the king's death chanmber—+ousted from bed at daybreak and posted off to Cassan
wit hout so much as a by-your-1leave, in custody of two Custodes officers and half a dozen Cul di

archers, to enter house arrest at his brother's court until it was certain he could hold his
t ongue.
"As for you," he went on, "that was your new physician, Brother Enbert. The al e he gave you was

| aced with rather a stronger dose of what the regents used to give Alroy to keep himtractable.
I'"mafraid you can expect the same every norning. Enbert's also the one who bled you, on Manfred's
orders. | don't think they'll do it again soon—they've nade their point abundantly cl ear—but you'd
better be very, very careful. Rhun didn't try to stop it. | hardly need renind you that he's
wanted to see you dead for a very long tinme. The only thing saving you for nowis that he and
Manfred both know they'll have to answer to Archbi shop Hubert if you die and then the queen | oses
the new baby. If Hubert had been along on this expedition, things m ght have gone very
differently. He's a very pragmatic individual."

"He's a murderer like the rest of them" Cathan nurnured, pulling on his boots, though he kept
his voice | ow.

St evanus heaved a disconsolate sigh. "lI've cone to see that. | can't but think the entire
Cust odes Order nust be tainted as well, though I didn't want to believe it at first. | thought I
had a true vocation, that the Order had inportant work to do. | even thought | was doing the right
thing when | hel ped stage the king's 'abduction' while he was still prince. And | was very good at
what | did.

"But it was all a lie," he continued, handing Cathan the tunic to his riding | eathers. "The
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entire focus of the Custodes Fidei is and al ways has been a cover for gaining secular power. | |ay
nmost of the blame for that on Paulin and Al bertus, but | have little hope that their successors
will be any better."

Cat han pulled on the | eather tunic over his head, wincing at the twinge on his sore arm and
began doing up the front |aces.

"You said this Brother Enbert is to be nmy new physician. Does that nean you're being sent away,
too, like Ful k?"

Stevanus gl anced at his feet, nodding dismally. "Wuld that it were so benign. No one will dare
to slay Earl Tammaron's son. |'m-erdered to go to the abbey at Ranpbs tonorrow, when we pass
nearby. Father Lior has called it a '"retreat,' to refocus nyself after the strain of what |'ve
been t hrough. He's ny superior in the Order, so | have no choice but to go. But it's the harshest
of the Custodes houses. God al one knows whether | shall ever |eave there, save in a coffin |ike
the king." He | ooked up uncertainly. "Can you forgive nme for what they made nme do to hin®"

"You were never |like them" Cathan assured him bendi ng unconfortably to buckle on his spurs.
"And you tried to serve himfaithfully, in the end."

"Aye, but too little and too late."

"For him perhaps, but not for the Hal dane |ine, pray God."

"I do—and shall," Stevanus whispered. "And for you, ny lord."

Sayi ng nothing, Cathan tried to put on a brave face for Stevanus as he stood to buckle on his
sword, a little surprised that he had been allowed to retain his weapons—though what harm he coul d
do with themnow, with the king already dead, God al one knew. To his dismay, his knees went weak
and his vision blurred, and he had to catch his balance on the battle surgeon's armuntil a wave
of vertigo had passed.

"Li ght-headed," he murnured. "lIs that fromthe drug or the bl oodl etting?"
"Alittle of both, | expect. If you can exaggerate the effects, pretend to be nore affected
than you are, there's a chance they'll decrease the nmedication after a day or two. | w sh there

were something | could do to help, but—= He shrugged and sighed, apparently resigned to his fate.
"Do you think you'll be able to manage a horse?"

Cat han gave a weak snort. "I'msure |I'll have ninders to keep an eye on ne. You don't really
think they'd let ne fall off, do you?" H's tone nmade it no question at all

One of his nminders turned out to be Gallard de Breffni, though he hardly cared who rode to
either side of himthat first nmorning. Merely staying on his horse occupied the greater part of
his conscious effort until well past noon, and he had no need to exaggerate anything. It was not

until late afternoon that his brain had cleared sufficiently for himto string together nore than
two thoughts wi thout getting lost in his own chains of logic, and by then he was too physically
exhausted to do nore than fall into bed after picking wearily at an ill-cooked neal.

H s observations over the next few days were not reassuring. Though his ninders becane |ess
attentive, once convinced of his disinclination to do anything besides try to stay nounted,
Gallard de Breffni's presence at his side was a constant rem nder of the story Rhysem had told him
of his kidnapping, a few nonths before Javan's nurder, when the treacherous Gallard had posed as
one of the prince's captors and Rhysem hi nsel f had been swept along simlarly hel pl ess and drug-
bl urred and weakened. He thought they did ease back on his nedication after the first day, but he
continued to feign greater weakness than he actually felt, in hopes that he night begin to regain
sonme degree of control

But al ways with himwas the awareness that any untoward initiative on his part mght bring a
dose of merasha with a Deryni pricker rather than the gentler sedative Enbert had been giving him
He nearly wept that second norni ng when, just before m dday, he saw Stevanus and half a dozen
Cust odes set off on another road, headed eastward toward Ranps. He found hinself hating the
Custodes Fidei nmore with every passing hour

And ever before himwas the fear, the uncertainty, both for his personal safety and for the
greater goal. He wondered whet her Robert Ainslie had made it safely to Rhenmuth and prayed that
M ka's copy of the codicil was now in safe hands.

For that matter, what of the even nore inportant copies in Kheldour? Did the holders even know
yet that the docunent nust already be exerci sed? Dom Queron had pronised to get word to their
allies at Lochalyn Castle, but could d aibourne and Marl ey act quickly enough?

Even as Cat han pondered these questions, Ansel and Tieg and an escort of four armed nmen rode under
the gate arch of Lochalyn Castle and asked for urgent audi ence with the hi ghest-ranking person in
charge. It was just on noon, and the castle yard seened nostly deserted, though a blacksnith was
hanmering away in his forge, over by the stable yard, al ongside several arnorers repairing
weapons. Stacia came down to see them presently, a wol fhound pressing agai nst her apron and tweed
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skirts, the glorious red hair bound under a linen kerchief. She blanched as she recogni zed young
Ti eg.

"May we speak with you in private, |ady?" Ansel nurnured

She summopned Fat her Derfel as soon as she heard the bare gist of their news, and by
m daft ernoon they had been joined in the solar by Graham Sighere, and Corban, recalled fromtheir
patrolling of the surrounding area.

"Damm the bluidy ot o' them " Sighere blurted, slanming a beefy hand agai nst the table when
Ansel had given them a sketchy account of the king's death and touched anew on the inplications.
"That puir lad. An' they' re apt tae cut us right out if we dinnae act quickly."

"Can you act this quickly?" Ansel asked. "Is the border secure enough to pull troops just now?"

"Cch, aye," Grahamreplied. "There hasnae been a peep fra Torenth this week gone, nae signh o
Marek. Besides, we willnae need ta tak nmany. No nore'n a score, or we cannae travel fast enou'.
Corban, kin ye spare us those?"

Cor ban nodded. "Aye, the fewer gone, the fewer missed. It's coverin' yer and Sighere's absence
I"mthinking will be chancy. Ye dinnae want the bluidy Custodes houndin' ye back tae Rhenuth tae
mak |ife more difficult.”

"God forbid!'" Tieg breathed. "Can you create sone kind of diversion?"

"Aye, it can be done," Sighere said. "W'I|l send the Custodes north wi' Del acroi x, tae check
out the pass through the Arranal, an' the levies fra Caerrorie an' Sheele can be dispersed locally
tae guard the pass here."

Cor ban nodded his agreenent. "Just ane favor |'d ask: Could ye nebbe figure a way tae clap the
Caerrorie commander in irons? He's Manfred Maclnnis' son, ye know. | woul dnae feel safe wi' one o
that tribe left in any position of authority while ye hare off tae Rhenmuth."

"I think sonething can be arranged," Ansel said grimy. "1'd al so suggest that you try to keep
news of the king's death fromleaking out until we're well away. | suspect that officia
notification will be delayed for sone time, since Rhun and Manfred know about the codicil, but it
will reach here eventually. \Wat are Maclnnis' officers |ike? Anyone who can be trusted?”

Si ghere shrugged. "I coul dnae say. He's keen on discipline, though. 'Tis probably best tae

pretend he's goin' with us, an' nebbe forge sone orders tae cover his absence."
Ti eg chuckled. "No need to forge anything, nmy lord. If you'll get himhere, | believe | can

safely assure you that Lord Iver Maclnnis will wite a brilliant set of orders to cover whatever
we'd like. | don't ordinarily condone tanmpering with a person's free will, but in this case, |'ll
be pl eased to make an exception.”

"I think I can inmprove on that idea," Ansel said. "We'll send Iver Maclnnis and the Custodes

commander north to do sonme reconnoitering-—-after both commanders have witten i npeccable orders to
cover their maneuvers. That will also delay themfinding out about the king, and give us a few
nore days' lead time. If we succeed in Rhenuth, it will be right away or not at all."

"About Rhemut h," G ahamventured. "D ye really think we can pull this off w' only twenty men?"

Ansel smled. "We'll be nore than twenty by the tine we reach Rhemuth."

As he outlined the rest of their plan, hastily reworked fromthe original scenario for year's
end, Sighere | aughed aloud in sheer delight, his bristling red hair and beard giving hima | ook of
vul pi ne cunning. Stacia, too, was snmiling and nodding, as Ansel started drafting the brief sets of
orders that would be necessary to get Iver and Joshua out of Lochal yn.

By nightfall, following a flurry of activity in the several hours preceding, Lord Iver Mclnnis
and Lord Joshua Del acroix led out fully half the royal troops still based at Lochal yn, headi ng
northward on a special recce to scout the next pass northward. The remaining royal troops were
left in Corban Howell's capabl e hands.

Shortly after their departure, a rather smaller, nore lightly nounted band headed south, |ed by
the Duke of C ai bourne and the Earl of Mrley and including two new cone borderers and a m ddl e-
aged priest nounted somewhat precariously on a snooth-gaited rouncy. The new Earl of Eastmarch
rode with themas far as the canp, his lady watching fromthe castle ranparts. \Wen the riders had
di sappeared into the dusk, the countess retired to the castle chapel to offer prayers for the
success of their mssion, and a special nother's prayer for the little boy in Rhenmuth who now was
ki ng.

chapter thirty

And t hrough covetousness shall they with fei gned words make nerchandi se of you
—+1 Peter 2:3

It was on the norning of the next day, the royal party's third day out from Saint Ostrythe's and
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the fourth since the king's death, that Cathan Drunmmond at | ast was able to seize sone snall hope
concerning his situation. The arny had canped the previous night in a field half a day's ride
south and west of Ranps, close along the banks of the Eirian. Wspy fog still clung to the ground,
risen up fromthe river during the night, as his mnders escorted himto his nount. Just as
Gallard was giving hima |l eg up, Cathan spotted Robert Ainslie not far away, |eading up a saddl ed
horse for his father

The exertion required to nount nade Cathan |ight-headed, so that he had to hold tight to his
horse's mane for a few seconds until his vision steadi ed. When he coul d | ook around agai n, Robert
was gone

Though he knew his mind was at its nuzziest early in the norning, right after taking Brother
Enbert's potion, he was sure it was Robert he had seen. But Enbert's drug al so made hi muncertain
whet her the young kni ght had returned fromhis nission or sinply had betrayed Cathan and the king
and never gone. He put but little stock in the compul sions he had tried to set, for he knew his
own shortcomnmings as a Deryni, but he hoped he had not nisjudged Robert that badly. Beyond t hinking
was the possibility that Robert had gone right to Rhun and Manfred and given themthe
codi ci | +hough he could not inagine his owm |ife would have been spared, if that had been the
case.

Al'l day, as they rode along, he tried to figure out a way to speak with Robert. The prospects
seermed slim for Gallard or the other man, a knight naned C oyce de C arendon, were always beside
him maintaining the illusion of benign regard but ready to intervene if he put one foot wong.

It nust be sonething subtle, then—er as subtle as Cathan could manage, with his thinking fogged
and his physical reflexes slowed, though at |east they had not bled himagain. He decided that if
Robert had been to Rhenuth and returned—as was nost |ikely, when Cathan was not feeling
par anoi d—he probably had delivered the nissive through Rhysel. And if the Deryni Rhysel had been
the contact, there was a fair chance that she had set some return nessage in Robert's nmind for
Cat han' s readi ng—per haps instructions and gui dance, though she probably woul d not have known yet
of Rhysem s deat h.

But how to gain access to the young knight? Since Robert was not Deryni, and Cathan only a very
weak one, even when in full command of his faculties, he could only Read such a nmessage through
physi cal contact. But how was Robert going to get past Cathan's ever-vigilant mninders?

Cat han deci ded he was going to have to create his own opportunity and trust that Robert woul d
recogni ze it and follow through. He watched for his chance all through the afternoon, the while
continuing to feign listlessness and fatigue and even nodding off in the saddle, but he did not
once even see Robert again. Not until they were splashing through the sandy shallows of a wide
ford across the Eirian, approaching the Custodes House that was their destination for the night,
did a ghost of a chance present itself.

It was not much of an opportunity, and if Robert was not trying to get to him it was not going
to work, but it was worth a try. The day was warm a dunking woul d do no harm

For Robert and anot her young kni ght were spurring casually forward along the line to nake some
inquiry of an officer just beyond Cathan, who was already turning in his saddle in response to
Robert's hail. Cathan waited until the two were nearly abreast of himand his mnders, sl unped
heavy-lidded in his saddl e—and |l et hinmself topple soundlessly over the side closer to the pair
whi ch was al so the side away from Gallard, who was nore likely to be alert than d oyce.

Gal  ard gave a shout as Cathan tunbled, but it was too late for Cloyce de C arendon to catch
him The startled Custodes kni ght caught enough of a handful of tunic to slow his charge's fall
but keepi ng hold woul d have dragged hi moff, too, and Cathan was already hitting the water.

Cathan started flailing weakly as he briefly sank beneath the surface, glad he was only wearing
riding |l eathers and the water was only knee-deep on the horses. To his relief, Robert Ainslie was
of f his horse and dragging his head above the water before he could even worry about being stepped
on or kicked or possibly drowned.

"Easy, ny lord," Robert nmurmured, as Cathan struggled to a sitting position with his help and
started coughing, affecting groggi ness and disorientation. In that same instant, Cathan had al npst
the inpression that Robert hinself, who was not Deryni, had willed himto Read. The nessage cane
through in a burst of crystal clarity—+eassurance from Rhysel and tight-focused instructions that
he woul d have to exanmine later, when Gallard de Breffni stopped yanking hi mout of Robert's grasp

"I"'ve got him" Gallard snapped, as Cathan nurnured, "Sorry, | nodded off." "Leave himto ne.
He hasn't been sl eeping well since the king's death. Just hel p get himback on his horse.™

Apparently taking Gallard at his word, as Cathan continued to nmurmur enbarrassed protestations
of apol ogy, Robert gave a hand getting the queen's brother back up onto his nount. The further
contact gave Cathan opportunity to send the gist of what had been done to himwhile Robert was
away. Both conpassion and determ nati on showed on the young knight's face as he handed up the
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reins, but he turned away and sprang back onto his own horse without a word as Gallard al so
r enount ed.

Despite the nildness of the sunmer evening, Cathan could feel hinself starting to shiver, as
much fromafter-reaction as fromany real chill, and he gratefully drew close the dry cloak C oyce
| aid around his shoulders. His leathers were already getting clamy. As they carried on toward the
abbey gates ahead, he wondered whether he could get out of the usual vigil beside Rhysenmis coffin
that night. He thought Rhysem would not nmind; and with his nmedication nostly worn off, he was not
certain he could contain his relief at the news Robert had given him

That the codicil was delivered was greatly reassuring; that the Khel dour |Iords were on their
way was news nore wel cone yet. And that at |east one further ally was already with the royal party
was nost personally reassuring of all.

Later that evening, when duties at last released him Sir Robert Ainslie casually nade his way to
the tent of a handful of borderers who had joined his father's party a few days before his
arrival. Their |eader had sought himout that norning and given himnew instructions.

"I was wondering when you'd get here," Jesse MacG egor said, beckoning Robert across the bodies
of several sleeping nen to a space beside the stool where he was sitting, cleaning a boot by
lantern-light. "I"'mglad it wasn't cold. | take it you did make contact?"

"Aye."

"All right, sit yourself down and let's see whether he was able to send anythi ng back. The
others won't stir."

He set the boot aside as Robert settled gingerly, patting his knee to invite the younger man to
| ean against it. As strong hands drew Robert back, thunbs slipping upward into the curly brown
hair, tinme seemed to pause. Wien Robert next becane aware of anything, the Deryni was breathing
out a long sigh, his hands kneading gently once at his tight shoul der nuscles and then rel easing
him Robert felt revitalized, though he knew he woul d sl eep heavily when he shortly sought his
bedrol | .

"You did that very well,"’
t hr ough. "

Robert nodded. "I was surprised at that nyself."

"He's alive, though, and that's what's nost inmportant for now," Jesse whispered, shifting his
gaze into the lantern flanme. "W'Il be in Rhemuth in a few nore days, and God willing, the
Khel dour lords will be there shortly after that. Once that happens, | have a feeling things are
going to nove very quickly indeed, for better or for worse." He glanced at Robert. "Are you
af rai d?"

"I"d be mad not to be," Robert admitted, nodding. "But that isn't going to stop nme from doing
what rnust be done.™

Jesse smled. "Good man. You' ve been nore help than you know. For now, stay close and watch for
any chance to gain sone kind of regular access to Cathan. |I'Il et you know what happens next.
You'd better go and sl eep now, though."

Wien the younger man had gone, Jesse extinguished the lantern and |ay back on his pallet, soon
inmparting his night's report to Joram who was waiting to add this nost current ' piece of the
puzzle to the master picture building in a Mchaeline war room deep within the stronghold that
had housed himand his renegade band of Deryni for nearly a decade now.

You can't get to Cathan yoursel f? Joram asked.

| don't see how But at least | think we'll get himto Rhenuth alive. What's the word on the
Khel dour | ords?

On their way, cane the answer. They shouldn't be nore than two or three days behind you

Jesse nmurnured. "He did his part very well, despite what he's been

In Rhemuth, at that sane hour, what renai ned of Gwnedd's royal council was about to receive the
| atest news to arrive fromthe returning expeditionary force. Archbi shop Hubert had been dining
privately with Tanmaron, Richard, and Secorimin the w thdrawi ng room behind the dais of the great
hall. Earlier, Hubert had presided at Archbishop Oriss' funeral rites, with all the Court in
attendance—an affair that stretched well into the afternoon, by the tine they laid Oriss' body to
rest with his predecessors' in the episcopal crypt beneath the high altar

As they lingered over wine and sweetneats, rehashing the significance of the day's events,
Tanmaron and Richard still wore the deep nourning of earlier in the day; Secorimwas always clad
in funereal Custodes black, and Hubert had put aside the usual robes of his rank in favor of a
pl ai n bl ack cassock, retaining episcopal purple only in the broad cincture bound around his anple
girth—and in the episcopal ring and the amethysts studding the jewel ed pectoral cross suspended at
hi s breast.
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One pudgy hand darted to that cross as a guard adnmitted a haggard-1 ooki ng nmessenger wearing
Culdi livery-Sir Rondel, Lord Manfred's own principal aide. Rondel pulled off his gloves as he
came to kneel and kiss Hubert's ring and renai ned kneeling and with head bowed until the door had
cl osed behind him Hubert saw that his hands were shaking.

"I's ny brother dead?" Hubert asked quietly.

Rondel shook his head, only then daring to | ook up

"No, your Grace. Lord Manfred is well. |—+egret to informyou that the king has died—=

"What ?"

"When? \WWhere?"

"Let himfinish!" Hubert snapped, holding up a hand for their silence. "Qut with it, nman. How
cane this to be?"

"At—at Saint Ostrythe's Convent, near Ebor, sone three days ago," Rondel stanmered, daring to
| ook up. "He took a raging fever. H s—hand becane badly infected and had to be amput at ed.
Unfortunately, he did not survive the surgery.”

The stunned buzz of their comrent died away as Hubert slowy crossed hinself, his rosy face
gone ashen, the tiny lips trenbling.

"You-have further details of this?" he whispered, after a few seconds.

"I do, your Grace." He got to his feet, his conposure returning. "M ght | suggest, however,
that this conpany first retire to the council chanber?" He touched a hand to his breast. "I have
further information to convey to your Lordships, but ny Lord Manfred suggested that its sensitive
nature recomrends the utnost in discretion.”

Stunned to silence by his inplications and the stark unexpectedness of his news, they retired
i Mmediately to the nore secure council chanber, ordered by Hubert to say nothing en route. Secorim
set Custodes guards outside the double doors as servants |it candles and torches in the room and
then departed. As they took their customary places around the Iong table, Hubert and Secori m on
one side, Tammaron and Richard on the other, Hubert reflected that there were not nearly enough of
them-especially not if, as the king had threatened, there really was a codicil that broke his nost
recent will and named Khel dour appointees to what had just becone a council of regency.

But not everyone at the table knew about the codicil—Secorimdid not—and until Hubert knew the
circunstances of the king's death, he was not going to raise the issue. By the light of a
candel abrum set at the end of the table where they huddl ed, he held out his hand to Sir Rondel
seated in Manfred's customary spot three places to the right. Inpassive and silent, Rondel passed
a seal ed packet across Father Secorim directly to Hubert. Hubert broke the seals and scanned over
the text—-witten in Manfred's crabbed hand but al so signed and seal ed by Rhun—then passed it over
to Tammaron, who pul |l ed the candel abrum cl oser and began to read al oud.

" "Manfred Maclnnis unto his brother and Father in God, Hubert, Archbishop of Val oret and
Primate of All OGwnedd; and al so unto Earl Tammaron Fitz-Arthur, Chancellor of Gwnedd, and
Ri chard Murdoch, Acting Constable, Geetings.' "

Not having read Scrins nanme anong the addressees, Tanmaron gl anced at Hubert, who gestured
with a hand for himto continue

"'l regret to report the death this afternoon of our sovereign lord, King Rhys M chael Alister
Hal dane, who succunbed to his injuries at about the hour of three after an illness bravely fought.
H s H ghness had received the final sacranents and di ed peacefully, his weakened body bei ng unable
to survive necessary surgery.

" "His Hi ghness' body "will be brought back to Rhermuth by stages, departing Saint GCstrythe's
Convent tonmorrow norning. W estinmate arrival in Rhermuth on or about the third of July. Oning to
the season, | recommend a short lying-in-state, with funeral to follow on the fifth of July.

" '"Gven at Saint GCstrythe's Convent, this twenty-eighth day of June, in the Year of Qur Lord
Ni ne Hundred Twenty-Ei ght, under our hands and seals: Manfred, Vice-Mrshal and Regent; Rhun, Earl
Marshal and Regent.' "

Tammar on | ooked up when he had finished reading, glancing at Hubert and then back at Rondel

"I had hoped for nore detail,"” he said a little pettishly. "Sir Rondel, would you be so good as
to el uci date?"

Rondel |owered his eyes. "I have been told to be brutally frank, my lords. You are aware of the
al l eged codicil to the king's will?"

As Tammaron and Ri chard nodded, Hubert said to Secorim "The king claims to have witten a
codicil to his will while in Eastmarch, appointing the Duke of O ai bourne and the Earl of Marley
as regents in the event of his death. Several copies, duly signed and witnessed, are said to
exist. Sir Rondel, aml to take it fromyour coment that you do not believe there ever was a
codicil?"

Rondel net Hubert's gaze coolly, not flinching.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%?20Bastard%20Prince.txt (155 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:39 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

"I do not, your Grace. What is nore, ny Lord Manfred does not believe it exists."

"But Rhun believes it exists," Tammaron said.

"That's as nay be." Rondel |ooked decidedly unconfortable. "My lord, | ambound to tell you
this, because ny Lord Rhun will tell you anyway, when he and Lord Manfred reach Rhenuth. There was
a—di fference of opinion in the choice of treatnent for the king's injury. Before even |eaving
Lochal yn Castle, he devel oped a heavy fever. Master Stevanus, the battle surgeon attending the
king, had allowed the use of a Deryni drug to reduce it, given by the chatel aine of Lochalyn, but
the infirmarian at Saint Cassian's withdrew the Deryni drug and recomrended cautery and bl eedi ng
to release the evil hunours, both of which the king refused. That was when he informed Lord Rhun
of the existence of the so-called codicil."

"Are you suggesting that the king invented this story to avoid receiving unpl easant but
necessary treatment?" Hubert asked.

Rondel inclined his head. "So your brother believed, your Gace. He was al so furious that the
king woul d dare to use the threat of a codicil to defy hinself and Lord Rhun. When the king's
condition continued to deteriorate, Lord Manfred decided to allow the bl oodl etting reconmended by
Br ot her Polidorus. The official story—which will be borne out by the condition of the body—s that
the king's hand had to be anputated, and he did not survive this surgery."

"And what is the true story?" Tanmaron whi spered, suddenly gone white.

Rondel swal | owed and | ooked very uneasy. "If you later confront nme on this, my lord, | wll
deny | ever said it. The king's fever had worsened to the point that convul sions halted our
journey. Brother Polidorus again recomended bleeding to release the ill hunours, and this tine

Lord Manfred allowed it."

"And did the king agree to this kind of treatnent?" Hubert asked sharply.

"I't was for his own good—

"Did he agree?" Hubert repeated. "Mre specifically, was force enpl oyed?"

Rondel flicked his gaze to his hands, clasped rigid on the table before him

"It was only really necessary the first time," he whispered. "The Custodes nen held him™"

"l see." Hubert studied the knight w thout blinking, glanced casually at the ashen-faced
Secorim then returned his gaze to Rondel

"Father Secorimis a priest of the Ordo Custodum Fidei, Sir Rondel. Are you aware of a Custodes
di scipline called m nution?"

Rondel swallowed. "I am your G ace."

"Then you are also aware that it is a very specialized formof bloodletting, with both physica
and spiritual benefits. Cccasionally, in very special cases, a formof mnution is adnmnistered in
lieu of the coup de grace. Isn't that right, R chard? Please tell Sir Rondel how your father
received the coup.”

"Lord Rhun and a Custodes surgeon opened his veins," Richard whispered, his eyes wi de and
frightened.

"Rondel , is that what happened to the king?" Hubert asked.

"It wasn't the coup,” Rondel whispered. 'They neant to release the ill hunoburs causing the
fever."

"And how many tinmes was the king bl ed?" Hubert persisted. "Do you know?"

"I was only present the first tine, your G ace."

"How many times?"

"F-four, | think."

"And over what period of tine?" Hubert said nore gently.

"Less than a day."

"I see. And after he eventually succunbed to this entirely benevolent treatnent, his hand was
cut off to support a nore acceptabl e nedical explanation."

"He was al ready very weak!" Rondel blurted. "Even if he hadn't been bled, he might not have
survived the surgery. It little matters now. "

"It matters if the story of the codicil is true!"” Hubert snapped. "And ny dear, inpulsive
brother dared to wager that it is not! Dear God, Manfred, you al ways were pi gheaded!"

"Your Grace, the king's defiance could not be tolerated!'" Rondel said. "Wat matters it if a
fatal bl ood | oss came before the anputati on of his hand rather than because of it? 'Twill be a new
regency now. "

"Pray God it will not be far newer than any of us bargained for," Tanmaron nmuttered. "Wy did
Rhun do nothing to stop this? He surely realized what Manfred really intended. Fromhis earlier
letter, 1'd have sworn he was convinced the codicil was real."

Rondel drew a deep breath and let it out. "The—ah—two gentlenen quarreled on this point, ny
lord. After the king's collapse, the Custodes physician again pressed for bleeding as the best
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course of treatnent, and Lord Manfred finally agreed. Lord Rhun was—dnder the influence of merasha

when the order was given to proceed. | believe he |ater conceded that Manfred had acted
correctly.”

"For all our sakes, | hope he did," Hubert said, folding his hands before himto tap his thunbs
agai nst rosebud lips. "In this case, however, | would have been inclined to let nature take its

course. But it's done now. How many know the particulars in this matter?"

Rondel ' s gaze flicked nervously to the table. "Qther than those in this room-+tords Manfred and
Rhun, Sir Cathan, Sir Fulk. The rest were Custodes nen, |lay and vowed, including Brother
Pol i dorus, the physician who carried out the treatnent, and the battle surgeon Stevanus, who
refused to have any part of it. Those considered to be risks have been dealt with."

"Where is ny son?" Tanmaron said evenly.

"Ch, safe, ny lord, never fear," Rondel assured him "He was sent next norning to Cassan, under
heavy guard. Lord Manfred trusts you'll put in a word to make certain he holds his tongue. The
battl e surgeon Stevanus and those Custodes nen deenmed | ess than trustworthy in this regard were to
be sent on to the Custodes abbey at Ranps, whence | believe it's intended they shall not depart.
Qut of deference to your Grace's regard for Lord Cathan and his cal mng influence on the queen, he
travels well sedated with the king's funeral cortege, having hinself been weakened by bl eeding, to
make it clear what nust be his fate if he does not cooperate. | trust these arrangenents nmeet with
your satisfaction, your Grace? My |ords?"

Hubert nodded slowy, already adjusting to the new paraneters his brother had placed on the
situation by his rash action

"Yes, they do," he murnured. "If, indeed, the codicil does not exist, Manfred has done what
probably ought to have been done sone tinme ago. The story will hold, | think." He glanced at
Secorim who was the newest nenber of their conspiracy. "Are you able to deal with this, Secorinf
If not, just say the word, and | shall post you off to some renote abbey where you can |live out
your life in peace, so long as you keep your peace."

It was a lie, of course, for he would have Secorimkilled here and now if he showed any sign of
wavering; but though obviously shaken by what he had just heard, the Custodes archbi shop-desi gnate
did not flicker an eyelash as he gravely nodded.

"l have given you ny vow of obedi ence, your Gace," he nurnured. "I amgreatly saddened to hear
of the king's unfortunate demi se. Cearly, he had the best of care."

Hubert allowed hinself a faint, sly smle. "I think ny new Archbi shop of Rhermuth and | shal
get on very well," he said.

"But enough of this. W now are regents for a very young new king. It's late to roust himfrom
his bed, but the nother should be told, |I think—gently, lest her grief dislodge the babe she
carries—and with a physician there to give her a soothing potion. After a night's sleep, she
shoul d be past the worst of the shock and reasonably able to acconpany us to the boy's chanber in
the nmorning. Meanwhile, | shall post extra guards outside his apartnents, but the news of the
king's death is to be suppressed until tonorrow. Are we all agreed?"

At their nods, he rose.

"Very well, then. Tammaron, please fetch Master Janes and have hi mprepare a sl eeping draught
for her H ghness."

A short while later, as Rhysel brushed out the queen's hair in preparation for retiring,
Archbi shop Hubert cane with one of the Court physicians to informthe queen that her husband was
dead. Rhysel guessed their mission as they cane into the roomand held tightly to the queen's hand
as she rose to receive themand knew that the queen guessed, even before Hubert opened his nouth.
M chael a bl anched and sat back down again, covering her face with the hand Rhysel was not hol di ng,
and Rhysel danped the pain as the inexorable words conveyed their dread nmessage.

"It is not believed that he suffered greatly, ny lady," Hubert said quietly. "He sinply was not
strong enough to survive the surgery. | amvery sorry. |'ve had Master Janes prepare you a
sl eepi ng draught. | strongly recommend that you drink it—for the sake of the child you carry, if
not for your own. In the norning, if you wish, |I—shall allow you to informyoung Onvain. He is Kking
now, of course, and there are proclanmations to be drafted, cerenonies to be perforned, but I
believe there is no need to wake himat this hour."

As M chael a managed a jerky nod, saying nothing, Rhysel took the cup fromthe court physician
and set it in the queen's hand, urging her to drink. The queen obeyed w thout dermur and nunbly
al | owed herself to be put to bed. A quarter hour |ater she had escaped into sleep. The tears woul d
cone with the norning.

chapter thirty-one
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H s sons cone to honour, and he knoweth it not.
—Job 14: 21

M chael a woke to the slow, |leaden tolling of church bells and a dull ache of heart that knew for
whom they toll ed. Rhysel lay beside her, fully clothed, faithful guardi an through the night. The
younger wonman sat up as Mchaela stirred, gently setting a hand on her wist.

"M ka, you nust be strong," she whi spered.

M chael a drew a deep breath and let it out in a heavy sigh, grateful for the human intinmacy of
the other's nere presence at such a tine.

"I feel nunb inside,"” she replied. "I know he's gone, but | can hardly feel it. Is that your
doi ng?"

Gravel y Rhysel nodded.

"You have a child on the way and another who will need you today, especially. |I have never | ost
a husband, but | was seven when ny father died." She gave a wan snile. "Wen | learned of it, |
had only nmy grief to contend with, devastating though that was. | did not beconme a king as well."

M chaela could feel tears welling in her eyes, but she blinked them back and sniffled
resolutely, w ping her free hand across her eyes as she sat up

"I'"ll be all right," she whispered. "You'd better help me dress. | want to be ready when they
let nme go to Omain. You don't think he'll have guessed, fromthe bells?"

Rhysel shook her head. "He's very young, and there have been anple bells these past few days."

Hal f an hour later, dressed in deepest nourning, Mchaela , sat waiting anong her bl ack-cl ad
| adies in the shade of the solar, eyes downcast, turning Rhysem s marriage ring on her finger. She
woul d have preferred to go to her son informally, with her hair tunbled | oose and free the way he
liked it, but protocol required otherw se of queens, especially on such a day. Under Lady
Estellan's tight-Iipped direction, Rhysel had been obliged to scrape back the queen's wheaten nane
in atight knot before covering it with the mandatory widow s coif and veil. M chael a nade no
protest to this, but stubbornly declined the prescribed jewel ed diademin favor of a light circlet
of gold and silver roses—because that was Onain's favorite.

The waiting now began. Wiile M chaela's wonen sat nurmuring prayers all around her, Rhyse
settled quietly at her feet, her head resting |ightly against the queen's knee as she continued to
urge cal mand serenity—for she would not be allowed to acconpany the queen to the new little
king's apartnents.

A knock at an outer door brought Rhysel to her feet and set Lady Estellan hurrying to answer
it. Shortly she returned with the queen's two visitors of the night before, plus Tamraron, Richard
Murdoch, and Father Secorim As the archbishop and Secori m bowed, sonber and correct in their
eccl esi astical robes, the physician hung back to study his royal patient. Tammaron and Ri chard
came to kneel and kiss the queen's hand.

"Your Hi ghness, our condol ences this norning come on behalf of the Regency Council," Hubert
said. "Did your Hi ghness spend a quiet night?"

"I amwell enough, your Grace," she said, not neeting his gaze. "May | see nmy son now?"

"If Master Janes feels you are strong enough.™

M chael a sighed as the physician silently cane to clasp her wist. After a nonent he rel eased
her and lightly felt her forehead.

"Her pulse is steady, your Grace. She seens conposed enough, but this will be a difficult day.

Your Highness, may | recommend sonething to ease you? Nothing as strong as last night. | know you
woul d have your wits about you when you speak to the King's Gace."

"I thank you, no, Master Janmes," she said, rising purposefully. "Your Gace, | wuld go nowto
ny son."

Only Tanmmaron's wife, Lady Nieve, was allowed to acconpany her as the regents escorted her to
the nursery apartnents occupied by the young prince. Al of themrenained in an adjoi ni ng ant eroom
as the queen went on into the prince's solar, where he had been lining up toy knights on the floor
of a window enbrasure. His little tunic of Hal dane crinson was a bright splash of col or agai nst
t he whitewashed stone. A sad-eyed governess had been supervising his play, but wthdrew
i mredi ately at M chael a' s appearance, only pausing to bob her a synmpathetic curtsey.

"Good nmorning, ny love," Mchaela called, smling and hol ding her arns out to Onain as he
scranbled to his feet with a crow of delight and ran to enbrace her around the knees.

"Mumy! Cone and see ny knights! There's one that |ooks like Papa. He's going to fight the bad
prince who wants to take away his crown."

Fi ghti ng back her grief, smling despite it as she bent to kiss him she let himlead her back
to the wi ndow enbrasure, where she sank down on the step to let himpoint out his favorites. There

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%?20Bastard%20Prince.txt (158 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:39 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

was, indeed, a knight on a white horse that | ooked sonething |ike Rhysem with a tiny gold lion
painted on his crinson shield and a little crown on his helm Cathan had made them for Owain the
previous winter, and they were rather larger than the usual sort, standing halfway to the boy's
knees. Another knight on a grey carried a mniature Hal dane banner

"That's Uncle Cathan," Oaain said, pointing himout, "and there's the bad prince. He keeps
falling down."

She | ooked beyond the royal forces at a notley array of smaller figures painted in the tawny
and bl ack and white of Torenth, one of which had fallen over. Stiffening her resolve, Mchaela
hel d out her arns to Onai n again.

"Darling, cone and sit on Mumy's |ap, would you? | have sonething to tell you."

Owai n | ooked at her curiously and picked up the figures of his father and Cathan before com ng
to clinb down a step and then ease onto her lap, settling a little uneasily as he twi sted around
to watch her. She hugged himclose for a nonment, pressing a kiss to the tousle of black, sweet-
snelling hair, then reached around himto gently stroke a fingertip across the crown on the figure
of the king.

"Darling, sonething very sad has happened to your papa. He hurt his hand, and it made hi mvery
sick. His doctors tried very hard to nake himbetter, but he—=

"Papa's sick?" Owain whispered, his little face going still and anxi ous.
M chael a shook her head, blinking back tears. "Not anynore, mny darling," she whispered. "Your
papa is with the angels now Hi s hurt hand made himvery, very, ill, so—the angels have taken him

to be with God."
"Wt h—od?" the boy repeated, bew | dered.
"Your papa has died, ny love. He's gone to Heaven, to be with God."
"No!" Ownain said flatly. "My papa can't be dead."

"Ch, darling, | wish it weren't true—you know | do. But it is. It's very, very sad, but—

"Who hurted ny papa's hand?" Owmain demanded, anger flashing in the grey Hal dane eyes as tears
began to well. "Did the bad prince hurt ny papa?”

"I —don't know exactly, darling," she heard herself saying. "W'Ill know nore when ..."

She | et her voice trail away as he coll apsed weeping in her arns, sobbing his little heart out,
the toy knights still clutched in both hands. She wept with him letting fall the tears she had
deni ed herself the night before but aware, in sone deep recess of dispassionate |logic, that her
grief was tenpered still by the discipline Rhysel had inposed, |est the shock do harmto the other

life she carried. She felt it as a profound sadness that m ght well persist until her dying day,
but not a life-shattering sorrow that m ght keep her from her duty.

As Onai n gradual ly subsided to hi ccoughs and noi st sniffling, huddled down in her lap, Mchaela
al so mastered her tears. Pulling a handkerchief from her sleeve, she w ped her eyes and conposed
hersel f, then produced another one to blot away her son's tears.

"Can you bl ow for me?" she whispered.

He conplied, but he would not let go of the toy knights in his hands. Still sniffling, he
squi rnmed around to turn tear-reddened eyes to hers.
"Mumy, | have a question," he said tremul ously.

"Yes, darling?"

"Did the bad prince take away my papa's crown?"

She sniled gently and brushed the hair off his forehead as she shook her head. "No, ny darling,
he did not. Your papa left his crown for you. And no one shall ever, ever take it away from you—+
prom se. "

Owai n | ooked doubtful. "But I'monly little, Mummy. What if the bad prince cones?"

"The bad prince is dead, ny love," she whispered, w shing the other "bad prince" were dead as
well. "He can't come and take your crown. And you shall grow up to be a very brave and w se and
power ful king, the way your papa wanted."

"Il be king like Papa?"

"You will, ny darling. And until you're big like Papa, there will be wise nmen to help you learn
how to be a king."

Owai n sighed. "Mre | essons."

"I"'mafraid so," Mchaela said with an anused chuckle. "For many, many years. But for now, |
thi nk you shoul d have your first |esson today in being a proper king. The archbi shop and sone of
the other great lords are waiting outside to see you. Now that you're king, there are some things
they have to do and sone words they have to say. Do you think you could be a very brave boy for ne
and nake Papa proud in Heaven?"

"What | have to do?" he asked suspiciously.

"Just be very polite and answer when you're spoken to. There will be quite a | ot of bow ng, and
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after they've said sone words, they'll want to come and kiss your hand, the way you've seen them
do for ne and for Papa. That's their way of show ng you that they know you're the king now Wuld
that be all right?"

He nodded thoughtfully. "Can | take ny kni ghts?"

"Wel | |how about just the one of Papa? And you nust hold himlike this, with your left hand, so

they can kiss the other one. We'll let Uncle Cathan stay here to see that the other ones
behave—al | right?"
"Al'l right."

"Now, hold out your hand the way you' ve seen Papa do, so that | can rest ny hand on yours while
we go into the next room That's right." She rose and laid her left hand on his right. "Now, you
are the king, and I amyour |lady, and we nust be very dignified as we go to neet your great
lords."

She could tell that Hubert was pleased, when it was over. Little Onain escorted her into the
next roomw th four-year-old dignity, accepting their bows as his due, and waited for another
chair to be brought for his nother before he would sit on the one they had provided for him After
that, while Earl Tammaron read out the proclamati on of accession, Oaain sat quietly, tightly
huggi ng his toy knight, then gravely all owed each of themto kiss his hand. He cane close to tears
when Hubert briefly slipped his father's Ring of Fire on his left hand, bew |l dered and a bit
di stressed because it was far too big, but he brightened when Lady N eve produced a sturdy gold
chain fromwhich to suspend it around his neck

H s exenpl ary behavi or earned his nmother the privilege of taking himback to her own apartments
for the rest of the day. Secorimwas dubious at first, being but recently apprised of the nature
of the late king's tense relationship with his great |ords, but Tammaron argued as the father of
four sons that a child' s place at a tinme like this was with his nother, king or no king. Even the
usual Iy hard-hearted Ri chard, whose son was a year older than Onmain, had to agree that the young
ki ng ought not to be kept fromhis nother, at least until after the two very enotion-|laden events
still to come—the return of the late king's body to Rhermuth, with its reception on the cathedra
steps, and the state funeral to follow Hubert concurred.

Thanking God for this snall nercy, Mchaela let themescort her and Onain back to the roya
apartnments, herself bringing the Uncle Cathan knight so that Ownain could carry the Papa kni ght and
still cling tightly to her hand. As soon as she and Omain had reached the sanctuary of her solar
she divested herself of coronet and veils and bade Rhysel |oose her hair, letting it tunble around
her shoulders the way Onvain liked it as she bent to give himanother hug.

As they retreated to the bedchanber beyond, she found that Lady Estellan and the other |adies
had set out a light lunch—nuch appreciated, for Mchaela had not had the stonach to eat anything

earlier. She still could not bring herself to eat very nuch, but young Oaain tucked in with
surprisingly good appetite, making sure that Papa, Uncle Cathan, and their horses all had portions
of bread and cheese set before them After he had eaten his fill, Rhysel hel ped his nother pul

off the crinmson tunic and shoes and bed down the little king for an afternoon nap. Wen the other
| adi es had gone out, all solicitude and synpathetic tongue-cluckings for the brave little prince,
Rhysel bade the queen |ie down, too.

"You need the rest as nuch as he does," she whispered, as she hel ped the queen renove her outer
robe and lie down in her shift. "And don't worry about telling ne anything; I'll Read it while you
sl eep and then see how the king fares as well, underneath his show of bravery."

The respite into sleep was wel come and | eft several fewer hours of the afternoon to be endured,
when she awoke.

Onai n' s governess and a page had brought the rest of his beloved knights and a very small bl ack
tunic while they napped, and M chaela sat silently watching himuntil suppertine, as he took the
kni ghts out of their wi cker basket and inprovised an anbush for the bad prince from behind a
hill ock made of her shoes. Both his concentration and the black tunic were all too sober for so
young a child, but she knew they were but the | east of things he would have to bear all too young.
A bath was brought after supper, and M chaela gladly bent to the task of bathing him
her sel f —sonet hi ng she had not been allowed to do for sone tine. Afterward, when he was asl eep
tucked clean and sweet-snelling into the bed she lately had shared with his father, she knelt
besi de himand stroked the raven hair and prayed for his life. There was another child beneath her
heart, but this one was the one who woul d have to bear up under whatever the regents tried in the
days and weeks and years to cone. Far too soon, he would be asked to followin his father's
footsteps and take up at |east the pronise of his Hal dane heritage.
And tonorrow, he nust watch his father's body brought back to Rhemuth in a coffin. Hubert had
conme after supper to tell her that the cortege would arrive sonetinme after noon. The news set a
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further blight on what renmai ned of the evening, and she was glad to retire early and |l et Rhyse
take her deep into undream ng sl eep.

An update the next norning, after breakfast, indicated that the processi on probably woul d not
reach the cathedral much before three. Already dressed in her widow s weeds but with hair stil
flowi ng | oose for Onain's sake, M chaela spent the norning gazing out the wi ndow at the gardens
bel ow, while Onain played at her feet with his knights, the Ring of Fire and its golden chain a
bright contrast against his funereal black. After lunch, she |l et Rhysel do up her hair and donned
her widow s veil and the State Crown, with its crosses and | eaves intertw ned.

Tammaron and Richard cane to fetch them at two—an easy enough escort as far as the great hall
for Omai n knew both of them But as the royal party energed on the great hall steps, great |ords
and bereaved queen and wi de-eyed boy clutching a toy kni ght under one arm a Custodes guard of
honor canme to attention with such clashing of weapons and stamping of feet that young Owain
faltered, burying his face in his nother's skirts.

"There, now, ny darling,"” M chael a whispered, bending down to confort himas Earl Tanmmaron
i ndi cated they should proceed to the canopi ed sedan-chair waiting at the bottom of the steps.
"Those nen are doi ng you honor. Many nen will do you honor today. Do you renenber how the great
| ords ki ssed your hand yesterday?"

He nodded tremul ously.

"Well, soldiers show their respect by clashing their weapons |ike that, because that is how
they serve you—with their strength of arns. Now, hold your head up and take Mummy's hand the way
you did yesterday. Wiy, | do believe we're neant to ride in one of the archbishop's rather
spl endi d sedan-chairs. Have you ever wondered what it would be like to travel in one of those?
know | have."

Thus reassured, he did as she bade, gravely taking her down the steps and handing her into the
sedan-chair with the aplonb of a courtier many tines his age. He was rather less dignified as
Tammaron |ifted himup beside her, once she had settled her skirts and nade space for him

"I't's high," he whispered, as he settled the Papa kni ght nore securely under his armand hel d
on with his other hand.

"Alittle," she conceded. "But think how well you'll be able to see."
The ride down to the cathedral started out bunpy, but it gradually settled to a gentle side-to-
side notion as the horses fell into step. As constable of the castle, Richard rode before them

with a mounted guard of his own nen in Carthane livery. Tammaron rode on Omvain's side, with Sir
Rondel on M chael a's; Custodes knights foll owed behind. Al along the way, silent crowds had
gathered to watch their passage, the nen doffing their hats as the little king passed by, many of
t he wonen weeping to see himconme so young to his throne.

When they alighted at the cathedral steps, Archbishop Hubert was there to receive them along
with Bishop Alfred, who should have been the next Archbi shop of Rhermuth, and Abbot Secorim who
woul d actually have the position. A bevy of additional clergy and choristers also waited with
torches and incense and a huge, jewel ed processional cross, but Hubert came and | ed the two of
theminside, out of the sun, to wait in the cool of the baptistery near the rear doors until the
expected cortege should actually come into sight. The cathedral was well filled with richly
dressed men and wonen, and Owain peered out at themw th interest through the brass-latticed
bapti stery gate when Hubert had gone back out.

"Mummy, have all these people cone to honor Papa?" he whi spered.

"I do believe they have," she replied. And also to see this child who will be their new king
she thought to herself, pitying himanew-and herself. "Wy don't you sit here very quietly beside
me while we wait for the archbishop to come back? Shall we say a prayer for Papa?"

They had finished several prayers, and Onain had taken to prancing his knight along the edge of
the fount, when Lord Tanmaron came to fetch them

"It's time, your Highness," he murnured, as the Custodes guards outside the gate clashed to
attention. "Sire, will you cone this way, please?"

Alittle stiffly, Ovain lifted his chin and held out his armfor his nother's hand, gravely
conveyi ng her after Tammaron, who had to bite at his lip to keep from showi ng his enotion. The
choristers had begun intoning a Latin hymm, and as M chaela and her son energed into the sunlight,
she coul d see the procession approaching the cathedral steps. Her brother Cathan was anong the
|l ead riders, Rhun and Manfred to either side; and beyond them escorted by Custodes kni ghts and
preceded by a processional cross and Rhyseni s banner, was the horse-borne bier that bore his black-
draped coffin. She could see the sunlight glinting off the sword and crown fastened atop it, and
tears blurred her vision as she held tightly to her son's hand and watched it draw near

The lead riders were di snmounting, Rhun and Manfred coming up the steps with Cathan and a pair
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of Custodes knights behind them Her brother |ooked dreadful, pale and rmuch thinner than when he
had | eft, but at |east he had cone back

She shifted her gaze to Rhun and Manfred, arnored and full of their own self-inportance as they
came to kneel at Onain's feet and kiss his snmall hand, rising then to give Tanmaron qui et greeting
before withdrawing to either side for Cathan to make his salute. Cathan nmanaged a reassuring smle
for his young nephew as he bent over the boy's hand, but as he rose to enbrace his sister lightly
and ki ss her on both cheeks, she saw that his eyes were dilated even in the bright sunlight.

Drugged, then; that explained his appearance and the lethargy that blurred his grace as he
nmoved around to her other side, one hand |ightly keeping bal ance agai nst Oaai n's shoul der. She
knew t he signs well, fromthose years ago with Rhysem She slipped her arminto his for
reassurance and confort, but he did not adnit her to his thoughts, only gazing nunbly at Rhysen s
coffin as the horse-litter cane to a halt and strong men began lifting it down.

Tears welling in her eyes, Mchaela watched the priests begin to cense her husband's coffin and
sprinkle it with holy water and heard the words that Hubert sang as he invoked the saints of God
and the angels of the Lord to come to Rhysenis aid, presenting his soul before the sight of the
Most Hi gh

"Suscipiatte Christus, qui vocavit te ..." Hubert sang. May you be received by Christ, W has
called you: and may the angels bring you into the bosom of Abraham

They did, you know, came Cathan's thought in her nmind, as he shifted her hand into his hand for
confort. The angel s came—archangel s, actual |l y—the same as cane the night he received his power.
Dom Queron called them | know he's at peace, M ka.

"Requi em aet ernam dona ei, Dom ne,"” Hubert sang,

"Offerentes earn in conspectu Altissim "

Bot h stunned and cheered by his nessage, her vision blurred by tears, M chaela sonmehow nmanaged
to get through the rest of the cerenony, nunmbly followi ng her husband's coffin into the hushed
cathedral, Onain clinging to her left hand and Cat han supporting her on her right. The great |ords
served as his pall bearers: Tanmaron, Mnfred, Rhun, Richard—and Lord Ainslie and Sir Rondel to
round out the nunbers, since Hubert and Secorimwere otherw se occupi ed. C ouds of incense
foll owed them down an aisle that seened far, far longer than it had the many other tines M chael a
had wal ked it. The nost joyful had been to repeat her marriage vows to the man whose coffin she
now fol |l owed; the nmost difficult, before now, to follow himto his coronation, knowi ng that he
must nake vows before God that they would never allow himto keep

The choir offered up a hymm prom sing resurrection and salvation as the great |lords gently set
the coffin on the catafal que prepared for it and then noved the funeral candles into place: thick
bri ght-burning yell ow brands set in six tall silver candlesticks, three on a side. Hubert offered
nore prayers as the pallbearers came to kneel behind the queen and the little king, and he
sprinkl ed and censed the coffin again, sending up nore clouds of sweet-snelling snoke that nade
Onai n sneeze. At some point, Tammaron and Rhun brought the State Crown and sceptre fromthe altar,
Rhun | ayi ng the wand of gol d-enbellished ivory cl ose beside the Hal dane sword and Tammaron
exchangi ng the state crown for the sinpler circlet that had traveled with the king from East march
The latter he brought to the queen, presenting it on bended knee.

She thanked him softly as she clasped it to her breast, kneeling dutifully with Ownain and
Cathan at the head of the coffin while the prayers droned on and on, the pious responses nurnuring
fromthe congregation kneeling behind them Only with Rhysem s circlet in her hands, the one she
once had set in place on his helm did she truly begin to accept that he was dead. Not the eterna
part of him of course, which Cathan assured her had been taken up to God by archangels; but she
still could nourn the human part of him that lay in that oaken box, that nevernore woul d take her
in his arms—and that other part, so recently glinpsed, that m ght have nade of himso truly
magni fi cent a king.

She was weeping quietly by the time it was over at last, but it was a sadness rather than an
angui sh. Tammaron approached her as the procession was formng up to go out, acconpanied by a
concerned Master James, but she assured both that she would be fine and | et Cathan escort her and
her son back up the aisle with the rest of the royal household. Blessedly, the curtains had been
| et down on the sedan-chair, so she and Onain were screened fromprying eyes for the return to the
castle. The curtains also nmuffled the sounds from outside, the hollow clip-clop of hooves on
cobbl estones and the faint nmurmur of the crowds still lining the streets

"Mumy, " Owain whispered a little later, as they lurched al ong and he snuggl ed close in the
circle of her arms, hugging the Papa knight close. "Mumy, Papa wasn't really in that box—was
he?" '

She bit back a sml|e, wondering whether he could have caught some hint of her own soul -
searchi ng, back in the cathedral

et |ux perpetua luceat ei."
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"No, my darling. His body was in there, but it's only an enpty house now. Hi s soul, the npst
i mportant part of him has gone to God."

He pull ed back to glance down at his chest, then | ooked back up at her. "Is this ny house,
My 2"

"Yes."

"When—when | go to sleep, does ny soul come out of ny house?"

She cl osed her eyes briefly, trying to think of inmagery that a four-year-old coul d understand
and that would not frighten him

"Sone people say it can—but you nustn't be afraid of sleeping, darling. W always conme back to
our bodies until it's time for God to call us hone. Sone people think every person has a silver
cord connecting the soul to the body. It's a nagical cord that can stretch to the very ends of the
earth—but it always brings us back when we're ready. \Wien people get old, the cord starts to wear
out, it starts to ravel. And eventually it goes all unraveled and lets the person go back to CGod."

"Papa wasn't old. Wat happened to his silver cord?"

"Well, sonetines, when we're very sick, or very badly hurt, the cord breaks. Wen that happens,
angels cone to carry the person to God. That's what happened to Papa. You can ask Uncle Cathan. He
says he saw the angels."

"He di d?" Owmain's eyes got very wide and round. "He saw angel s take away ny papa?"

"You mustn't think they did it to be nean," she said hastily. "It's the angels' job to guard us
and keep us safe. But Papa's cord was al ready broken. Hi s body had been very sick. That's why the
angel s cane to take himto God."

"oh. "

Owai n''s nonentary anger at maraudi ng angel s died away at that reassurance, and he subsi ded
agai nst her arm apparently satisfied with the explanation, cradling the Papa kni ght close. He was
asleep by the tinme the sedan-chair drew up before the great hall steps, and it was Cathan who drew
back the curtains to gather the sl eeping boy into his arms.

"Let himsleep,” Cathan nmurmured, when M chael a woul d have protested that he hinself was too
weak for the exertion. "I can carry him He isn't very heavy."

He was allowed this privilege, though clearly no privacy would acconpany it. Manfred fol | owed
themup to the royal apartments, Tammaron trailing after. As soon as Cathan had deposited the boy
in his nother's bed, Manfred crooked his finger at himfromthe doorway.

"May | have just a monent with nmy sister—pl ease?" Cat han begged.

"That will have to wait. W' re expected downstairs."

"Just a few seconds. | only want to give her a few of her husband' s keepsakes."

"What keepsakes?" Manfred demanded, barging into the roomw th an unconfortabl e-1 ooki ng
Tanmar on fol | owi ng.

Trenmbling, for he feared he m ght not have another chance at this, Cathan hastily pulled a
fol ded handkerchief fromthe pouch at his belt and funbl ed out the Eye of Rom

"This is part of the regalia of Gwnedd," he said, placing it in her hand. "You'll have to
pierce his ear so he can wear it." And do it, as soon as possible, he managed to send, while he
briefly had contact with her

She nodded nunb agreenment as she closed it in her hand and Manfred set a heavy hand on Cathan's
sl eeve.

"The Council requires your presence, Sir Cathan. Don't make nme ask again."

Shrinking fromthe thought of what they m ght want himfor, he pressed the Hal dane brooch into

his sister's hand, still partially wapped in the handkerchi ef.

"He al so wanted you to have—sny lord, this is a private piece!" he added sharply, his hand
bl ocki ng when Manfred woul d have reached for it. "It's only his cloak clasp. She had it made for
himafter the birth of Prince Omin! My she not keep this one renenbrance of their |ove?"

"Manfred, leave it be," Tamraron said wearily. "Your Highness, | apologize for Lord Manfred.
H s manners obvi ously have worn thin fromhis journey. Manfred, the Council has certain questions
it would like to put to you, as well as to Sir Cathan. WII| you both please cone with nme, or nust
I call a guard?”

"Don't you push me," Manfred nuttered, as he turned on his heel to go. "Drumond, cone al ong,
or you haven't heard the last of this."

Head neekly di pping, Cathan let hinmself be herded toward the door. "If they'll let ne, I'Il try
to come and have supper with you, Mka. God keep you, sweet sister.”

"And you, dear brother," she whispered, as the door closed behind all three of them

chapter thirty-two
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Then the chief captain canme near, and took him and comranded himto be bound with two chai ns.
—Acts 21:33

The reckoning that awaited Cathan in the council chanber was both nore and | ess than he had
feared. Not unexpectedly, Richard was waiting just inside the door to demand his sword. Cathan
could feel the hostile eyes upon himfromthe table beyond as he slowly unbuckled the belt and
wrapped it around the scabbard before handing it over, using the tinme to assess his chances,

wi shing his head were a little clearer, trying to keep his hands from shaki ng.

Hubert was already seated in his customary place at the left side of the table, nearest the
king's enpty chair, with Lior to his right and Rhun next. After indicating that Cathan should sit
at the foot of the table, where the queen normally would sit, Richard escorted Tammaron to the
chair opposite Hubert and sat beside him casually laying Cathan's sword on the table before him
Abbot Secorimwas directly to Cathan's right, and Manfred huffed hinself down in the enpty place
bet ween Li or and Rhun

"Manfred, we shall speak with you privately |ater about certain aspects of your actions during
your absence," Hubert said without further preanble, shuffling a stack of papers in front of him
the amethyst on his hand glinting in the sunlight. "For now, | amfar nore concerned with the
report that Lord Rhun sent us sone days ago, stating that the late king claimed to have witten an

unaut hori zed codicil to his will, nam ng additional regents not sanctioned by this council. Father
Lior believes this to be the draft of the codicil that the king showed to Rhun to substantiate his
claim" He indicated the page before him "Sir Cathan, | believe the hand is yours. Perhaps you

woul d be so good as to shed sonme light on this subject."

Cat han bowed his head, aware that every word he said fromhere was likely to bring himthat
much closer to a death sentence. He supposed Lior had found the draft copy in the king's
saddl ebags, to which Cathan hinmself had not had access since the king' s death.

Denyi ng anything was pointless. The draft was in his hand, as were all the executed copi es—as
they woul d di scover, when the Kheldour lords arrived to try to enforce the codicil. He could not
and woul d not change the truth about his part in hel ping the king produce and execute it; but if
the great |ords becane too angry with him too soon, he was a dead nan

"The codicil exists," he said quietly. "It was executed at Lochalyn Castle, before valid
wi t nesses. The king was unable to wite out the text with his injured hand, so he dictated it to
me, and | made copies, as was nmy duty to him+to do as he commanded.”

"And what about your duty to this council?" Hubert said sharply. "I seemto recall that the
terns of your appointnment to the king' s household were such that your first loyalty was to your
superiors on this council. You swore an oath on holy relics."

"And | swore another, nore binding oath to ny king," Cathan said boldly. "Wth nmy hands between
hi s sacred hands, made holy at his anocinting, | swre himfaith and truth before all nen, saving
only ny allegiance to God. In obeying his command, | kept that faith. I amnot sorry."

"That has been clear for some tine now," Manfred said. "How many copies of the codicil were
execut ed?"

"Enough, " Cathan dared to retort.

"Don't you play cheeky with ne!" Manfred said. "How many?"

"One each for those nanmed in the codicil, one for Lady Stacia, one for the priest who wtnessed
it, and one for the king," Cathan said evenly, for it could nmake no di fference now whet her they
knew or not—and they would torture it out of himanyway, if he did not tell.

Lior cleared his throat. "Your G ace, we found no copy anpong the king's effects, other than the
draft.”

"What happened to the king's copy, Cathan?" Tammaron asked.

Cat han | ooked himin the eye. He was the nmpst decent of the nmen seated at this table, but he
was still one of them

'"The king had it sent ahead to Rhenuth, | don't know by whomor to whom" The first part was
true, the rest a blatant |ie—but plausible enough that they probably would not torture himto get
anot her answer.

"That's inpossible,” Rhun nmuttered. "You nust have known. W would have known. Not that many of
our nen nmoved freely about the castle.”

"Wth all due respect, ny lord, it was not your castle,"” Cathan said quietly, seizing on an
ironcl ad expl anation that would not inplicate him "Having just entrusted the regency of his young
son to the Duke of O aibourne and the Earl of Marley, do you not think he could have enlisted
their aid to snuggle out his copy of the docunent?"

As Rhun and Manfred stared at hi m dunbf ounded, Hubert snorted and pulled the draft codicil back
into his stack of papers, jogging the edges self-inmportantly as his hard blue gaze flitted briefly
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among the others—resentful and agitated, but willing to let himtake responsibility.

"Cathan, | have no nmore tine for playing ganes with you," Hubert said. His voice had the
exasperated tone of a parent finally pushed too far by a wayward child. "Your sister carries the
next heir. Cearly, | cannot risk killing you until after she is safely delivered. | pronise you,

however, that you shall not enjoy these |ast nmonths of your life."

Cat han kept his eyes averted, hands clasped tightly in his |ap.

"I"'msure you are aware of the constraints that were placed on the late king in the nonths
followi ng the death of King Javan," Hubert went on blandly. "Well, your constraints shall be far
nmore rigid, and the worse for knowi ng, beyond hope of reprieve, that the day the queen is
delivered, you shall die—with nerciful quickness, if the child lives.

"But if she loses the child—well, you cannot begin to inmagi ne the pain that the hunan body can
endure before death finally releases it. O perhaps you can—but no, you did not witness the fate
of one Declan Carnmody, who betrayed our trust sone years ago. You were too young. |t happened the
sanme day that Richard's father rid us of an earlier Kheldour |lord—the father of the present Duke
of Claibourne, if I"'mnot mstaken. Did Murdoch tell you of it, Richard?”

Rhysem had told Cathan of it; and obviously Mirdoch had told, too, for Richard went very pale
as he gave the archhi shop a curt nod.

"l thought he might have done," Hubert said with a cold snile. He drew a deep breath and let it
out before going on

"But, enough of these pleasant digressions. As for the i mediate future, dear Cathan, your
docil e presence will be required at the king's funeral two days hence. You will make one nore
publ i ¢ appearance at the young king's coronation in a few nmonths' time. Father Lior, if | entrust
himto the Custodes' tender care, can | be assured that he will be sufficiently biddable to neet
hi s remaini ng obligations?"

Lior inclined his head. "You have my word on it, your Gace, by the obedience | owe you."

"Then take himout of here," Hubert said coldly. "I don't wish to | ook at himany nore."

As Lior summoned guards, and Cathan suffered hinmself to be bound and hustled fromthe counci
chanber, he thanked God for his tenporary reprieve and resigned hinmself to at least his inmediate
fate—+though he allowed hinself a breath of hope that the Kheldour lords mght arrive intine to
save himfrom everything that Hubert had planned. He could endure the next few days, unpleasant
t hough they woul d be.

And after that—after that, if the Kheldour |ords were not successful, it really hardly nmattered

When supper tine had cone and gone and Cathan still had not appeared or sent word, M chaela's

anxi ety began to mount. Increasingly worried inquiries to the guards outside her door reveal ed
nothing until a synpathetic captain finally inforned her that Sir Cathan was indi sposed and woul d
not be able to join her that evening. Her tearful persistence eventually elicited the opinion that
the queen's brother was exhausted fromhis journey and was expected to catch up on his sleep in
the next day or two.

Rhysel fared little better in her efforts to gain information. She found excuse to go abroad
several tinmes during the early evening hours, first to fetch her bel ongings fromher former room
and then making foray to the kitchen for a cup of warmmilk for Oanain, the while trying to pick up
some hint of what had happened behind the Council's cl osed doors. She learned only that the
Council was still in session, supper having been sent in. No one seened to know i f Cat han was
still anbng them

She returned to the royal apartnments with Onain's nmilk to find the queen just finishing his
bath, pulling a clean white nightshirt over the tousled raven head. Later, when they had tucked
the boy into the big state bed, his Papa and Uncl e Cathan kni ghts propped against the lion
headboard to guard himwhile he slept, she and the queen withdrew to sit in the w ndow enbrasure
Wth Rhysel's pronotion to the queen's household, she now slept on a pallet at the foot of her
m stress' bed, but with both wonen in their night shifts, and fair hair caught in fat braids down
their backs, they | ooked |like sisters or two errant schoolgirls rather than queen and' nmid.

"What did you find out?" M chaela asked, huddling over the rushlight set between them "Is he
all right?"

Rhysel shrugged and shook her head. "I don't know. The Council was still in session. That first
story we got, of himbeing 'indisposed,' suggests that he isn't going to be able to see you for a
while."

"Maybe he is catching up on his sleep,” Mchaela said hopefully. "He did | ook awfully tired."

"He also said he'd try to cone back for supper-—f they'd let him" Rhysel replied. "But |
don't think they'll dare to do anything to himat least until after the funeral," she added, at
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the queen's | ook of panic. "By then, the Kheldour |ords should be here, and | hope everything wll
be all right."

"What if it isn't?" M chael a whispered.

"We aren't going to think about that right now," Rhysel said sternly. "In the nmeanwhile, the
great lords think you're in far nore precarious health than you are, and they're terrified you'll
| ose the child. You don't want to push that fear to the point that Master Janes cones poking
around, wanting to keep you in bed or sedated, but it wouldn't hurt to keep aski ng about Cathan
and demand to be allowed to see himand nake it clear that you' re pining for your brother,
especially now that—+the king is gone."

M chael a bowed her head, fighting back her grief—for both nen—then renenbered the brooch Cathan
had been at such pains to get to her. Returning to her dressing table, as Rhysel |eaned out to
watch in sone curiosity, Mchaela picked up the Eye of Rom and the Hal dane brooch and brought them
back to the wi ndow enbrasure.

"I wonder why he made such a point of giving this back to me," she said, laying the great ruby
asi de and taking the brooch between the fingers of both hands. "I can understand about the Eye of
Rom it's part of the Hal dane regalia. And certainly, the brooch was inportant to the two of us,
as a synbol of =

She broke off as Rhysel laid a hand on hers.

"May | see that?"

Wrdlessly Mchaela gave it to her, watching as the Deryni wonman cl osed her hands around it
briefly, then laid the enanel ed side of it against her forehead, eyes closed. After a nonment she
took the brooch away and | ooked up, grinning a little as she fingered the red-enanel ed gol d.

"You have a very brave nman for a brother, and your Rhysemwas far wi ser than | ever gave him

credit for. I can't Read it, because it isn't neant for nme, but there's something | ocked into this
brooch, M ka-sonet hi ng your Rhysem set there, just beginning to learn to use the powers we | oosed
in him here in this very room | shouldn't be at all surprised if he's left you the key to

setting the Hal dane potential in his son."

"I'n Onai n?" M chael a breat hed. "Rhysel, he's too young!"

'Too young to wield the power, but not too young to have it set upon him so he can grow into
it, guided by wise nen who'll gladly cone to teach him if we can ever get himtruly crowned.
That's why Cat han brought you the Eye of Romas well. You know it's always been nore than just a
physi cal part of the Hal dane | egacy. What did Cathan say when he gave it to you?"

"Way, only that 1'd have to pierce Omvin's ear so he could wear it—and that | should do it, as
soon as possible," she added, suddenly renenbering that silent exhortati on he had sent her
tenporarily forgotten in her concern for his safety.

She picked up the Eye of Rom and | ooked at it, the great cabochon ruby the size of a man's

thunbnail, set in gold as an earring, with a golden wire to secure it.

"Rhysel, | don't know how to do this," she whispered, her eyes going round. "Ch, not how to
pierce his ear—+ renmenber when ny nother did mne. But the rest—the ritual. |I can only vaguely
remenber what we did for Rhysem and | didn't really do it; | only said and did as | was told."

Smi ling, Rhysel took away the Eye of Romand replaced it with the brooch, closing the queen's
fingers around it.

"See what he's left you, Mka," she whispered. "C ose your eyes and |l et yourself relax. Draw a
deep breath and let it out ,... and now think of Rhysem |lying in sone darkened room not very
| ong ago, with the brooch clasped in his hand, thinking of you and of Onain ... And when you're
ready, press the brooch to your forehead, the way you saw nme do ... and open to Rhyseni s nessage

an ultimte nessage of love and strength that can sustain you and Onai n and even the other son
you carry, even beyond Rhysemis nortality ... Wen you're ready . "

M chaela coul d feel the lethargy stealing over her, the power of Rhysel's magic taking her deep
and centered, and gradually she cane to know that she could do as Rhysel asked. She could feel all
her concentration focusing on the brooch in her hand, the resolve that she and Rhysem t oget her had
forged in this synbol of Hal dane freedom And as the other woman's hand fell away from hers, she
was aware of her own hand slowy lifting, seenmingly of its own volition, the brooch cupped inits
pal m and her head nodding |ower and |lower until it touched the cool enanel.

Knowl edge came conpl ete and crystal -cl ear, of how he had wanted it done. He had sinplified and
refined what had been done for him both the night she had been witness and another night, when
his own father had done secret things to his own three sons. It was the nature of the Hal dane
power that a father m ght not see his son fully enpowered, but it was also its nature that each
hol der of the power sensed, by instinct, howits potential was to be transnitted. Onain was young
for what was asked; but Rhysem had trusted in the wi sdom of the new regency he had tried to
create. And if Mchaela trusted in him subjecting their son to what was required, and Rhysem had,
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i ndeed, judged the Kheldour lords with wisdom the Hal dane crown ni ght yet be free.

Tears were spilling fromher |ashes when she at |ast | ooked up, but she also was smling. Stil
lightly in trance, she offered Rhysel her hand, to share what she had | earned. Rhysel, too, was
crying after she had Read it and noved closer to hug the queen in confort until they both had
spent their tears

"Should we try to do it tonight," M chaela whispered, drying her eyes on the sleeve of her
shift, "or do you think we ought to wait until tonorrow night? Cathan night be able to help, if we
wait."

"We maybe ought to do it while we have the chance,"” Rhysel replied. "The situation could get
worse. For one thing, the new regents could decide that you need cl oser observation, what with
fears about your pregnancy and the threat of the Kheldour |lords coming to challenge them" She
rai sed an eyebrow in faint anusenent. 'This is going to be interesting: no nedication, no Healer
no priest—

"And nobody who really knows what she's doing," Mchaela said, returning a brave snile. "But
Rhysem t hought we could do it; he thought | could do it, just in case you weren't available to
help ne out. Wth both of us, how far wong could we go?"

"Now that," Rhysel said with a grin, "is a question you nust never ask."

It took them nost of an hour to prepare, assenmbling and inprovising materials and waiting for
activity to settle down in the outer roons of the apartnments and in the corridors outside. After
they heard the guards change, Rhysel slipped into the solar where Nieve and Lirin were sl eeping on
daybeds—the | adi es on duty, should the queen need them during the ni ght—-and deepened their sleep
so that only a commotion in the corridor outside would rouse them She could do nothing about the
guards, but intrusion was unlikely at this hour, given the queen's delicate condition

She tiptoed back into the bedchanber to find Mchaela sitting cross-legged in the mddle of the
great bed with a sewi ng basket on her lap, the sleeping Onmain close beside her. In Rhysel's
absence, she had unreeled a skein of silken thread to define a circle around the bed—Hal dane
crinmson, alnost invisible against the dark floorboards. Included in the circle was the small
ni ghtstand hard by the |l eft-hand side of the bed, which held a towel and basin and a single
rushlight. As instructed, she had left a gap in the northeast quadrant, as had been done in
another circle in that roomonly a few weeks before.

"I'"l'l confess before we start that this is as primtive as |I've ever worked," Rhysel whispered,
as she canme through the gap in the circle, closed and loosely tied the ends of silk behind her,
and clinbed up onto the bed beside the queen. "My nother woul d have | oved it—experinmental ritual
My father woul d have been appalled. But then, Healers are often quite conservative. Look at ny
brother: you'd think he was thirty, not thirteen." She smled and gl anced down at the sl eeping

Onai n.

"On the very positive side of things, if anyone walks in on us, unless they catch us at exactly
the wong nonment, there isn't any physical evidence to get us into trouble. I'lIl try to keep the
necessary formality to a mnimum Are you ready to begi n?"

"1 am "

And she was. As Rhysel sniled and held out her hands, M chaela took them and bowed her head,
closing her eyes as they lowered the circle of their arns around the sl eepi ng Owain.

"Thou shalt sprinkle ne with hyssop, O Lord, and | shall be clean," Rhysel murnured, taking
this sinmple verse as synbol of the nore formal purification they dared not enact, with incense and

aspergillum "Wash me, and | shall be whiter than snow. The Lord is ny Shepherd, | shall not want.
He maketh ne to lie down in green pastures.”
"He | eadeth ne beside the still waters, He restoreth nmy soul," Mchael a continued softly,

whi spering the words with Rhysel until they had finished the Psalm After repeating the Lord's
Prayer, she crossed herself in the protection of the Holy Trinity, also signing Omain's forehead
with the sacred synbol, then watched as Rhysel slowy stood in the center of the bed and faced the
east.

Her head nearly touched the canopy above them pale yellow Forcinn silk shot with gold, nearly
the color of her hair. After clasping her hands before her for a nonent, |ips pressed agai nst her
fingertips, Rhysel lifted her arnms in a silent gesture of orison, sweeping themup and wide to
either side and back to cross on her breast, after which she bowed. Then, with [eft hand stil
pressed lightly to her breast, she pointed the first two fingers of her right hand at the floor in
a gesture of conmand, just where the silk thread lay. Mchaela could al nost see the ghostly, steel-
bright blade of her focused will shoot out to touch and ignite the silk with an unseen fire that
did not burn.

Rhysel spoke no words al oud as she began turning slowy to her right, her two fingers follow ng
the Iine of the silken thread, but Mchaela could feel the power pouring through the focus of that
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hand and sensed the invisible Iight that foll owed the hand |ike snagged sil k caught and dragged
behind it, a gossaner veil that billowed w der as she turned, rising up and over the canopy of the
bed in a softly shimrering done of not-light by the time Rhysel had come full-turn to her starting
poi nt .

She cl asped her hands before her again at that, bowing slightly to the east, then cocked her
head to listen to the outside sounds before turning her palnms upward, just at her breast, and
begi nni ng a whi spered invocation.

"O Lord, Thou art holy, indeed: the fountain of all holiness. In the name of Light arising do
we summon Thy holy Raphael, Heavenly Physician, Guardian of Air, to witness this rite and bring
heal i ng of m nds and soul s and bodies."

She brought her hands together and bowed, then turned a quarter circle to lift her palns
sout hwar d.

"O Lord, Thou art holy, indeed: the fountain of all holiness. In the name of Light increasing
do we sumon Thy holy M chael, Protector, Welder of the Fiery Sword, to witness this rite and
protect us in our hour of need.”

Again the bow, the turning, the lifting up

"O Lord, Thou art holy, indeed: the fountain of all holiness. In the nane of Light descending
do we summon Thy holy Gabriel, Thy Herald of the Heavens and Lord of Water, to witness this rite
and carry our supplications to Qur Merciful Lady."

And finally to the north.

"O Lord, Thou art holy, indeed: the fountain of all holiness. In the nane of Light returning do
we sumon Thy holy Uriel, Lord of the Earth and Conveyer of Souls, to witness this rite but to
take only fear fromthis place. Al this, if it be Thy will."

Wien she had turned back to the east, she bowed again, then spread her arnms again, throw ng
back her head to whisper, "Now do we stand outside tinme, in a place not of earth. As our ancestors
bef ore us bade, we join together and are one. Amen. Selah. So be it."

"So be it," Mchael a repeated, bowi ng her head to cross herself again.

In the silence that followed, as Rhysel turned with a soft sigh to sink to her knees opposite
t he queen, the sleeping Ovain between them M chaela pulled her sew ng basket closer and took out
a needle threaded with scarlet silk, bidding Rhysel bring the rushlight closer.

"Your father had a distinct advantage when he did this to Rhysem and his brothers," M chael a
said softly, holding the needle in the flame, glancing at the sleeping Omin. "Deryni potions to
cl eanse the wounds, and Deryni talent to heal them"

Smiling, Rhysel handed M chaela the rushlight and | eaned over to fetch the basin, which was
partially filled with water.

"I can't help you on the healing, but it doesn't take Deryni talent to know that boiling things
hel ps to clean them" She plucked the Hal dane brooch and the Eye of Romfromthe sewi ng basket and
slipped theminto the basin. "Put your needle in, too, but |eave a bit of the thread hangi ng out.
Now draw back a little. It does take Deryni talents to boil water this way."

W de- eyed, M chael a watched as Rhysel held her hand cl ose above the water's surface and cl osed
her eyes. After a nonent, tiny bubbles began to formalong the surface of the water, deeper; then
steam began to rise

"My father taught ne how to do this shortly before he died," Rhysel finally nurnured, as she

took her hand away and the bubbling stopped. "It's an old Healer's trick, but it doesn't take a
Healer to do it; just Deryni concentration. | later learned a variation for cleaning off magica
residues, but this was just for physical cleansing. W wouldn't want to cancel out whatever the
king left on these. Hand ne that towel, and we'll give our young man's earl obe a good w pe before

you go poking your hole."

In the flat silence while they waited for the water to cool a little, Mchaela listened to the
sound of her own heart beating and the occasional, nuffled sound of a guard stirring far outside
At | ength, Rhysel dipped a corner of the towel in the hot water and used it to clean Onain's ear
al so bidding the queen to wi pe off her hands. Then, while Rhysel held the boy's head steady, also
keepi ng himasl eep and free frompain, Mchaela used her sterile needle to pierce her son's right
earl obe. He did not stir, and there was very little bl ood.

"I have another earring of twisted gold wire in ny jewel casket, that Rhysem used to wear

bef ore he became king," she whispered, as she inserted the Eye of Romin Onain's ear. "It's
lighter and will be nore confortable while the ear is healing, but he's supposed to wear this one
for what we're, doing now"

Rhysel nodded. "It's heavy for such a wee | ad. Special occasions, until he cones of age. It's
the power that's inportant.”

"Aye. Now we'll see about that."
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Toget her she and Rhysel shifted the sleeping Omain round so that his shoulders lay in her |ap
head cradl ed agai nst her stomach. Rhysel let himstir as M chael a began washing his |left hand,
t hough she kept | oose controls with a hand on one bare foot.

"Mumy—why you washing ny hand? Is it norning already?"

"Not yet, darling. There's sonething Papa asked us to do, but you nust be very, very quiet. It
mght be alittle scary, but you'll be very brave, won't you?"

"For Papa?" Owain nurnured, rubbing at his eyes with his free hand, which he then offered her.
"Wash ot her hand, too?"

"All right, we'll wash both hands,” M chaela nurmnured, glancing at Rhysel, who was only barely
containing a smle. "Can you sit up alittle better for ne now? That's right. Let me put ny arms
around you and hug you. Mmmm | do |ove you!" she declared, kissing the top of his head.

He grinned and wiggled contentedly in her arms. "An’ | |ove you, Mumy. Wat we do for Papa?"

"Well, Uncle Cathan brought us something that Papa very nmuch wanted you to have. It's a very
speci al present.”

"Papa's Lion," Ownain breathed, as she took it out of the basin, not touching the clasp, and
shook off the excess water.

"It is, indeed. Soon after you were born, | asked a man to nake this for your papa, to rem nd
us of the crown Papa wore—the crown that you're going to wear." She set the curved body of the
brooch in Omain's small right hand with the gold clasp opened at right angles, cupping her own
hand around his to steady brooch and cl asp, glancing at Rhysel

"Now, here's the part that's very special. You can't see the lion right now, can you?"

"No. "
"Wel |, sonething else that you can't see is a special kind of magic that Papa left you, that
will help you be a proper king some day, like him" She gently sought his left hand with hers and

opened the little fingers. "I can't explain how or why right nowyou'll find out when you're

bi gger—but | pronise you that Papa wanted us to do this. You might think it's a little scary, so
you must be brave, but | promise | won't hurt you. WIIl you be brave for Papa?"

Frowmning a little, he twisted his face around slightly to | ook at her, grey Hal dane eyes
searching hers

"Brave for Papa?" he nurnured.

Bef ore he coul d change his m nd—er she coul d change hers—she braced his hand agai nst hers and
set the point of the brooch's clasp lightly against his flesh—flesh of her flesh. Not against the
pal m as his father had done the night of his empowering, but just against the tender web of skin
stretched between thunb and forefinger—and thrust the sliver of gold home.

Wth Rhysel controlling, he felt no pain, though he gasped with surprise, but the passage of
the gold through her own flesh as well sent a hot chill up her entire armas the power began to
fl ow.

That he felt, though Rhysel danped his ability to nake any sound as energy began to shift
within the circle, swirling and then focusing through the Hal dane brooch transfixing the hands of
nmot her and son. Most of it flowed into Omain, sending tendrils of potential power probing into the
deepest recesses of his being, long after he ceased to be aware of any of it; but sone of it
cycled through the nother and then back into Owain.

And sone of it, and then nore of it, flowed into the nother and, finding Hal dane flesh, flowed
into the child she carried, beginning to quicken the heritage of his blood before ever his tiny
body qui ckened, stirring the Hal dane potential in himas well.

She felt it in herself as the power channel ed through her and stirred her own Deryni blood to
new potency—a tingling and a qui ckening—and as its wonder registered, she dared to raise her eyes
to the glorious light all around her and Ownain, to the gossaner forns of wi nged O hers who noved
within that light and lifted exquisite, transparent hands to touch their faces in benison.

Tears of gladness welled in her eyes as she held her son close, their hands joined by |ove as
well as gold, and just as she thought her heart could contain no nore wonder, she caught just a
scarlet glinpse of another anong those glorious creatures—surely her own Rhysem cone back to her
for just this instant, his formradiant with the perfection of health restored and the beauty of
eternity, his face shining beneath a golden crown as he pressed his fingertips lightly, tenderly
to his lips, smling as he offered her his kiss on outstretched hands.

And behi nd hi mwas another, wi th quicksilver eyes and quicksilver hair, and a w se, know ng
face that smiled, just as the light and the | ove overwhel med her.

Wien M chael a awoke, perhaps an hour later, she wondered a little fuzzily whether she had dreamed
it all. The rushlight still was burning on the little table beside the bed, and Omai n was snuggl ed
down beside her, his Papa knight |oosely clasped under one arm and one thunmb but recently slipped
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fromhis perfect rosy lips. She smiled and eased the toy fromhis grasp, leaning it against the
headboard beside its conpanion to take up watch again, then absently snmoothed a | ock of black hair
back fromher son's face—and brushed the little hoop of twisted gold wire in his right earl obe.

"He'll be fine," Rhysel's voice said softly frombehind her, at the sane tine setting a hand on
her shoul der to soothe her startled response as she rolled onto her back to stare. "I changed the
earring—bl ooded the Eye of Romand the Ring of Fire before | put themaway in your jewel
chest—+then | cleaned up the two of you and put everything back the way it was supposed to be. It's
a good thing you didn't try this on your own."

M chael a swal | owed and blinked at the Deryni worman, amazed that she could be so calmand matter-
of -fact after what had happened.

"Did you—see anything?" she asked.

Rhysel nodded slowy. "I felt quite a lot, too. Now | know why no one's supposed to touch the
subj ect during such a working. No harm done to any of the parties involved'—she held up a hand to
stay M chaela's concern—| was prepared. But it was—ntense." She cocked her head. "I never net

Cinhil or Javan, but I'd have to say that your Rhysem probably was the finest Hal dane to date,
when it cones to figuring out how t he Hal dane power is supposed to be used. If his sons are half

as good, they'll be sonething very special."
"Did you—see Rhysen?" M chael a asked.
"Aye. And ny grandfather, | think." She sighed. "I wish I'd known him Uncle Joram says he

really is a saint—er at |east he seenms to do a lot of things that saints do. One thing is certain
he didn't just die, all those years ago."

M chael a nodded slowy, fighting back a heavy yawn, then went ahead and indulged it.

"You'd better get sone sleep," Rhysel said softly, laying her hand gently on the queen's. "I
can't explain it, but | think your own power nay have increased fromthe spillover. | do advise
rest, though. The next few days are apt to be rough. Please don't fight nme."

Fighting sleep was the last thing on Mchaela' s nmnd as she let her eyelids close. And the | ast
thing she thought, as she drifted into sleep, was to wonder what Rhysem had done to her, from
beyond the grave—er fromthe cathedral, it occurred to her, as she yawned agai n and then sank
Because Rhysem wasn't even buried yet

chapter thirty-three

| speak of the things which | have nade touching the king.
—Psal ns 45:1

When Rhysel reported the results of the queen's work to Joram a short while later, his elation
coul d scarcely be contained. Alnost, she fancied she could hear himlaughing aloud in the room
with her, as she had not heard himlaugh in years.

The new king confirmed in his potential and M chael a somehow boosted to higher ability? This is
wel come news. | begin to think we may actually pull this off, 1've never heard of such a secondary
ef fect, but who really knows anythi ng about the Hal dane potential ? Ansel and Queron and the others
will be delighted.

After giving her an update on their progress and estimated arrival time, he offered further
i nstructions.

Just be certain that nothing prevents the queen from naking the usual appearances in the next
few days, and the young king with her. W wouldn't want the regents to decide, for exanple, that
attending the funeral would be too nmuch strain on her and the baby. On the other hand, if she
seenms too strong, they nmay decide that they don't need Cathan any |longer. You' ve not been able to
di scover a clue as to what's becone of hinP

The official word is that he's "indi sposed."” Soneone tried to tell us that he was sinply
catching up on his sleep, but | didn't like the tone when Tammaron and Manfred took himoff to the
first neeting of the Regency Council 1'll try to find out nore in the course of tonorrow

Do that, he responded. And in the neantine, if it can be managed at all, try to give Mchael a
an intensive course in using what she's acquired. You know the specific skills to concentrate on.

"Il do the best | can, she agreed. Tonmobrrow is the lying-in-state, but | don't expect they'll
all ow her to go to that, since they let her be there to receive the body this afternoon. Even if
they did, they wouldn't | et Onain go—and she wouldn't |leave him Nor would | wish her to. But the
great lords will go—er else remanin closeted in the council chanber, trying to decide what to do
about Kheldour. In either case, I'Il try to find out nore about Cathan. It would be bitter irony
if he got this far, only to perish before we can bring our plan to fruition
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Cat han had not yet perished, though he could al nbst wish he had. He had guessed they night bleed
hi m agai n, so was not surprised when Lior and his Custodes guards took himto a bleak cell in the
bowel s of the castle where Brother Polidorus soon appeared, arnmed with basin, ligature, and
| ancet. The guards had held himwhile Polidorus perforned the operation, and Cathan had fought it
despite the futility, sickeningly aware how his strength ebbed as the volume of his blood in the
china basin grew

Li or had stopped it short of seriously endangering him of course, for they still needed him
for a few nore days at least. It was done purely to intinmdate himfurther; their drugs woul d have
been sufficient to keep himdocile. But the medication Polidorus gave him afterward, though enough
to blur his vision and render himincapable of standing unassisted, was not enough to force him
into the nmercy of sleep, where he could forget his plight for a few hours; and nerely dozing
brought nightnares. At midnight, left alone in only shirt and breeches, his bandaged armstil
smarting, he lay awake by choice in his close prison cell, staring at the barrel-vaulted ceiling
and praying for deliverance, one bare ankle shackled to an iron ring in the wall at the foot of
t he wooden bedst ead.

And at midnight, the torches and candles were still burning in the council chanber, as the newy
reuni ted Regency Council continued to consider strategies to protect what they had stolen

"It doesn't seemlikely, then, that any serious force from Eastmarch can reach here in | ess
than two or three days,” Tammaron was sayi ng, as he rubbed wearily at his eyes. "W're probably
safe until after the funeral. By then, we'll have our troops in place and the city secure. Also,
the nore men they try to bring, the slower they' Il be. Wat's the earliest that a nmessenger could
have reached themw th the news?"

"Well, it would have been a solid two days' ride to Lochalyn Castle," Manfred said. "Qbviously,
we made no attenpt to send word north, but it's possible, | suppose, that they m ght have had
agents anmong our returning forces, who could have carried the news. But our own nen didn't know of
the king's death until the next norning, other than the officers billeted at the convent. The
sisters at the convent knew, of course, but we closed it down for the night, and no one left."

"Except that priest who heard the king' s final confession,” Rhun murnured. "You wouldn't have
t hought such an old man coul d di sappear that quickly, w thout sonmeone seeing him"

"What priest was that?" Hubert inquired, |ooking sharply at Lior

"Just—an itinerant father who showed up at the convent, your Grace," Lior answered
unconfortably. "Sonme priest of Saint Jarlath—a Father Donatus. 1'd given the king the |ast
anoi nting during the night, but he'd refused confession and Holy Comuni on. By then, he was—ot
ki ndly di sposed toward Custodes clergy." He blanched as he caught Hubert's sinmering | ook of
resentnment, only then remenbering how the king's brother, King Alroy, had similarly refused
Hubert's mnistrations when he |ay dying.

"I"d been trying to | ocate soneone not of ny Oder,"’
without full benefit of the Sacraments.”

"A salve to your conscience, after you'd set about his death," Rhun nuttered, subsiding at
Manfred' s sharp gl ance.

"The convent's own priest was away, but one of the sisters produced this Father Donatus just
after noon," Lior went on cautiously. "He | ooked harm ess enough—-he was quite ol d—and he wasn't
in Custodes habit. | took himto the king i medi ately. Apparently his H ghness found him
acceptable. The priest was with hi mwhen he died, and he conforted Sir Cathan afterward.”

"And di sappeared before he could be interrogated,"” Hubert said coldly, "being well aware of the
circunstances of the king's death, having heard his |last confession."

Secorim frowned, daring to cone to Lior's defense. "Wth all due respect, your Gace, the
priest is bound by the seal of =

"You apparently assunme far nore conscience in the Order of Saint Jarlath than exists in your
own Order, Secorim" Hubert said coldly. "How many tinmes have you and |—and Paulin, in his
ti me—broken the seal when it suited our conveni ence? Donatus, Donatus—the nanme nmeans 'a gift,'
doesn't it? Lior, what did he |ook |ike?"

"Just an aging country priest, your Grace. Not a large man," he el aborated, at Hubert's sharp
| ook. "Sparse of flesh—wiry, | would say—dark eyes, white hair, neatly tonsured."

"And wearing the robes of the Order of Saint Jarlath." Hubert shook his head, still |ooking
annoyed. "Secorim send to the Abbot of Saint Jarlath's and find out whether he has a priest
meeting that description. | knowit will take sone tine, but | want to know. In the neanti ne— He
| eaned back in his chair, smling dangerously. "I wonder what else Sir Cathan can tell us about
the man."

A quarter hour later, Cathan was again seated in the chair at the end of the council table,

Lior offered. "I couldn't let himdie
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barefooted and restrained by nanacles and fetters, his prisoner status now undeni abl e. Again he
wi shed they had given himthe mercy of heavier nedication, so he could have escaped this
interrogation. Instead, he fought to keep his head up and follow the |ine of Hubert's questioning.

"I"ve told you, | never saw the nan before that day," he said, which was true enough. "Surely
you don't expect ne to recognize every priest in every little religious order in Gwnedd. Besides,
I was hardly in any condition to notice details. He was a priest that the king was willing to see.
That was the only thing on ny mind."

"And what did he say to you, after he took you out of the death chanmber? \Where did you go?
Were did he go?”

"I don't renenber exactly what he said. Wrds intended to confort, I'msure. |'mafraid
wasn't in any condition to appreciate them™

"And you went —where?" Hubert repeated.

'To—to the chapel." Cathan shook his head bleakly. "W prayed, | think. Yes, |I'msure we mnust
have done. And then he—teft. And Fulk and | went back to the king."

"Did you see himleave? Did he take a horse?"

"I don't renenber seeing either," Cathan whispered, which was true. "I wanted to get back to
Rhysem s body. | wanted—to—attend him to serve himone last tine. But they were—eutting off his
hand ..."

The nmenory was suddenly before himagain, far too vividly, loosed and intensified by the drags
in his body. He felt the bleak horror rising in his throat as he buried his face in manacl ed hands
and started sobbing, a still coherent and |ogical part of himdaring to hope that his
interrogators would find it difficult to cope with enotions |oosed by the nedication they
t hensel ves had gi ven him

Even drug-fuzzed, his logic turned out to be correct. Wen they concluded that he could tel
them nothing nore, they let the guards take him back to his cell

This time, he did sleep from sheer exhaustion; but in his dreanms, stirred by enotion and
unfettered by his nedication, he relived those terrible |last hours over and over again.

He saw no one but his Custodes jailers the next day. He dozed uneasily through nmost of it. The
meal they brought himat mdday was drugged, but he ate it anyway, for starving hinself would only
make hi m weaker, and they would only drug himsone other way if he refused to eat; the sting of a
Deryni pricker would utterly betray him H s only consol ation was that they would have to bring
himout for the funeral the next day, for they dared not risk his sister's hysteria, if he was not
at her side to help her through the enotions of the day.

M chael a, too, dozed through rmuch of the day, though her sleep was that of deep trance,

i nterspersed by the usual constraints inposed on a captive queen. Archbi shop Hubert invited her to
attend Mass that nmorning in the chapel royal, but she did not wish to subject Onain to the strain
of another public appearance and would not | eave himwhile she went. In any case, she could not
bear the thought of receiving the Sacrament from Hubert when it was not required. Tonorrow woul d
be nmore than sufficient for that.

At | east Owain seened fine when he woke, chirpy and eager for breakfast, apparently unaffected
by what had happened the night before, if he even renenbered any of it. Rhysel assured the queen
that he woul d not.

"He Reads very nuch like a Deryni child," Rhysel told her, as she braided her hair after their
| ei surely breakfast, still cloistered in the queen's bedchanber. Onain had retreated to the wi ndow
enbrasure with the Papa knight and the Uncle Cathan knight and was setting up the others his
governess had brought the day before, taking themout of their w cker basket and Iining them up
for royal inspection.

"I'f he grows into his powers in a simlar way," Rhysel continued, "he won't have nuch access
until he approaches puberty—but that's as it should be, because you wouldn't want a child wi el ding
the kind of power he'll have until some discretion is acquired. After all, he still has to survive
anong humans who are basically afraid of us."

"Whi ch neans a benign regency, to protect himuntil he's grown," M chaela murnured. "On,

Rhysel, do you think they'll be able to do it? WII the Khel dour lords reach here in tine?"

"God willing," Rhysel whispered. "God knows they will try."

The Khel dour |ords, neanwhile, were galloping southward from Val oret on bl ooded horses fromthe
archbi shop' s stables, striking out across country rather than sticking to the better-travel ed
route that skirted the Eirian. The going was harder, but the distance was consi derably shorter—-and
the only way they had a chance of reaching Rhenuth before the king's funeral on the norrow The
great |lords would not be expecting them so soon, certain they could not have received the news and
responded so quickly.
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They would stop at Mdollingford in a few hours to change horses again. They had nade the three-
day ride to Valoret in twd, where Queron had al ready paved the way with Bishop Ailin MacG egor
Val oret's |l ong-suffering auxiliary bishop

Ailin was and | ong had been one of the keys to their plan. Singled out early in his career by
no |l ess a churchnan than the saintly Archbi shop Jaffray, to whom he had been devoted, Ailin had
been hardly a year in his incunbency as Jaffray's auxiliary when the archbi shop's death
necessitated the election of a new successor—and Ailin had not supported the nman who eventual ly
won and held the See of Valoret. Not only had he supported the candidacy of Alister Cullen over
Hubert as Primate of Gwnedd, but he dared to abstain in the election that made Hubert the ousted
Alister's replacenent, a few days |ater

It was not an offense for which Hubert could renpbve himfromoffice—and Ailin dutifully gave
hi s new superior the vow of obedi ence demanded at his ent hronenment—but Hubert soon had made it
clear that Ailin mght forget about ever being pronmoted to a see of his own, so long as Hubert
Iived. Nor mght he even expect escape as an itinerant bishop, for they enjoyed too nmuch freedom
In Valoret, as a functionary in Hubert's episcopal machine, Ailin would renmain closeted away where
he could do no harm under cl ose observation by Hubert's spies—who increasingly wore the habit of
t he Custodes Fidei, whose Mother House was nearby. Resigned to his fate, Ailin continued to honor
his vowto his office, for he was a conscientious man and a dutiful son of the Church, but he
har boured a snoul dering resentnent agai nst the man who had stym ed his career out of spite and now
proceeded to abuse the office of primate and archbishop to extend his secul ar power.

This resentment did not go unmarked, though Ailin had kept it carefully private in Valoret. The
exi |l ed Bi shop Dernot—and through him the coalition |led by Joram and the Deryni Bi shop N al |l an-had
been courting Ailin for several years, against the eventual nilitary ouster of the great |ords.
Ailin had been hesitant about supporting an arnmed undertaking that could be construed as rebellion
agai nst the king he had sworn to uphold; but supplanting Hubert and his cronies in favor of the
king's duly chosen and appoi nted regency appealed to Ailin. He had inspected the codicils produced
by the Duke of C aibourne and the Earl of Marley, duly w tnessed by the queen's brother and a
pri est who was not a nenber of the despicable Custodes Fidei, and he had smled as he | odged one
of the copies in the archives of Valoret Cathedral. And he was ready to back up his approval wth
horses, nen, and his own person

Now, as they pressed on toward Mol lingford, pulling back to a walk after a long stretch of
cantering, Bishop Ailin drew rein alongside Ansel. Like the rest of them he wore riding |eathers
and a | eather brigandine, his tonsure covered by a | eather cap and with no other sign of his
calling visible. Unlike the rest of them he was unaccustonmed to such long hours in the saddl e—
fit enough, for a man in his md-fifties, but they had ridden through the night, with only brief
stops to water the horses and snatch rations on the go.

"Could we stop for a few ninutes?" he said breathlessly.

"Legs still bothering you?" Ansel replied.

At Ailin's pained nod, Ansel surveyed ahead and behi nd, catching Sighere's glance backward, and
signaled a halt. They were passing through a broad neadow studded with tiny |akelets, with a clear
view for miles in either direction

"A quarter hour to rest the horses," he called, as he pulled up. "Tieg, see if anyone has a
probl em Dom Queron, could you join us, please?"

As he swung down, giving his horse to one of the Kheldour nen and then going to help Ailin
di snount, Queron kneed his nount closer and also slid fromhis saddle. He was at | east a decade
older than Ailin, but the past week in the pursuit of the king had reaccustomed himto the rigors
of long-distance riding, and he knew exactly what the bi shop nust be feeling.

"I thoroughly synpathize, your Gace," the Healer said easily, as Ansel helped Ailin ease down
on arotten log. "Fromvery recent experience, | can inmagine that your |egs nust feel like jelly.
| can give you sonething to dull the pain, or | can do something nore direct. It's your decision."

Ailin grinmaced and stretched out first one leg, then the other, |eaning against Ansel for
support, his face grey with fatigue and disconfort.

"Well, | don't suppose | ought to take anything, as tired as | am" he said, massaging at his
i nner thighs, "so that | eaves sonething nore direct. | won't deny I'ma little apprehensive, but
I'"ve trusted you with ny life and office and maybe ny soul; | nmight as well trust you with ny
body. "

Smiling, Queron knelt down in front of Ailin, glancing up at Ansel in quick instruction. "M
Heal er's vows are as holy as ny priestly ones, to do no harm" he said gently. "Your G ace my
rest easy."

So saying, he set his hands on Ailin's knees, even as Ansel took control frombehind Alin,
pul ling his head back to rest against his waist. Ailin's pale eyes closed, his whol e body going
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linp against Ansel's. In Healing trance, Queron worked his magic very quickly, easing the cranped
muscl es in knees and thighs as best he could, then setting a fatigue-bani shing spell on the human
bi shop. It would need renewal before they rode into Rhenuth, but the rest of the journey would be
easier for it.

He left Ailin sleeping for a few mi nutes while he noved anong the others, but everyone seened
reasonably fit. The Khel dour nen had slept for a few hours in Valoret, while G aham and Si ghere
and their Deryni allies talked to the bishop, and the Valoret troops, sone thirty of them were

still reasonably fresh. They watched himcuriously as he noved anong them for nbst were young
enough never to have known a tine when Heal ers were regarded for their worth and not for their
"tainted" blood, but Ailin had chosen his men well. He sensed no hostility or fear

Tieg was tal king to one now, his hands clasped around the fetlock of the nan's nmount in healing
concentration and carrying on a conversation at the sane tine, with the young Duke G aham
crouching to I ook on. The | ad was good. Queron gave himan appreciative nod before headi ng back to
Ailin and Ansel. Sighere had cone over to | ook at the bishop while he slept, taking a swig froma
| eather flask, but he stoppered it and hung it back on his saddl e as Queron approached.

"I's he going to make it?" he asked quietly.

"Ch, yes—especially nowthat he's let ne give hima hand. | wasn't sure about that, but |
didn't want to force anything. He's got to be a totally willing ally, or it won't work."
"Well, it willnae work if we dinnae get there, either," Sighere muttered, glancing over where

Grahamwas talking to Tieg and the Val oret man. "Mebbe when we change horses at Mol lingford, I'l
ask ye fer a jolt o' whate'er ye gave him Gaham let's awa!"

The order brought an imrediate flurry of activity, as nen and horses reunited and began falling
into place. As Queron knelt by Ailin again, Ansel brought himout of sleep, hinself abandoning the
light trance he had entered to refocus his own energies.

"Better?" Queron asked, as Ailin's eyes fluttered open with a start.

Ansel ' s hands hel ped himstrai ghten nore upright, and the bishop rubbed tentative hands al ong
his thighs, letting out a sigh as he | ooked up at Queron

"That's mracul ous,” he nmurnured. "How can anyone say that's evil?"

Queron cocked his head and shrugged. "I'msure | don't know. Sonething to think about, when you
get back up on that horse."

A fewmnutes later, they were on their way again, settling into the ground-eating pace that
woul d take themto their next stop, that much closer to Rhenuth.

And in Rhenuth, as dusk began to settle over the city, the self-proclainmed regents of Gwnedd net
once nore in the castle's council chanber—Hubert and Rhun and Manfred and Tammaron. "So we sinply
shut the gates to O ai bourne and Marley,"

Tammaron said. "We don't let theminto the city. It isn't as if they won't be recognized."
"True enough,” Manfred agreed, "but a great deal depends on how many nen they bring. W can
shut the gates, but eventually we'll have to answer them And once word gets out of this codicil

it's going to be difficult to deny them entrance."

"Richard has a force ready to take north to intercept them" Rhun said. "Do you want them
di spat ched toni ght ?"

"How many?" Hubert said, drumm ng his pudgy fingers on the chair arm

"About two hundred,"” Rhun said. "A joint command of Carthane | ancers and Custodes knights. |
shoul d think that nore than adequate to deal with however nmany C ai bourne and Marl ey have been
able to scare up. Borderers!" He sneered. "Richard will chase themright into the river."

"Manfred, do you agree?" Hubert said.

Manfred nodded. "I've briefed Richard. W can depend on him"

"Let's dispatch him then," Hubert said, nodding. "Wat about the eastern approach to the city?
Is it possible they could cone that way?"

"Unlikely," Manfred said. "It's slightly shorter, but not a route for noving lots of nmen in a
hurry. The roads are poor, with very rough going in sone spots. For speed, | think they'll cone
along the river—and Richard will be ready for them And if they should cone fromthe east—well, no
one is going to let border levies into the city. In any case, | can't imagine anything will happen
tonorrow. "

"Very well,"” Hubert said. "In that instance, | suggest we all get sone sleep."

chapter thirty-four

Their bodies are buried in peace; but their nane liveth for evernore.
—Eccl esiasticus 44: 14
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The norning of the king's funeral, Great George was slowy tolling in the cathedral tower bel ow
the castle as Gallard de Breffni canme with Custodes guards to take Cathan fromhis prison cell. An
hour | ater, bathed, shaved, and dressed in unrelieved black, still under guard, Cathan received a
not - unexpected visit from Manfred Macl nnis, acconpani ed by the Custodes nonk cal |l ed Brother

Enbert .

"I hear that it's a fine day for a funeral,"” Manfred said coldly, as Gallard set heavy hands on
Cat han's shoulders to prevent himrising. The earl was carrying Cathan's sword, its white belt
wr apped around the scabbard, and Enbert had a cup in his hand. "I trust you aren't going to cause
any problens for us today. | shouldn't want the queen to be upset."

Cat han shook his head, tight-lipped, well aware what Enbert had in the cup

"Good. I'mglad that's understood. You will now be so good as to drink down the little potion

that Brother Enbert has brought you. You know the drill."

Cat han took the cup that Enbert put into his hand, but his eyes flashed his hatred as he
gl anced up at Manfred, his hand tightening around it.

"What woul d you do," he said softly, "if | tipped this onto the floor?"

Manfred's face went even colder, the light eyes narrowing. "I would nmake you lap it up like a
dog, and then | woul d have Brother Enbert bleed you again, to conpensate for what had been lost."

Rai sing an eyebrow, Cathan lifted the cup slightly in salute-he could feel Gallard s hands
tensi ng—then tossed off the contents in a single draught, grimacing as he swall owed and handed the
cup back to Enbert.

"Bad ale but a good threat, Manfred. It's far nore original than | expected. Cone now, you
didn't really think I'd be stupid enough to deny my sister what little confort | can, today of al
days, just to spite you? Gallard, take your hands off ne. I'mhardly in any position to defy
anyone. |'ve taken my nmedicine; 1'll be lucky to stay on ny feet today."

"You'll be lucky to stay alive, if you keep that up,” Manfred nuttered, thrusting Cathan's
sword into his hands. "Put that on."

"Of course."

Wth Gllard s hands still on him he stood, unwapping the sword belt and passing it around his
wai st, noting that someone had cl eaned the white leather. In addition, though this hardly
surprised him a thin piece of wire had been bound around the quillons and through the rings of
the scabbard, to prevent the weapon being drawn. They were taking no chances with him

When he had finished buckling the belt, passing the tongue behind and t hrough the | oop and
pulling it taut, he reached aside for the black cap they had provided, setting it squarely on his
fair head as he | ooked back at Manfred.

"I amyours to comand, ny lord."

"Yes, you are," Manfred said, the pale eyes dangerous. "And still shall be, when this day is
over. | suggest you renenber that, before taking any action that | mght find objectionable. Bring
him" he added to Gallard.

They took himdownstairs then, to await the arrival of his sister and the young king. The drug
started to hit himon the way, the fam liar fogging of his senses and faint dizziness, and he had
to catch his balance on Gallard' s armas he came out of the stairwell.

By the time he reached the yard and nounted up on the white charger they had provi ded—for the
little king would ride with his uncle on the way to and fromthe cathedral -he knew it woul d take
all his concentration to keep himand Onain on the horse and not disgrace themboth. It was hot in
the sun, especially dressed all in black, and he let hinmself doze in the saddle as they waited for
the royal party to conme out.

The royal party, meanwhile, was naking final preparations for departure. Wiile the queen's |adies
fluttered nervously in the solar like so many bl ackbirds, waiting for their mstress, the queen
and Rhysel were nearly finished dressing Onain. The process was bei ng overseen by both the Papa
kni ght and the Uncl e Cathan knight, whom the boy had set on his nother's dressing table beside the
j ewel casket.

"Just hold still," Mchaela murrmured, funbling at his ear, "and then Liesel will hold a mrror
SO you can see."

She finished fastening the Eye of Romin place, setting the other earring of tw sted gold back
into her jewel box, then gave the black hair a quick swipe with an ivory conb. She wore the
Hal dane brooch at the throat of her gown, her only adornment save for the State Crown and her
marriage ring.

"That's fine," she said, turning himto where the black-clad Rhysel stood with the mrror. "It
doesn't pull too nmuch, does it? It's a little heavier than the other one."
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He fingered at it uncertainly as he turned, his little face screwed up in concentration—and
froze as he caught sight of his reflection in the mirror, his nmouth gaping in wonder. After two
days of wearing plain black tunics, he had paid little attention when she pulled this one over his
head a little earlier, but now he snpothed an al nost reverent hand over the crinson and gold of
t he Hal dane shield enbroidered full across the chest of the black velvet. The Ring of Fire hung
al rost to his waist on a substantial gold chain, but he ignored that to stroke the enbroidered
i on again.

"Ch, Munmy, it's beautiful!" he whispered.

"Yes, it is, darling. | thought you'd like it," she heard herself saying, as she took up the
smal | bl ack velvet cap of maintenance, with its gold coronet nestled behind the erm ne of the turn-
up. His rosy lips made an awed O as she set it on his head, and Mchaela felt her own breath catch
in a pang of nmenmory al most too dear to be borne

"Mumy, | alnost |ook |ike Papa," he whispered, reaching up to touch the coronet. "My, do
you think Papa | ooked like this when he was a little boy?"

Most assuredly, Rhysem had never looked |ike this at this age, as the third son of the king,
but Mchaela recalled that he had | ooked a great deal like this at Javan's funeral, the only tine
she had ever seen himin nmourning. She blinked back the tears and forced herself to put the inmage
fromher nmnd as she dropped to her knees to hug himto her

"Ch, my darling, you look very much like Papa," she murnured agai nst his shoul der, choking back
the tears. "Your papa would be so proud ..."

"Don't cry, Mumy," he whi spered, patting her cheeks with his little hands. "You said we nust
be brave for Papa.™

"Yes, darling, |I know. "

"Mumy smile, then? Mummy be brave?"

"Yes, darling, Mummy will be brave," she said, and pressed firmkisses to both his hands before
getting shakily back to her feet.

Hel p me, Rhysel, she sent, as the younger wonan steadied her. | don't know if | can get through
this.

"Your Hi ghness nust be strong,"” Rhysel murnmured, for the benefit of the other |adies now
begi nning to peer in fromthe solar, inpatient to depart. "Let ne fix your veil." And with her
m nd she reached out for the soothing controls, blurring the grief, instilling calm urging

courage and hope.

M chael a had recovered her conmposure by the tinme she nust pass through the solar to where
Tammaron was waiting to escort her and Owain. Obliged by protocol to take his arm she had Rhyse
wal kK before her with Onain, the other |adies going ahead and behind, fluttering synpathetically
and naki ng much of their privilege of being in the queen's entourage. At the last minute, Onain
again had insisted on bringing the Papa knight, but Rhysel was carrying it and had gotten himto
agree that it might ride to the cathedral in the sedan-chair with his nother, for he was to go on
hor seback with his Uncle Cathan

As they cane out onto the great hall steps, foot soldiers lined up along either side clashed to
attention and an honor guard of twenty nmounted Custodes knights dipped their |lances in salute,
al ready dressed in nmourning in the sweeping black mantles over their black arnor. This tine
under standi ng the honor they did him Owain did not flinch, holding his little head high as he
foll owed Tammaron and his nother to the waiting sedan-chair and watched her handed into it,
checking to see that Rhysel installed the Papa knight safely at her feet. He waved good-bye to
Rhysel as she followed the other ladies to the palfreys provided for them only then allow ng
Tammaron to | ead himdown into the yard, where Cathan sat watching himon a white horse with red
| eat her harness. Rhun and Manfred waited behi nd Cat han, nounted on bl ack horses, and Gallard de
Breffni was on his |eft.

"Uncl e Cathan!" the boy cried, breaking free of Tammaron to dart between Cathan's horse and a
sorrel waiting for Tanmaron, catching at Cathan's off-side stirrup

Bendi ng carefully, for sudden novenents nade himdizzy, Cathan |eaned down to take the boy's
hand and press it to his lips.

"Good norning, ny prince," he murnured, as Tamaron caught up with the boy and picked hi mup
boosting himto sit in the saddle in front of Cathan

"Just mind your nmanners, Drummond," the earl murmured, as they hel ped the boy settle.

The | ook he gave Cat han before backing off to bow gave simnilar warning, but Cathan only held
the boy close in his arnms, gathering up the red | eather reins as the groomrel eased them and
Tammar on nounted his own horse. He was somewhat heartened to see that Omain wore the Eye of Rom
and hoped that neant that Mka had followed his instructions; he thought he had caught a glinpse
of the Hal dane brooch at her throat as she got into the sedan-chair.
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"It's good to see you, Onain," he nurnured, desperately wi shing his head was cl earer, wondering
whet her hel p would come today. "You |l ook very fine this norning. Your papa would be proud."

"Munmry said we nust be brave for Papa,” Owain whispered. "You be brave, too, Uncle Cathan?"

Cat han nodded, bending to kiss the boy's neck. "W'Il all be very brave, ny prince. God help
us, we all must be very brave."

The royal procession rode slowy out the castle gates and through the streets of Rhenut h—no
true funeral cortege, since the late king' s body had been taken directly to the cathedral on
arrival in the city. Still the crowds lined the streets to glinpse their new young king and his
brave, wi dowed nother, many remarki ng how fine the boy | ooked, sitting there straight and proper
with his handsone uncle, many bow ng as he passed, sone of them weeping.

Agai n Archbi shop Hubert was waiting on the cathedral steps with his clergy, ready to follow the
royal party inside for the Requi em Mass that would |ay Rhys M chael Alister Haldane to rest with
his father and brothers. Wen Cathan had et Onain down into Tanmaron's arns, he carefully swing
down hinself, forced to steady hinself for a noment against the earl's shoulder, for his
medi cati on was at its peak.

"You'd better pull yourself together," Tanmaron whi spered sharply.

The nonent of dizziness had al ready passed, but Cathan kept his voice carefully |ow as he
whi spered back, "If | fall flat on ny face, blame your bl essed archbishop. It won't be because
wi shed it."

So saying, he drew hinself carefully erect and took Owain's hand, |eading himover to the sedan-
chair where M chaela was alighting with the assistance of Manfred and Rhun—ebviously with little
ent husiasm But when Onain nade to retrieve the Papa knight, Manfred tried to keep himfromit.

"Papa— Owai n whi npered, reaching for it.

"You can't take it into the cathedral," Manfred said, lifting it away, as Omin trenbled on the
brink of tears. "It isn't fitting."

"For CGod's sake, nmy lord, let himhave it!" Mchaela begged. "It gives himconfort. He's only a
baby. "

"He's the king."

"He's four years old," Cathan said softly, locking his hand around Manfred's wi st.

"Drumond, you push too far," Manfred whi spered, his face but a handspan from Cathan's, though
hi s hand began to | ower.

"Just give the boy his toy."

Snorting, Manfred jerked his hand away, but he did thrust the wooden knight into Osain's hands
before stal king over to Rhun, muttering under his breath. Cathan saw Rhun gl ance at him
murderously, but he put it out of mind as he bent to confort Owain, who was huggi ng the Papa
knight and tightly clutching his nother's hand, lower lip still trenbling.

"Here now, what's this?" he nurnured, chucking the boy Iightly under the chin. "I prom sed your
papa we'd all be brave. Can you hold your head up like a king while we go inside? It woul d nmake
your papa very proud."

Sniffling away the last of his tears, Onain lifted his head and nodded, al nost nanagi ng a
smle. At that, Cathan adjusted the boy's cap and coronet, then carefully straightened to join
M chael a on her other side.

"Thank you," she whi spered, not daring to neet his eyes as he slipped his armthrough hers—and
had to steady his weight against her until he caught his bal ance. "Cathan, what's wong?"

"It's nothing," he whispered. "Just a little dizzy.” 1'Il tell you later, he added in her
m nd.

He had to wait until the procession began noving into the cathedral, to clouds of incense and
the chant of nonkish voices and the distraction of Hubert's ecclesiastical splendor, before he
dared the concentration to answer her

Rermenber what they did to Rhysem right after Javan died? Well, they haven't forgotten how, in
six years. Since Rhysemdied, |'ve been bled twi ce and kept drugged al nost continuously. |I'm al
right for now, he added, at her start of fear. Just weak and a bit groggy. But | don't give nyself
very good chances if the Kheldour lords don't get here fairly quickly.

M ght they reach here today? she dared to ask

It's possible, he replied. | pray God they do.

The Khel dour | ords even then were approaching the city, though they had taken pains at their |ast
stop to disguise their origins. Bishop Ailin now |l ed the conpany, a scarlet cope sweeping fromhis
shoul ders and his pectoral cross hangi ng outside his black | eather brigandine where it m ght be
seen. A steel cap covered with purple | eather also proclaimed his rank

The epi scopal knights he had brought from Val oret backed him wearing blue and gold surcoats
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with the device of the See of Valoret on their chests. Tieg rode at his knee dressed as a squire,
bearing the banner of Ailin's episcopal armnms; Queron had resumed the brown Saint Jarlath's habit
he wore at Saint Ostrythe's and rode as Ailin's chaplain. Graham and Sighere and their twenty
bordernen rode after the episcopal knights in plain harness, telltale tweeds now hidden away in
saddl ebags and bedrolls, with Father Derfel and Ansel and his few ex-M chaelines interspersed
anong them In all they were perhaps fifty strong; not a great many, but with a bishop at their
head and Deryni power to back hi mthough magic nust remain a last resort.

Ailin's authority got theminto the city by the east gate.

"I"'mAilin MacGregor, Auxiliary Bishop of Valoret," he told the sergeant who chal |l enged t hem at
the gate. "Why is this gate closed? |I've been summoned for the conclave to el ect the new
Archbi shop of Rhenuth, and we heard en route that the king has died."

"Aye, that's true, your Grace. They're burying himright about now," the nman replied, giving
smart salute and signaling for the gates to be opened. "Wat you maybe hadn't heard is that sone
ki nd of rebellion has broken out in Kheldour; that's where the king died. There's some talk that
the Khel dour lords had a hand in his death, and that now they're headi ng south."

"You don't say!" Ailin gasped.

"Ch, | doubt they'll get this far. The Earl of Carthane has taken a couple of hundred crack
troops north along the main road to head themoff, if they do come. And even if they did, it
woul dn't be for several days."

"It sounds as if we're just intime to be useful,” Ailin said aside to his "chaplain." "Thank
you, Sergeant. Domi nus vobi scum”

He lifted his hand in blessing, then kneed his horse forward through the gate as he signal ed
his men to follow. At his nod, his "chaplain" fell back to pass the word anbng the men, renaining
at the rear as they penetrated deeper into the city.

The city streets were nostly deserted, approaching the cathedral fromthis direction, for many
fol k had gone to the cathedral square to catch a glinpse of their new young king. As the bishop's
troops clattered over the cobbl estones, nearing the square, Ansel broke off his ex-M chaelines and
nost of the Khel dour contingent to circle around the side while Ailin continued on to neet any
official resistance in the square itself. Graham and Sighere renmi ned with Queron and Fat her
Derfel at the rear and kept their heads down, for Sighere's red hair was distinctive, even under a
steel cap, though he had sacrificed his bushy red beard and nmoustache in the interests of passing
unr emar ked.

The square before the cathedral was crowded, but nostly gathered al ong the side where the roya
processi on woul d | eave. The great bell in the cathedral tower had begun tolling, signaling that
the service inside was conming to a close, and Ailin had his nen rein back to a wal k as they
entered the square.

The twenty Custodes knights who had escorted the royal party fromthe castle were fornmed up
ready to return, their heads turning with interest at this unexpected arrival, several pointing at
the banner Tieg bore. Men in the livery of Lord Ainslie were holding the horses of those inside.
Ailin called his captain to his side and nuttered sonething to him keeping to a wal k, then
gl anced obliquely at Tieg.

"Son, we're going to ride right up to that Custodes captain and brazen this out," he said.
"Just stay by ny side and don't | ook surprised at anything | say."

"Aye, sir," Tieg murnured, and silently sent the warning back to Queron as a Custodes officer
broke of f fromhis nen and trotted out to nmeet them He had al ready spotted Jesse anmobng Ainslie's
nmen.

"MacG egor of Valoret, Captain," Ailin said, before the man could speak. "We're here to relieve
you. W nmet a galloper on the way in, and you' re needed up the north road. You can pick up nore
men at Arx Fidei. Apparently the Khel dour lords are, indeed, headed toward Rhermuth."

"You've conme from Valoret?" the nman said. "But how-=

"W canme by the east road, man," Ailin said. "I was sunmoned for the conclave to elect the new
ar chbi shop. W' ve been on forced nmarch for nearly three days; you know the terrain on the central
route. | can't ask these men to turn right around and ride north again. We'll take over your
escort duties, and you can go ahead. I'l|l explain to the great lords."

The captain nodded, clearly reluctant, but not one to question the orders of his superiors.

"The conmand is yours, then, your Gace. You can nove in right behind us. They should only be
anot her quarter hour, at the nost. | think they' re just now taking the coffin down into the
crypt.”

Ailin saluted with his riding crop. "Thank you, Captain."

As the Custodes troop rode out, Ailin led the Valoret knights in right behind them dispersing
twenty of themalong a long Iine facing the cathedral steps as soon as the Custodes nen had
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di sappeared. Lord Ainslie appeared in a wi cket doorway as Ailin and his remaining ten knights
di smount ed and bade his nmen take the extra horses out of the way as he saw Sighere and G- aham al so
di snounting, conming to neet themon the steps.

"I's it true?" he asked Sighere, also flicking a glance at Graham but ignoring the others

For answer, Sighere pulled out his copy of the codicil and handed it to Ainslie, who nmade one
qui ck scan and handed it back, grinning.

"Your other nen are already in position, ny lord. God, but it'll be good to have honest regents
in this kingdom Hubert and the royal party just went into the crypt. W've got maybe ten m nutes
to secure the area before they come out."

"Aye, guid, let's get started," Sighere nmurnured, already noving them back inside. "Exactly who
is in the royal party? By th' by, this is Bishop Ailin MacGregor. W'out his help, this woul dnae
be possible. Obey his orders as ye would ny own; he knows what he's doin'."

Noddi ng di stracted acknow edgnment, Ainslie continued on with Sighere and G aham Queron and
Fat her Derfel also falling in behind themas Ailin began dispersing his knights inside.

"In the royal party,"” Ainslie said, ticking themoff on his fingers: "The queen and the young
king, of course; Hubert, Rhun, Manfred, Tanmaron, Abbot Secori mwho's been designated as the next
Archbi shop of Rhenmuth, by the way. Cathan and the Custodes kni ght who guards hi mthey' ve done
terrible things to him Sighere. Oh, and four Custodes nonks, who carried the coffin into the
crypt. | don't think they'll give you much trouble."

"I dinnae think any o' them Il gie us nmuch trouble," Sighere nmurmured, |oosening his sword in
its scabbard. "Let's clear th' cathedral an' get a welcomng conmittee ready, fer when they cone
oot ."

In the cool and quiet of the crypt below, Iit by torches and candles, the rite of internment noved

toward its conclusion. As the Custodes nonks |owered the king's coffin into the sarcophagus

prepared for it, Hubert having bl essed the place with holy water, Secorim began censing it, the

sweet perfune of the incense snoke only slightly masking the charnel snell of the danp crypt,

whi ch eventual ly stretched nearly the length of the cathedral in a series of interlinked chanbers.
"Ego sumresurrectio et vita," Hubert intoned. | amthe resurrection and the [ife; he who

believes in ne, even if he die, shall live; and whoever lives and believes in ne, shall never die

As Hubert continued with the Canticle of Zachariah, the nonks answering himw th the anti phon
he had begun, M chaela | et her thoughts wander—anything to keep fromthinking about the slab of
mar bl e that Rhun and Manfred and Tammaron and the nonks were slowy cl osing over the sarcophagus,
sliding it into place; anything to keep fromthinking about the nan who lay in the coffin beneath
it, whose lifeless body she had never even seen after it canme hone—

No. She did not want to remenber himlike that. Not bloodl ess and forever stilled, the grey
eyes forever darkened, wapped in his w nding sheet and sealed in lead inside that coffin, for the
| ong, hot journey back to Rhemuth fromthe place where he had died. Not with his hand cut fromhis
body—the strong, graceful hand that should have been free to wield his kingship, the hand that
of ten had pl easured—She cl osed her eyes and nmade herself stop that |ine of remenbering at once,
briefly Iifting one hand from Omai n's shoul der to wi pe at the tears fromunder her w dow s veil
Onai n stood directly before her, conforted within the circle of her arns, tears runneling down his
face as he hugged the Papa knight to his breast. Cathan stood on her right, swaying slightly on
his feet, the despicable Gallard de Breffni on his other side.

Beyond Rhysenmis tonb were the tonbs of three other recent Hal dane kings: King C nhil and now
all three of his ill-fated sons. The carved effigies atop the tonbs showed the occupants at their
best, even the sickly Alroy depicted as a hale, handsone youth, cut off in the flower of his young
manhood. She wondered how the artists would show Rhysem who perhaps had been the bravest of them
al |

"Dearest brothers and sisters,” Hubert murrmured, "let us faithfully and lovingly renenber our
brother Rhys M chael Alister, whom God has taken to Hinself fromthe trials of this world ..."

As all of themknelt for the final prayers, Cathan steadied his hand agai nst the edge of
Javan's sarcophagus, |eaning his forehead agai nst the cool stone.

That Rhysem too, should have come to this, and so soon, still seemed so very unfair. Such
courage shoul d have enabled himto persevere. Wuld nothing ever break the strangl ehold of the old
regents? He blaned it partially on old King G nhil, for having chosen so unwisely. After Cinhil's

death, the fortunes of the Hal danes seened to have sunk in ever-deepening spirals. He had hoped
desperately that Rhysem night be the one to restore the Hal danes to their rightful promnence,
after seeing Javan's fate; but even in the very best of circunstances, it would be many years
bef ore Rhysem s heir, the young Onain, would be ready to take up his father's dream
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"Kyrie eleison ... kyrie eleison ... Christe eleison ... Pater noster ..."

He could feel the | eaden weight of his grief pressing on his chest, heightened by his physica
weakness and the drugs they had given him and a part of himtried to yield to blind, disconsolate
weepi ng; but he used the words of the famliar prayers to force hinmself back to better bal ance.

Surely all was not yet lost. Friends were conming. Wiether they woul d get here in tine to make
any difference remai ned to be seen; and whet her Rhysemis last will could be enforced ..

"A porti inferi."

"Erue, Domi ne, ani nmam eius."

Fromthe gate of hell—deliver his soul, O Lord. May he rest in peace ... Anen.

"Dom ne, exaudi orationemneam..." Hubert prayed.

And Cat han echoed the prayer in his own intentions. O Lord, hear my prayer, and let ny cry cone
unto Thee. Avenge him Lord. Hi s enenies sacrificed himfor their own ungodly anbitions, working
their evil in Thy name. Strike themdown, Lord. Gve strength to those who would uphold his wll
and see his crown freed. Make me Thine instrunent, Lord. Use ny hands to right the wongs done
here. Pl ease, Lord .

"O Lord, we inplore Thee to grant Thy nercy to this, Thy servant, Rhys M chael Alister, which
Thou hast conmanded to | eave this world," Hubert prayed, in words that shortly nmade Cat han wonder
whet her the archbi shop realized what he was asking for. "May he who held fast to Thy will by his
intentions receive no punishment in return for his deeds, but a place in the Iand of Iight and
peace, in union with the conpany of angels in Heaven. Through Christ our Lord. Amen."

"Amen," cane the response.

"Thou great and ommi potent Judge of the living and the dead, before Wiomwe are all to appear
after this short life, to render an account of our works. Let our hearts, we pray Thee, be deeply
moved at this sight of death, and while we consign the body of Thy servant Rhys M chael Alister to
the earth, let us be mindful of our own frailty and nortality, that wal king always in Thy fear and
in the ways of Thy Commandrments, we may, after our departure fromthis world, experience a
merci ful judgnent and rejoice in everlasting happi ness. Anen."

"Eternal rest grant unto him O Lord," Secorimsaid, taking over from Hubert.

"And | et perpetual |ight shine upon him"

"May he rest in peace.”

" Amren. "

"May his soul and the souls of all the faithful departed, through the nercy of God, rest in
peace."

" Amen. "

The prayers conpl eted, Hubert crossed hinself and |unbered to his feet, pulling hinself up
against the king's tonb as the others rose. Great CGeorge continued tolling in the background.
Secori m brought an unlit three-branched candel abrum from a side niche and set it on the tonb sl ab,
and Hubert took up a taper and lit it fromone of the torches, beckoning Mchaela and Cathan to
approach with little Onain.

"You nmay each light one of the candles, your Hi ghness,
"addi ng your prayers to ours."

Conposi ng hersel f, Mchaela fol ded her veil back over her crown, then bent to pick up Owain,
settling himon her hip as she took the taper from Hubert and |it one of the end candl es, then put
the taper in his hand and guided himto l[ight the center one.

"God bl ess Papa," she pronpted softly. "Keep himsafe with the angels. Anmen."

"God bl ess Papa,” Ownain repeated dutifully, as she passed the taper to Cathan. "Mimy, angels
all around here. They conme to bring Papa back?"

The i nnocent words nearly nade Cathan drop the taper, but Mchaela only went a little paler and
shook her head, not daring to acknow edge the flutter of unseen wi ngs but silently thanking them
for their presence—and praying that Hubert woul d not press the point of whether Osain could
actual |y see angel s.

"l don't think angels do that, darling," she whispered, under the rmurnur of Cathan hastily
offering up a prayer of his own to cover for her, his hand shaking as he lit his candle.
"Someti nes angels cone to confort us when we're very sad—and your guardi an angel is always around
when you need him Maybe Papa's guardi an angel canme to say good- bye."

Onai n frowned, but he had caught the nental warning fromhis nother not to pursue the subject
and instead turned his eyes to the other sarcophagi in the tonb chamber as his nother started to
set hi m down.

"We can go back upstairs now," Hubert said, gesturing toward the stair that |ed back up to the
rear of the nave. "I don't know why the bell hasn't paused, so the years can be tolled."

"Mumy, wait," Onain said, holding back as his nother started to |ead himtoward the stairs.

he rmurnured, holding out the taper
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"Why Papa's place doesn't have a king on it?"
"What ?"
He pointed at the other tonbs. "G andpapa Cnhil has a king on his place, an

Uncl e Javan,
an

"I think he neans an effigy," Hubert nurnured indulgently, alnost smling as he glanced at the
others. "Your Highness, the stonecutters must nake one for your papa. They haven't had tinme yet."

Onain's rosy lips conpressed in a pout. "My papa should have a king."

"He shall, | prom se you—=

"Shoul d have one now "

"Your Highness, that isn't poss—

"My - —

"I may be able to solve this," Cathan nurmured, coming over to scoop Onvain into his arns.
"Ownain, Omain, listen to me, ny brave little man. You nustn't cry. Listen to ne."

He whi spered in the boy's ear for several nminutes, Onain's tears gradually subsiding as he
i stened, shortly beginning to nod his head.

"So, what do you think?" Cathan finally whispered, drawing back a little. "Wuld that be al

right?"
Gravely Omain nodded. "Papa |ike that."
"Al right. Shall | help you?"

At Onain's nod, Cathan carried himthe few steps over to the enpty tonb sl ab, where Onain
gravely set his Papa knight in front of the candel abrum facing the candl es.

"My Papa knight is a king," he explained, as Hubert |ooked at himin question. "See his crown?
He stay here until Papa gets a big king." "

"But darling, won't you nmiss the Papa knight?" M chael a asked, taking one of his hands in hers

and glancing at Cathan. "If you |eave himhere, he'll have to stay for quite a while—maybe
months. If you miss himin the mddle of the night, we can't just cone down and get him"

"I still have the Uncle Cathan knight at hone," Owain rem nded her. "Uncle Cathan take care of
me now. "

" "Uncle Cathan' may have other things to do," Manfred said under his breath, gesturing for
Cathan to put the boy down. "Let's go, Drummond. W've been down here | ong enough. Gallard, take
hi mupstairs.”

Sick at heart, Cathan obeyed. He had eased his young nephew s i medi ate distress, but how | ong
the regents would let himlive to take further care of himremined to be seen. He gave his sister
a forlorn glance as she took Onain's hand, but he turned dutifully to acconpany Gallard up the
stairs as the others fell in behind.

He coul d see the guard of honor drawn up to attention on either side of the stairwell as they
ascended, though he did not remenber that Hubert had assigned that many kni ghts of his Val oret
garrison. It was only as his shoul ders came above the level of the top step and strong hands
roughly jerked himand Gallard out of the stairwell, hands cl apped over their nmouths to stifle
outcries, that he saw the | onged-for faces anobng the Val oret nmen—and knew that the next hour would
ei ther see the House of Hal dane dead or delivered.

Chapter Thirty-Five

But if ye bite and devour one another, take heed that ye be not consuned one of another
—Gal atians 5:15

Manfred drew back with a shout as Cathan and Gallard were snatched fromright in front of him
Cursing, he shrank back froma sword thrust and started pushing back down the stairs as nmen in
Valoret livery swarned into the stairwell with drawn swords. Rhun had been followi ng directly
behi nd and spun to shoul der past Lior with a shove that nearly sent himtunbling backward,
sweepi ng the queen and Owain back into the crypt and shouting for Tanmaron

Nei t her he nor Manfred could get their swords clear in the close confines of the stairwell, but
the swords cane out as soon as they had gained the open space of the crypt floor, whirling to
confront the unexpected intruders. Tanmaron was waiting to back them sword also drawn, hel ping
Li or hustle the queen and the young king into the hands of Hubert and Secorim who drew them
roughly behind the screen of the six unarmed Custodes nonks.

There Hubert restrained the queen with a hand on her arm and Lior presumed to pick up and hold
the frightened Onain. As knights in the surcoats of Val oret began pouring down into the crypt with
drawn swords, the Custodes nen and their hostages eased farther into the open arch of the next
chamber, their three "protectors" on guard before them

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/HC03%?20Bastard%20Prince.txt (181 of 194) [10/15/2004 2:34:39 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/HC03%20Bastard%20Prince.txt

"Throw down your weapons!" shouted one of the Valoret knights, of which there were six.
Emerging fromthe stair behind them cane an arnored, grey-haired man in a scarlet bishop's cope
and purple cap, acconpanied by Lord Ainslie and two knights in Ainslie's livery.

"MacG egor!" Hubert thundered, as he recogni zed his subordinate. "Wat the devil are you doi ng?
Order those nen to put away their swords i mediatel y!"

"I can't do that, your Grace," Ailin said, as his knights fanned across the opening to the
stair, interspersing thensel ves anong the tonbs. Sighere and Graham quietly joined Ainslie behind
him along with two men in priest's attire. "I amacting under the orders of |awful regents of
Gwnedd. "

"I ama |lawful regent of Gwnedd," Hubert said haughtily. "Furthernore, | amyour religious
superior. You swore ne a vow of obedi ence."

"I also swore to uphold the king and his | aws—ahich includes |lawfully executed decrees issued

in his name." In his hand that wore the bishop's ring he held up an unfol ded parchnent docunent
bearing a splotch of crinson sealing wax. "I believe that at |east Lord Rhun has seen this in
draft. This copy was duly signed and wi tnessed; | can produce the witness. Another like it has

al ready been recorded in the cathedral archives at Valoret. It appoints G aham of C ai bourne and
Si ghere of Marley as regents of Gwnedd. They have sone questions to ask the other regents of
Gwnedd, who were directly responsible for the death of the late king."

"That's a lie!" Manfred blustered, gesturing with his sword. "Wo dares to say that?"

"I do, ny lord." Queron stepped frombehind Ailin, hands folded in the sleeves of his brown
habit. "And the king hinself said it, in his deathbed confessi on—after having been bled four tines
in less than a day. The operations were carried out by a Custodes nonk call ed Brother Polidorus,
but the king was quite clear that one Manfred Macl nnis gave the order. And Rhun of Horthness
acqui esced. "

"I didn't!" Rhun blurted. "It was Polidorus who wanted it, and Lior—-and they had ne drugged
when | tried to stop them Ask anyone who was there. The king hinself would tell you that, if he
were here."

"It is precisely because he is not here that we are having this conversation, nmy lord!" Ailin
said sharply. "These are extrenely serious allegations—

"Serious lies!" Lior said breathlessly, as Omvin started to squirmin his arns. "Certainly, the
ki ng was bl ed—n accordance with accepted nedical practice. H's hand was festering; he was racked
with fever. When the bleeding did not relieve him it becane clear that the hand woul d have to
come off. Unfortunately, he did not survive the shock of the surgery."

' The king had both his hands when he died," Queron said quietly. "Shall | lay ny hand on his
grave and swear it?"

"Who is that man?" Secorim demanded of Lior

"Tell him Father," Ailin said, before Lior could answer. "Tell him how you brought in Father
Donatus to hear the king's | ast confession, because you and your clergy had placed yourselves in
such ill repute that the king would rather risk his imortal soul by dying unshriven than receive
the | ast sacranents from any Custodes priest."”

"And is this priest any better?" Manfred said, pointing with his sword. "Can we trust any part
of his testinony? What good is the word of a priest who breaks the seal of the confessional ?"

"What good, indeed?" Ailin said softly. "Except that the king gave Father Donatus | eave to
reveal what he had been told, to bring his nurderers to justice. Therefore, the seal has not been
br oken. "

"That is not for you to decide!" Hubert said angrily, thrusting the queen into Secorinis grasp
as he nmoved a few steps forward. "You have no authority here—er in any other place!" He stabbed a
trenbling forefinger at his subordinate.

"Ailin MacGregor, | hereby suspend you fromyour office and conmand you, on pain of
exconmuni cation, to withdraw these hostile forces fromthis place and subnmt yourself to canonica
di sci pline. How dare you presunme to judge these nen?"

" '"Tis | who presunme tae judge them Archbishop,” Duke Grahamsaid nmldly, setting his hands on
his sword belt as he noved beside Ailin. Sighere also stepped forward on Ailin's other side, burly
arns crossed on his chest. "As both regent an' duke in this kingdom | hae the power o' high an'
|l ow justice, an' authority tae hear evidence an' render judgnent. | charge you, Manfred Maclnnis,
Earl o' Culdi, an' you, Rhun o' Horthness, Earl o' Sheele, with high treason an' sacril egi ous
mur der —=

"l don't recognize your authority to try ne!" Manfred said contenptuously.

"I further find ye guilty o' these crinmes an' declare yer lives forfeit," G aham continued
"Throw doon yer arns. Ye cannae escape. An' | woul dnae profane this holy place with yer
bl ood—though 'twould be a fittin' end, here before the tonb o' the king whose sacred bl ood ye
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spilled."

"Several kings," Sighere added softly. "King Javan al so died beneath the bl ades o' traitors."

Not a soul dared to nove. Into the taut, expectant silence that settled after Sighere's words,
not a sound intruded save the harsh breathing of the cornered nen, Onain's nuted protests as he
struggled again in Lior's arms, and a single, stifled sob from M chaela. Then, to everyone's
surprise, Rhun contenptuously tossed his sword to the floor, where its clangor reverberated
t hrough the stone chanber. He reached next to the dagger at his belt.

"Rhun, what are you doi ng?" Manfred demanded, gaping at himin astonishnent, his sword slowy
sinking at his side.

Even as he asked it, Rhun spun to plunge his dagger into Manfred's chest, ripping upward as he
wenched it out. Bl ood gushed from Manfred's nouth even as M chael a screaned and one of the
Val oret knights started forward, but Rhun was al ready el bowi ng his way through the |ine of
Cust odes nonks and grappling Onain fromLior's arns. He slashed the bl ade across the side of
Lior's neck when the priest tried to stop him bundling the struggling Osain under his arm and
sprinting back along the vaulted chanbers of the crypt. At the sane time, a wld-eyed Tamaron
roughly seized the queen by one armand whirled her in front of himlike a shield, laying his
sword across her throat from behind.

When Cat han was snatched fromthe steps to the crypt, his inmediate inmpulse to fight for his life
died at once as he recognized Sir Robert Ainslie as his "captor,” with other fam liar faces of
Lord Ainslie's levy pouring into the stairwell to back up those who had foll owed Bi shop Ailin and
his men into the crypt. And as Robert released him though supporting himwhen his weakness woul d
have made him col | apse, he saw that no | ess a benefactor than his cousin Ansel had Gallard de
Breffni in protesting custody, straddling his bent formand twi sting one arm up behind himwhile
hi s ot her hand cl anped over his nouth to prevent himcrying out.

"Kill himnow" Cathan gasped, eyes wi de as he clung to Robert.

"You're sure?" Ansel said, very matter-of-factly.

"He hel ped hold Rhysemwhile they bled him" Cathan said, nunmbly shaking his head to force back
the menory. "He's killed many others, over the years. And he would have killed nme. Kill him™"

Gal ard had heard his death sentence and tried anew to straggle free, but the end was quick.
Ansel 's hands noved al nost too quickly to see, twisting the man's head to one side and back with a
sharp wench and a soft, sickening crack. Then Ansel was letting the Iinp body sag to the fl oor
wi ping his hands across his thighs, already turning to peer urgently down the stairwell. Cathan
fought the gorge rising in his throat as another man calnmy began dragging Gallard' s body out of
the way, and | ooked around gratefully as young Tieg was suddenly at his side, hel ping Robert ease
himto a sitting position against the support of a thick stone pillar

"I was warned you'd be in pretty bad shape," the young Heal er nurnured, slipping his hands to
either side of Cathan's head. "Let ne see you. | think I can help."

It was an order, not a request. A sudden sensation of vertigo nade Cathan gasp and cl ose his
eyes, perception briefly blurred. Then soneone was tipping his head back, pressing sonething
agai nst his |ips.

"I want you to swallow this for ne,

Tieg's voice said softly, as a cool, minty liquid slid

down his throat. "That's it. Again. | cane prepared for several things they night have given you;
this should clear your head and give you a jolt of energy in a mnute or two. Your blood |oss
isn't serious, but the fatigue is. | can counter that tenmporarily. Just relax."

Cat han was sonewhat aware of Tieg's nental touch this tine, just before a wave of utter
| ethargy overcanme him but when he opened his eyes, he could al nost inmagi ne that the events of the
past few days had never happened, at least so far as his body was concerned. He could feel his
head cl earing even as Robert helped himsit up, though Tieg was still nmonitoring with a hand
cl asped around one wri st.

"Cat han, cone over here," Ansel called to himsoftly, fromover nearer the stairwell. Around
them and farther back in the cathedral, men in plain brigandi nes were hel ping Lord Ainslie's nen
clear the building. There were a few Custodes bodies here and there, but nostly people were nore
than willing to | eave a place that suddenly had become an unknown battle zone. As Cathan scranbl ed
over to join his half-brother, the great cathedral bell suddenly stopped ringing.

"CGood, " Ansel whispered. "Soneone finally got to the bell platform Now, who, exactly, is down
there besi des Mka and the boy?"

Cat han peered down the stairwell. He could only see the backs of Graham and Si ghere and Fat her
Derfel, but he pictured the others in his mnd s eye, as they had stood during the prayers beside
Rhysem s grave.

"Manfred, Rhun, and Tammaron are arned," he replied. "There are six Custodes nmonks who m ght
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have weapons under their robes—knives, maybe. And Hubert and Secorim and Lior. \Wat are they
doi ng?"

"Tal ki ng. Arguing." Ansel notioned for one of Lord Ainslie' s captains, who cane to crouch
beside him "Is there another exit fromthe crypt?"

"Aye, milord. Up to the left of the high altar."”

"Any ot her ways out of the cathedral, besides the main doors and the way | cane in?"

"A side door in the south transept, leading into the cathedral close—to the Chapter House, and
t he archbi shop's residence and such. Another door fromthe sacristy, that also goes—=

From the crypt bel ow canme a clang of steel against stone, then the sounds of scuffling and a
chorus of exclanmations and shouts.

"Rhun has the king!" an angui shed shout canme fromthe bowels of the crypt. "He's headed toward
the other end! Don't let himget away!"

Cat han was al ready taking off down the nave, his useless sword bangi ng agai nst his |legs unti
he steadied it with a hand, praying he would be in time—for Rhun, with his deeds now known and his
life already forfeit, had no reason to spare any Hal dane, even a four-year-old one.

In the crypt, Mchaela trenbled agai nst her captor, trying only weakly to twist around to see
where Rhun had taken her child, for Tammaron's fingers dug into her shoulder like iron, and the
steel of his sword was pressed hard agai nst her throat. Manfred was dead in a snear of his own

bl ood on the fl oor before them an expression of astoni shnent etched indelibly on his bloodl ess
face, and two of the Custodes nonks were trying in vain to stanch Lior's wound. The Val oret
knights had started forward the instant Rhun stabbed Manfred, but Sighere had called them back
sharply as soon as Tanmaron seized the queen. They stood well back now, swords | owered, gl ancing
uneasily at Sighere for direction as he raised both hands toward Tamaron in a placating gesture
G aham had i medi ately yi el ded command to his nore experienced uncle, shoving Father Derfel back
up the stairs to safety, and Ailin was urgently wavi ng back men who woul d have cone down in
Derfel's place, frantic not to do anything to trigger further violence on Tanmaron's part. Queron
had ducked down behi nd one of the tonbs, now hidden from Tammaron's sight and hopefully forgotten
in the confusion.

Tanmaron | ooked around wildly at the force arrayed against him slowy retreating with the
queen toward the arch where Rhun had di sappeared with the king.

"Just stay back! Al of you, stay back!"

"Tammaron, are you nmad?" Hubert gasped, backed up agai nst one of the tonbs, the china blue eyes
wi de and horrified. "She carries the next heir!"

"She carries the |ast Hal dane king!" Tammaron replied, hysteria in his voice. "And 'l kil
her and the child in her wonb before I'Il let nyself be given over to a traitor's death."

"Tanmmaron, ye cannae nean tae do this," Sighere nurnured, inching closer. "Killin' a pregnant
wonman is no in yer nature. An' what guid would it do ye, if ye did sich a deed? They'll tak the
young king fra' Rhun. Ye cannae escape. It's o'er."

Noddi ng, wild-eyed, Tammaron i nched that nmuch closer to the arch. "Ch, it will be over, al
right. I've finally figured it out. The lad is no true prince and therefore no true ki ng—unless a
Macl nni s dynasty is to replace the Hal dane one. Hubert, did your brother ever tell you about
t hat ?"

"Wha' d'ye nean?" G aham denanded, as Hubert's jaw gaped

"Ask the queen," Tammaron said, |eaning closer to her ear as the flat of his blade caressed her
throat. "What was the threat we nmade to the king after his coronation, your H ghness, to ensure
that you and he started produci ng Hal dane heirs?

"Sweet Jesu, no," she whispered, for she knew full well to what he was referring and that it
could not possibly be true.

"I't was only known anong the Five," Tamraron confided, "that if he did not do his duty, there
were anple volunteers to deputize for him"

"No!" she sobbed.

"But the king was stubborn, and Manfred nust have gotten tired of waiting. He woul d have
drugged the wine one night. | trust | can leave further details to your inmagination?"

Deep in trance, behind the tonmb where he hid, Queron Read Tammaron's truth and knew he |ied.

"It isn't true!™ M chael a sobbed.

"She isn't to blanme,” Tanmmaron went on. "She never knew. None of us knew until Manfred cane
back with the king's body. But why else do you think he let the king be killed, when he knew the
codicil existed? Because he knew, that the king's death would put his own bastard on the throne!
It's Omnain Maclnnis that Rhun's taken out of here.”

It isn"t, Mka, Queron's nind spoke in Mchaela's. It's Onai n Hal dane, and you know it. Could
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Manfred' s bastard have assuned the Hal dane potential ? Tammaron's every word is a lie, the
fabrication of a nadnan, and you're the only one who can stop him and refute the lie.

How?

Under cover of the nutterings and shiftings of feet that acconpani ed Tanmaron's incredible
revel ati on, Queron eased closer to the appalled Bishop Ailin, a part of his mnd reaching out to
controls he had set before, seeing through Ailin's eyes as his dialog continued with Mchael a

Kill him Mka. You're the only one who can, before he kills you—and destroys your other son by
killing his good nane.

I don't know how, cane her nunb reply. Queron, can't you—=?

I can't touch him because | never have touched him Queron sent back sharply. But you're right
there, with his arns around you and his sword at your throat, as close as a lover's kiss. You have
the power. Al you have to do is reach out with your nind ...

I can't—

I'"mgoing to set a scenario through Bishop Ailin. No one will suspect there's been nagic. Just
follow his | ead.

"Tammaron, you're a liar," Ailin said coldly. "That's the nost ridicul ous accusation |'ve ever
heard. One only has to |look at the boy to see that he's true Hal dane.™

"He's a bastard," Tamaron repeated. "He's Manfred's bastard, and he'll never sit on the
throne. Rhun will see to that—and I'Il kill the true heir before he can ever be born, if you
don't give nme safe conduct out of here with the queen.™

"An' what then?" Sighere denanded. "D ye think ye could rule as regent, after this? Ye night
have possession o' the bairn, but that's no all that makes a king."

"I''l'l be regent, or there'll be no one to be regent for" Tammaron nuttered, shifting back
anot her step with the queen, his blade still pressed hard against her throat. "I'Il kill her—
swear | will."

"That you will not," Ailin said quietly. "God will not suffer this to happen.™

"WIIl He not?"

"Hs wath will fall upon you, Tanmaron. The Hal danes are bel oved of the Lord, divinely
appoi nted. "

"Pi ous propaganda, Bishop."

"I'f you harmone hair on the head of the queen, who carries one of H s chosen kings, you wll
die."

"You can't know that!" Hysteria tinged the voice again, and the eyes had gone wide with fear
"You will die!"™ Ailin repeated, stabbing an index finger at the quaking earl. "You conmt
sacril ege by even laying hand on the queen, especially in this place. God will strike you down,

Tammaron! You will die!"

Now, M ka! Queron sent. Reach your mind into his chest, and clasp his heart.

Suddenly her focus cane. She knew howto do it. But to take a life—

Do it, Mka—for Onmain, for Rhysem for Javan, for the child you carry. He deserves to die.
It's an execution.

An execution ..

C osing her eyes, as if she grew faint, she turned her nmind to what nust be done, reaching out,
feeling the tendrils of thought curl around his heart.

"You will die, Tammaron!" she heard Ailin repeat.

And as she closed the fist of her thought, he did.

Cat han pounded down the nave, his sword bangi ng agai nst his | egs, Ansel and half a dozen of his
men right on his heels. Tieg's drug and his spell pernmitted the exertion, but Cathan knew he would
pay, if he survived whatever he nust do to stop Rhun. He and his pursuing band approached the
transept crossing just in tine to see Rhun burst fromthe other entrance to the crypt and dash
toward the north transept, an indignantly struggling Onain under one armand a bl oody dagger in
his free hand. Rhun cursed as he saw the woul d-be rescuers and di sappeared into the transept, but
when Cat han reached the spot, Rhun was nowhere to be seen

"God damm, where did he go?" Ansel gasped, |ooking around wildly as his nmen fanned into the
transept to begin searching in side chapels and behind pillars and piers, and Cathan stared nutely
at the deserted transept.

From back up the nave, Robert cane bounding breathlessly to a halt beside Cathan, also casting
a gl ance around.

"He killed Manfred and wounded Lior, and Tammaron's got the queen."

"And Rhun's got the king," Cathan nurnured. "But where?"

"Not here, mlord," one of Ansel's nen called, as Ansel hinself poked under altar cloths with
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his sword, nmore and nore frantic, and others also called out, "Nothing here."

But Cathan's attention had been suddenly diverted to a burly man investigating a little door
standing ajar in the nmain support pier, at the northwest corner of the crossing. He was al ready
trotting toward it with Robert, tugging at his sword belt, his eyes searching the arched col onnade
of the triforiumlevel high above, whose narrow access wal k | ooked to run all around the transept
and back along the length of the nave.

"Up there?" Robert asked, follow ng his gaze, accepting the sheathed sword that Cathan thrust
into his hands and surrendering his dagger—for Cathan had none of his own. The nan investigating
the doorway backed out at Cathan's approach, for his bulk had already prevented himfrom goi ng any
farther.

"He's mine," Cathan nurnured, peering upward, hefting the dagger as he pressed past the fellow
and set his foot on the first of the narrow treads.

The little spiral stair was very steep and very narrow, only dimy lit by occasional slits that
| ooked down into the cathedral, invisible amd the carving that adorned the vast supporting pier.
From somewhere above him Cathan could hear the scrabble of booted feet and an occasi onal whi nper,
magni fi ed by the sounding columm of the tunnel of stone he clinbed.

He was breathing hard by the tinme he reached the level of the triforiumwal k and cautiously
poked his head out of the little stair to |look left and right. There was no one in the |ong
stretch of narrow col onnade that extended west al ong the nave, but just where the transept wal k
turned to cross the north transept end, he caught just a glinpse of moving black shadow. He
| aunched hinself in that direction, scrabbling half-sideways in the narrow passage, his dagger
hel d along his thigh, straining for some further glinpse of Rhun and Onai n.

He reached the northwest corner; they were waiting for himin the northeast corner, Owain
sitting in one of the arched openings of the colonnade with his |egs dangling over the edge, his
back agai nst Rhun's chest, Rhun's blade at his throat. He had |l ost his cap and coronet in the
scuffle. He | ooked nore affronted than afraid, but Cathan's heart sank at the thought of the forty-
or fifty-foot drop below him onto the unyielding marble npsaic of the floor bel ow

"You' re very troubl esone, Drunmond,” Rhun said, as Cat han began cautiously noving across the
north end of the transept. "I should have killed you years ago, when | had the chance."

"Aye, you shoul d've done," Cathan replied, trying to catch his breath, hoping he could keep
Rhun tal king while he figured out what he was going to do.

Sonet hi ng was not right about this scene, not right about how Rhun had acted down in the crypt.
Manfred and Rhun had been close friends, despite their difference over whether to kill Rhysem
Part of that difference undoubtedly had been caused by Rhysem hinself, as a result of the
conpul sions he finally had dared to set—subtle conpul sions, that would not require Rhun to act too
far out of character, |est someone suspect Deryni interference.

Until today. What happened in the crypt had been totally out of character. And it was not the
first time, though it was the nost blatant. The old Rhun woul d have had no qual ns about having
Rhysem bled to death, if it would further his power as a regent—but Rhun had tried to prevent it.

And then Cathan began to nmake the connection. It had to stemfromthat night when Rhysem had
told Rhun of the codicil, to keep frombeing bled; and afterward, seizing the opportunity to take
control of Rhun at |ast, he had spent quite a long time working deep in Rhun's nmind. He had never
reveal ed to Cathan precisely what he had done; but nothing he had ordered coul d possibly have
permitted killing Owain.

"Rhun, you can't kill the boy," Cathan whi spered, now certain he was on the right track. "You
can't kill him The king forbade you to let himcone to harm and you know he nmeant that for his
son as well."

Rhun's eyes darted to the boy's black hair, just under his chin, at the little |egs dangling
over the parapet, at the blade along the boy's throat.

"Pull himin and | et himgo, Rhun," Cathan whispered. "Wat was it the king ordered you to do?
Did he tell you to kill the other regents when you got the chance?"

Rhun | ooked at himsharply, bew | dernent suddenly in his eyes.

"Il killed Manfred. | didn't want to, but—+ had to.”

"But, didn't he deserve to die? He kept you from saving the king, when the Custodes decided to
bleed himto death."

"Il + tried to stop them" Rhun whi spered.

"I know. | was there. | couldn't stop themeither."
Rhun swal | owed, nervously turning the dagger against Onain's throat. Sonehow the boy knew to
keep very still and very quiet. Cathan wondered how nuch he understood of what he was hearing. Far

bel ow, a crowd was gathering, upturned faces white and anxi ous—-Ansel, Robert, Lord Ainslie,
Si ghere, and Graham-all of themvery quiet, bunching together beneath where Oaain dangled, to try
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to break his fall if Rhun let go.

"You can stop this, Rhun, even though we couldn't stop the other,
boy doesn't have to die. If you let himlive, God will not forget."

"I'"ll be already dammed, " Rhun whi spered, turning his face away, knuckles whitening on the hilt
of the dagger. And suddenly Cathan guessed what Rhysem s | ast instruction had been to Rhun

"Rhun, did the king order you to kill yourself, after you' d killed as many of the other regents
as you coul d?"

Rhun hugged the boy closer, burying his face in the black hair, the knife hand going farther
around his neck, the blade no | onger touching flesh.

Cat han went on softly. "The

"My own boy is ten,"” Rhun whispered. "I would have |liked to see him grown up."
So woul d Rhysem Cathan thought to hinself, though he only said, "It's difficult for a boy
without a father. |—-hope to be a father to Omain. If you'll let ne."

Slowy Rhun lifted his head to | ook at Cathan, a flash of the old cunning rekindling in his
gaze.

"I might just give you that chance,

"Nane it."

Rhun conpressed his |ips, considering, then pulled the boy back in fromthe parapet and set him
on the floor in front of him though the dagger renained near his throat, his other hand firmy on
t he boy's shoul der

"You claimto serve the king's justice, do you not?"

Cat han nodded, wondering whether he dared try to grab Omain and yank himto safety before Rhun
could cut his throat.

"And the king's justice denmands ny death, doesn't it, even though |'ve saved you having to
execute Manfred and Lior?"

Agai n Cat han nodded.

he said softly. "There would be a price, of course.”

"Well, | won't kneel down at the block or put ny neck through a noose. | won't be taken, but |
will try to take you with me. That's ny price, if | let the boy go."

Cat han drew a deep breath, know ng he nust accept but wondering whet her he had any chance at
all. Tieg's drug and spell were still working strongly in him and he was half Rhun's age-—which

shoul d nake hi m qui cker—but Rhun's extra years were years of experience, and Rhun outwei ghed hi m
consi derably, none of it flab

"Let himgo," he said evenly.

Smiling the old Rhun snile, the earl pulled Onain around behind himand gave hima shove.

"Get back out of the way, son,"” he said. "Uncle Cathan and Uncle Rhun are going to fight."

Cat han knew he was outcl assed as soon as they closed. After Rhun bl ooded himthe second tine,
he knew he was going to | ose. He fought ganely on, though, because he had no choi ce; because there
was al ways a chance that Rhun m ght nake a ni stake. But he never did.

Ducking to avoid a particularly vicious thrust, Cathan recoiled so hard that part of the stone
col onnade gave way, opening a gap nearly as long as a man and sendi ng debris raining over the edge
to shatter on the nmarble below, scattering the onlookers. Cathan nearly followed it, but Rhun
caught his sleeve and yanked himaround to face another vicious upthrust, only just parried.

An i nmedi ate counterattack drew his blood again, nore seriously than the previous two tinmes. He
tri pped and went down, sprawl ed on his back and precariously near the edge—and Rhun was suddenly
on top of him driving his dagger toward Cathan's throat as Cathan tried desperately to block it,
to slowit, his own knife hand pi nned by Rhun's.

Except that suddenly Rhun's hand was rel easing his knife hand, shifting to grab a handful of
his hair and jerk his head back to expose his throat. Mst incredibly, it left Cathan's knife free
to thrust upward uni npeded, directly under the arm full to the hilt.

Sonehow Rhun did not even seem surprised. He made no sound save a faint, bubbling gasp. H's
whol e body tensed, as if trying to arch away fromthe blade, but a faint smle curved at his |ips
as the bl ade poised at Cathan's throat fell fromnerveless fingers, and his other hand relaxed its
grip on Cathan's hair, the light dying in his eyes as his full weight collapsed across Cathan's
chest

For a few heart-poundi ng seconds Cathan nerely lay there, hardly daring to breathe, astonished
both at what Rhun had done and that he hinmself was still alive. Wen, at length, he sunmoned the
strength to try to shift free fromunder Rhun's weight, he had to push the body toward the edge,
for the wall was close along his right side. The shift of weight pulled the body over—ene | eg was
al ready over the edge—+to fall like a sack of feed to the floor far bel ow

As Cathan rolled breathlessly onto his side to | ook down at the nen crowdi ng around the body,
Owain canme running to himwith a squeal of relief, to fling his arns around his neck and bury his
little face agai nst Cathan's chest wi thout regard to Rhun's bl ood.
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Chapter Thirty-Six

And those which remain shall hear, and fear, and shall henceforth comrit no nore any such evi
anong you.
—bBeut eronony 19: 20

Wth only Hubert left alive of the original regents who had set out to make puppets of Gwynedd's
kings nore than a decade before, the two regents appointed at such cost by the late king

i mredi ately set about consolidating a new regency that woul d provi de responsi bl e gui dance for the
king's young heir as he grew into manhood. They chose to ignore any el enent of nmagic that m ght
have contributed to Tammaron's sudden death—er if they did not precisely ignore it, they inputed
such intervention to the priest calling hinself Donatus, who nelted away i nto the confusion even
as Bishop Ailin exhorted thanksgiving for God's nmercy—and si nul taneously secured his own place in
Gwnedd's future. Cbedient to the late king's instruction, G aham of C ai bourne and Si ghere of
Marl ey sumoned Sir Cat han Drunmond back to the crypt and took his oath as regent on the very tonb
of his late brother-in-law. His sister |looked on in joy and relief, and his young nephew held the
Papa knight in wtness—though he left it on the tonb when they headed back to the castle, for he
still thought it proper that his father should have a king on his tonb |like his grandfather and
hi s uncl es.

Archbi shop Hubert Maclnnis was taken into custody and eventually tried before the sane counci
of bishops that soon suspended himfromoffice and eventually confirmed Ailin MacGegor as his
successor. As Archbishop and Primate, Ailin gained an i medi ate seat on the new Regency Council,
to the great satisfaction of his fellow regents. One of his first acts as archbi shop was to
quietly bring back Bishop Dernbt O Beirne as his auxiliary in Valoret—for it was Dernot who had
kept the lines of comunication open during those years of planning for the crown's liberation
fromthe great lords. Ailin dared not restore the Deryni N allan, but those Deryni aware of
Ailin's courage in even bringing back Dernot slept a little easier in their beds in the years that
fol | owed.

The outcone of Hubert's trial was rather |ess satisfying. Though nost of his fell ow bi shops
qui ckly became convinced of his treason, as the evidence nounted, they were loath to sully the
titles and office he had borne by turning himover to secular authorities for certain
executi on—+hough several felt execution far too lenient. In the end, he was bani shed to cl ose
confinenent in a distant religious house whose nane and | ocation were never made public, there to
submit hinself to a regimen of fasting and penance from which there was no earthly appeal, all owed
no hunan contact save with a confessor and certain spiritual directors. He died in his bed within
the year-—peacefully, it was said, nearly half his former weight and bul k—aever havi ng repented
any of his deeds.

O the Custodes Fidei inplicated by Cathan in the king's nurder, only two cane to trial. After
a hearing before the bishops, Brother Polidorus and Fat her Magan were handed over to a secul ar
court, tried, convicted, and eventual |y hanged; Lior had escaped trial by dying of the wound dealt
hi m by Rhun

Mast er Stevanus woul d have been pardoned, but was found to have died while in retreat at the
Order's Mother House in Ranps, the result of overzeal ous indulgence in certain privations and
di sciplines customary within the Order-—voluntary, of course, or so the abbot said. Four Custodes
kni ghts who had gone into retreat at about the sane tine al so died under curious circunstances,
but the abbot simlarly declined to discuss the causes, invoking the confidentiality of the
confessional to justify his silence. The abbey at Ranpbs was di ssolved, its abbot given into the
custody of the spiritually sound Ordo Verbi Dei for rehabilitation; the rest of the Ranpbs brethren
were dispersed to the renmi ning houses of the Order.

The Custodes abbey at Rhenuth suffered a simlar fate. Its fornmer abbot, Father Secorim
expecting nonentary confirmation as archbi shop, was happy to settle for the auxiliary bishop's
post under the circunmstances, gladly giving his obedience to Alfred of Wodbourne, who had al ways
been the previous archbi shop's choice as successor. Cathan was dubi ous about letting Secorim
remain at all, but nothing could be proven against himother than ill judgnment in his choice of
associ ates; and Secorimargued fairly eloquently that he could hardly be held responsible for
bei ng singled out by his previous superior for favor.

Wth the bishops' promotion of Secorimcanme their farthest-reaching decisions about the Ordo
Cust odum Fi dei . Though they did not demand its total dissolution, the Order's ecclesiastica
kni ghts were di shanded and forbidden to re-form To replace Paulin, the bishops designated the
of fice of chancellor-general henceforth to hold the governing of the Order and confirmed Father
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Mar cus Concannon in that office, charging himto refocus the Order to nore accurately refl ect
their original purpose as guardians of the Faith.

To that end the Order would be permitted to retain its schools and other institutions of
education. Mrre particularly, Arx Fidei and the several other seminaries under its aegis were to
continue; for on sober reflection, the current generation of the Church's hierarchy renmai ned
unconvi nced that Deryni should be permitted priestly or episcopal authority, notw thstanding the
nmore noderate opinions of Ailin and Dernot. Though many other of the Statutes of Ranmps were
rescinded in the nonths and years to follow, those |aws forbidding the priesthood to Deryni were
to remain in force for another two centuries, even when other excessively restrictive statutes
agai nst the Deryni eventually began to be ignored.

In the secular realm the new Regency Council of Gwnedd |ikew se set about the necessary
housecl eaning. Lord Ainslie and his son Robert were appointed to the council by sumrer's end.
Robert also married his "Liesel," thereby ensuring a quiet Deryni presence at Court for the
foreseeable future. Sir Fulk Fitz-Arthur was recalled fromhis brother's court at Cassan
testified at the trials of the king's nurderers, and was appointed a royal equerry in tine to
attend on the young king at his coronation in Septenber. None of the other heirs of the forner
great lords were retained in royal service, but neither did they suffer the attai nder and
confiscation of their estates that might have followed on the crines of their fathers. Harsher
reprisals night have been nore prudent.

Young Owai n Hal dane was crowned on M chael mas, the sixth anniversary of his father's coronation
and what woul d have been his father's twenty-second birthday, on the first day of a weekl ong
celebration the likes of which had not been seen since the coronation of his Uncle Alroy, nore
than a decade before. Neither Torenth nor Tolan sent an envoy, but the ten-year-old Duke of Cassan
cane with his parents to pledge his fealty to the new king, enbarking upon a friendship with his
new |liege lord that woul d becone both fanmobus and tragic in years to cone.

Ri chard Murdoch declined to attend, pleading indisposition, but nobst of the other heirs of the
former great lords came and at |least paid |ip service to the new king and his regents. The
coronation was al so witnessed by nmany of the renmining heirs of Saint Canber, though none cane
openly, for the |laws of Ranps were still in force. Not for nearly two centuries would so many
Deryni again set foot in Rhenuth Cathedral

Al nost three nonths after Owain's coronation, on a snowy Saint Stephen's Day nmorn—seventh
anni versary of the day a Hal dane prince had |l ed his new bride before the high altar to have their
weddi ng vows nade public—OSwnedd' s wi dowed queen cane privately to Rhenuth Cathedral, gowned and
cl oaked in black, heavily pregnant with the child her dead husband woul d never see. Atop her
wi dow s veil she wore the silver coronet her husband had placed on her head on that |ong-ago day,
and her hands bore a circlet of holly and ivy like her wedding weath. Only her brother, her young
son, and Archbi shop Ailin acconmpani ed her as she made her way into the crypt where half a year
before they had laid her husband to rest in a featurel ess tonb.

"Mummy, | ook, there's a king in Papa's place!” Onain cried, as they reached the bottom of the
st eps.

She smled as her son raced over to the tonb, which now bore a recunbent, life-sized figure
carved out of warm al abaster, the rainent painted in bold heraldic col ors—rinson and gold and
sable. Omnain had grown a hand-span in the last six nonths, but he still had to crane to see,

stretching deternminedly on tiptoes and trying to pull himself up until Cathan came to his rescue

He [ aughed with delight to see his Papa knight standing guard just at the figure's shoul der, and

he retrieved it fromits lonely vigil and clutched it to his breast as he gazed with satisfaction
at the al abaster face, feasting his eyes on the crown, the sweep of crinson robe with the Hal dane
lion painted on the breast, and the carved sword |ying quiet and potent under the fol ded hands.

"I't looks lIike Papa," Owain whispered, his grey eyes shining. "Papa has a proper king now, just
i ke Grandpapa Cinhil and Uncle Javan and Uncle Alroy. Take ne to see them too, Uncle Cathan. |
want to see if they're as fine as ny papa's."

Noddi ng his agreement, Cathan took himover to look at his grandfather's effigy, urging himto
bow his head and say a prayer as his nother noved closer to her husband's tonb and Archbi shop
Ailin hung back to give her privacy. There was a prie-dieu on the other side, and she went to it
and eased her ponderous body onto its cushioned kneel er, bowi ng her head over the bridal weath
for a noment before reaching out a hand to rest on his.

It was a good |ikeness. His face had never been so still or sternin life, but the black hair
beneath the carved crown framed a vi sage undoubtedly Hal dane. A glint of red and gol d peeped from
the hair at his right ear, and the scul ptor had carved the Hal dane brooch at his throat as well.
She let her fingers feel the sleek coolness of it, shifting then to lightly brush an al abaster
cheek.
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My Rhysem she spoke to himin her heart. It's a fitting tribute. | wish they'd |l et you be the
king you wanted to be. | w sh—

But it did no good to wish. All the wishing in the world could not bring himback. Rhys M chael
Ali ster Hal dane was dead, but his hopes and dreans nust live on in the boy |eaning down to pat the
carved hand of another King of Gwnedd, the martyred Javan. Perhaps they would live as well in the
ot her son she carried beneath her heart.

She sniled and laid a hand protectively on her abdonen, then set the weath of holly and ivy on
the fol ded hands of the effigy.

Sl eep in peace, ny darling, she whispered in her nind, as she touched her fingertips to her
lips and then to his, in gentler farewell than circunstances had allowed the last tinme she left
hi m here. You gave ne your |ove and your Hal dane princes to nold into kings. Wth God's grace, the
Hal dane crown that you died to free will remain free upon Hal dane brows for as long as there is a
Gwnedd. God keep you, ny |ove.

She smled as her son cane running back to hug her, and had a snmile, too, for Cathan and the
archbi shop as they gave ready hands to | ead her out of that place of death and into a nore hopefu
future.

APPENDI X |
| NDEX OF CHARACTERS*
*An asterisk indicates a character mentioned only in passing, possibly deceased.

AGATHA— mai d at Rhemuth Castle.

AGNES Murdoch, Lady—wi fe of Rhun of Horthness, Earl of Sheele, and daughter of Mirdoch of

Cart hane.

Al LIN MacGregor, Bishop—Hubert's Auxiliary Bishop at Val oret.

AINSLI E, Lord—a royal conmi ssioner.

AINSLIE, Sir Robert—son of Lord Ainslie

ALBERTUS, Lord—& and Master of the Equites Custodian Fidei; fornerly Peter Sinclair, Earl of

Tarl eton; brother of Paulin of Rampbs and father of Bonner Sinclair, the present earl; Earl Mrsha
of Gmynedd.

ALFRED of Woodbourne, Bishop—Auxiliary Bi shop of Rhenmuth; onetinme confessor to King C nhil

ALl STER Cul | en, Bi shop—Peryni forner Vicar-General of the Order of Saint M chael; Bishop of
Grecot ha and Chancel |l or of Gwnedd under King Cinhil; briefly, Archbishop of Valoret and Primate
of All Gwnedd; alternate identity of Canber MacRorie.*

ALROY Bearand Brion Hal dane, Ki ng—King of Gwnedd 917-921; elder twi n of King Javan.*

ANCGELI CA, Mot her—a midwi fe at Lochal yn.

ANSEL Irial MacRorie, Lord—grandson of Canmber and a prinme nover in the resistance agai nst the
former regents.

ARI ELLA of Festil, Princess—slain (905) elder sister of the late King Inre and nother of his son,
Mark or Marek.*

ARI ON of Torenth, King—Beryni King of Torenth and el der brother of Prince Mklos and Princess
Chari s.

ASCELI N, Father—a Custodes priest.

BONNER Sinclair, Lord—Earl of Tarleton; son of Lord Al bertus and nephew of the Abbot-Bi shop
Paul i n. BORG-an archer in service of Manfred.

CAMBER Kyriell MacRorie, Saint—Peryni former Earl of Culdi; father of Joram and Evai ne,
grandf at her of Rhysel and Tieg; canonized as Saint Canber in 906; sainthood resci nded by Counci
of Ramps in 917.

CAMLI N (Camber Allin) MacLean—young ki nsman of Canber who survived crucifixion at Trurill, now
part of Joram s underground.

CASHEL Murdoch, Sir—younger son of Mirdoch of Carthane.

CATHAN Drunmond, Sir—brother of M chaela and half-brother to Ansel; junior aide to Rhys M chael
CHARI'S, Princess—wife of Marek of Festil and nother of his son and heir.*

CHARLAN Kai Mbrgan, Sir—forner squire and principal aide to King Javan, slain at his side in 922.*
CINHI L Donal I|for Hal dane, King—+ate King of Gwnedd (904-917); father of Alroy, Javan, and Rhys
M chael . *

CLOYCE de C arendon, Sir—a Custodes knight.

COLUMCI LLE, Father—a priest at Lochal yn.*

CONCANNON, Fat her Mar cus—€ust odes chancel | or-general in charge of seminary training for Gwnedd. *
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CORBAN Howel | , Lord—husband of Stacia of Eastmarch.

CORI'S, Sir Sean-see Sean Coris, Sir.

COsl MM kl os' personal physici an/ Heal er.

CULLEN, Bishop Alister—see Mster Cullen.

CUSTODES FEDEI —&xr do Custodum Fi dei, the Quardians of the Faith; religious Oder founded by Paulin
of Ranps to replace the Mchaelines and reform ecclesiastical education in Gwnedd for the

excl usion of Deryni. Mandate | ater extended to ferret out and elininate Deryni by whatever neans.
DAl THI, Father—a Custodes priest at Rhenuth; official

King's Chaplain after Father Fael an. DECLAN Carnmody—a slain Deryni.*

DE COURCY—see Etienne and Guiscard de Courcy.

DElI Nl OL, Brother—assistant to Brother Polidorus.

DERFEL, Father—ehapl ain at Lochal yn Castle.

DERYNlI (Der-fn-ee)—racial group gifted with paranormal/supernatural powers and abilities feared by
many humans.

DM TR, Master—Beryni agent in Paulin's service.

DONAL, Master—a scribe at Rhermuth Castle.

DONATUS, Fat her—an alias of Dom Queron Kinevan.

DROGO de Pal ance, Sir—Rhun's castellan at Sheel e.* DRUMMOND-see Cat han, Elinor, James, and

M chael a Drumond.

EDWARD Macl nni s, Bi shop—young Bi shop of Grecotha; son of Earl Manfred and nephew to Archbi shop
Hubert .

El THNE—a mai d at Rhenmuth Castle.

ELA N-an East march capt ain.

ELI NOR MacRori e Drummond—w dow of Cat han MacRorie and not her of Ansel and Davin by him nother of
M chael a and Cathan by second narriage to Janes Drummond. *

ELSPETH—a mai d at Rhermuth Castle.

EMBERT, Brother—a Custodes nonk-physi ci an. .

EQUI TES CUSTODUM FI DEL—Kni ghts of the GQuardians of the Faith; mlitary armof the Custodes Fidei,
i ntended to replace the M chaelines.

ESTELLAN Macl nnis, Lady—Manfred's wi fe and Countess of Cul di.

ETI ENNE de Courcy, Baron—a southern lord, secretly Deryni, sent by Joramto infiltrate the Hal dane
Court in preparation for Javan's accession.*

EUGEN von Rosl ov—a herald in service of Prince MKklos of Torenth.

EVAI NE MacRori e Thuryn, Lady—Deryni adept daughter of Canber, sister of Joram w dow of the
Heal er Rhys Thuryn; nother of Rhysel and Tieg.*

EWAN, Duke—Second Duke of O ai bourne, treacherously deposed as one of original five regents of
young King Alroy and slain; brother of Sighere and Hrorik, father of G aham*

FABI US, Brother—a Custodes nonk at Saint Cassian's.

FAELAN, Father—urdered forner confessor to King Javan.*

FANE Fitz-Arthur, Lord—eldest son of Earl Tanmmaron and

husband of Richeldis, Heiress of Kierney.*

FI TZ- ARTHUR—see Fane, Ful k, Ni eve, Quiric, and Tammaron Fitz-Arthur.

FULK Fitz-Arthur, Sir—Rhys Mchael's senior aide, son of Earl Tammaron.

FURSTAN—-dynasti c name of the ruling House of Torenth.

GABRI LI TES—priests and Heal ers of the Order of Saint Gabriel, an all-Deryni esoteric brotherhood
founded in 745 and based at Saint Neot's Abbey until 917, when the Order was suppressed and nmany
of its brethren slain; especially noted for the training of Healers.*

GALLARD de Breffni, Sir—a Custodes knight

G ESELE MaclLean, Lady—€o-Heiress of Kierney, sister of Richeldis; snothered to death at age 12.*
GRAHAM MacEwan, Duke—Fhird Duke of C ai bourne; son of Ewan and nephew of Earls Hrorik and Sighere.
GUI SCARD de Courcy, Sir—Beryni son of Baron Etienne, sent by Joramto infiltrate the Hal dane Court
in preparation for accession of Javan; aide to Javan and slain with himin 922, *

HALDANE—sur nane of the royal House of Gwnedd.

HALEX, Fat her—-Abbot of Arx Fidei Abbey, a Custodes House.

HENRY of Rutherford, Sir—a knight in Rhun's service.

HOVBARD of Tarkent—Forenthi envoy in service of Prince MKl os.

HRORI K of Eastmarch, Lord—Earl of Eastmarch; middle son of Duke Sighere, uncle of Duke G aham
husband of Sudrey, father of Stacia.*

HUBERT Macl nni s, Archbi shop—Pri mate of Gwnedd and Archbi shop of Valoret, one of Alroy's forner
regents; younger brother of Earl Manfred and uncle of Bishop Edward.

I MRE, King—fifth and last Festillic King of Gwnedd (900-904); father of Marek of Festil by his
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sister Ariella.*

| MRE of Festil, Prince—+nfant son of Marek and Princess Charis of Torenth.*

| OSI F—a guard at Rhenuth Castle.

| VER Macl nni s—son of Manfred; Earl of Kierney by right of his wife, Lady Ri cheldis MacLean.
JAMES, Master—a Court physi cian.

JAMVES Drummond, Lord—deceased father of M chaela and Cathan Drunmmond. *

JAVAN Jashan Urien Hal dane, Ki ng—el ubfooted younger twin of King Al roy, whom he succeeded; reigned
921-922. Treasonously slain in battle and succeeded by his younger brother, Prince Rhys M chael.*
JERVI S-househol d steward at Lochal yn Castle.

JESSE MacGregor, Sir—Peryni adept, eldest son and heir of Gegory of Ebor; part of Joranis
under gr ound.

JORAM MacRori e, Father—Peryni adept and youngest son of Canber; brother of Evaine; priest and
Kni ght of the Order of Saint M chael; now coordinating resistance to the former regents and
plotting to restore independence of the Hal dane crown.

JOSHUA Del acroi x, Lord—€ustodes captai n-general at Ranps.

RENNET of Rhorau, Sir—ephew of Termed of Rhorau and brother of Sudrey; killed with Duke Ewan's
party in 918.*

RENNET Howel | —+nfant son of Stacia of Eastmarch and Cor-ban Howel | .

RTMBALL, Fat her—ustodes Abbot of Saint Cassian's.

RI NEVAN, Dom Queron—see Queron Ki nevan, Dom

KYLA, Lady—a poet.*

LI ESEL—al i as used by Rhysel Thuryn.

LI OR, Father—+nquisitor-General of the Custodes Fidei.

LI RIN Udaut, Lady—daughter of Constable Udaut; wife of

Ri chard Murdoch, Earl of Carthane.

LORENZO, Brot her—a bookbi nder *

MACGREGOR—sur nane adopted by Jesse, son of Gegory of Ebor.

MACGREGOR, Bishop Ailin-see Ailin MacG egor.

MACI NNI S—see Edward, Hubert, lver, and Manfred Macl nnis.

MACLEAN-see Camlin, G esele, and R chel dis MclLean.

MACRORI E—sur nane of Canber's fanmily. See Ansel, Canber, Evaine, and Joram

MAGAN, Fat her—a young Custodes priest, assistant to Lior.

MANFRED Macl nnis, Lord—Earl of Culdi of second creation; a former regent; elder brother of

Ar chbi shop Hubert and father of Iver and Bi shop Edward.

MARCUS Concannon, Father—€hancel |l or-General of the Ordo Custodum Fidei, in charge of all
seminaries and other institutions of education in Gwnedd.

MAREK of Festil, Prince—beryni posthunous son of Inre and his sister Ariella, and carrier of the
Festillic line after his parents' deaths.

M CHAELA Drummond, Queen—daughter of Elinor and Janes, sister of Cathan; w fe and queen of Rhys
M chael Hal dane; nother of Prince Owai n Hal dane.

M CHAELI NES—priests, knights, and |lay brothers of the Order of Saint Mchael, a mlitant fighting
and teaching Oder, predoninantly Deryni, formed during the reign of King Bearand Hal dane to hold
the Anvil of the Lord against Morish incursions and defend the sea-lanes; suppressed under the
Regency of King Alroy and outl awed thereafter.

M KLCS von Furstan, Prince—Beryni younger brother of King Arion of Torenth, ally of Marek of
Festil .

MURDOCH of Carthane, Lord-slain father of Richard Murdoch, Earl of Carthane; fornerly a regent of
King Alroy.*

MURRAY—an East march capt ai n.

NI ALLAN Trey, Bi shop—eutlawed Deryni Bi shop of Dhassa; a confidant of Father Joram MacRori e.

NI CHOLAS—a retai ner at Lochal yn Castle.

NI EVE Fitz-Arthur, Lady—Fanmaron's countess and not her

of four sons by hinm w dow of the |late Earl of Tarleton, by whom she bore Peter (later known as
Lord Al bertus) and Paulin (of Ranps).

O NEI LL, Lord Tavis—see Tavis O Neill, Lord.

ORDO CUSTCDUM FI DElI —see Cust odes Fi dei .

ORDO VERBI DElI —or der of the Wrd of Cod.

ORI EL, Master—a Healer in the forced service of the great lords, slain during palace coup of 922. *
ORI SS, Archbi shop Robert—Archbi shop of Rhemuth and nenber of royal council.

OMI N Javan G nhil Hal dane, Prince—four-year-old Crown Prince of Gwnedd, son of Rhys M chael and
M chael a.
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PAULI N (Sinclair) of Rambs—younger son of the Earl of Tarleton and stepson of Earl Tammaron;
briefly Bishop of Stavenham before his resignation to head the Ordo Custodum Fi dei, brother of
Al bertus (Peter Sinclair), the Order's first Grand Master.

POLI DORUS, Brot her—€ustodes infirmarian at Saint Cassian's Abbey.

QUERON Ki nevan, Domforner Gabrilite Heal er-priest and founder of the Servants of Saint Canber;
confidant of Joram QU RIC Fitz-Arthur—a squire at Court, son of Tamaron.

REA NA, Sister—a nun at Saint Ostrythe's.

REVAN, Master—-human charismatic preacher working with a Deryni faction to save Deryni by bl ocking
their powers via a kind of "baptism" Slain in 922 by his owm former followers.*

RHUN of Horthness, Lord—alled the Ruthless; Earl of Sheele of second creation and a forner regent
for King Alroy; husband of Agnes Mirdoch; Vice-Mrshal of Gwnedd.

RHYSEL Thuryn, Lady—daughter of Rhys Thuryn and Evaine MacRorie; as "Liesel," sent secretly to
infiltrate Court as a maid to Queen M chael a.

RHYS M CHAEL Alister Hal dane, Ki ng—youngest of King Cnhil's three sons; succeeded his brother
Javan as King Rhys (reigned 922-928); husband of M chael a- Drummond and father of Prince Owain.
Rl CHARD Murdoch, Lord—Earl of Carthane, el dest son of Muirdoch.

RI CHELDI S MacLean, Lady—€ountess of Kierney in her own right, wife of Iver Maclnnis.*

Rl CKART, DomHeal er to Bishop N allan and part of Joram s staff.

RONDEL, Sir—ide to Manfred.

SECORIM Fat her —abbot of t he Cust odes chapt er at Rhenut h.

SEAN Coris, Sir-son of Sighere, Earl of Marley.

SI GHERE, Lord—Earl of Marley; brother of Hrorik and uncle of Duke Graham father of Sir Sean
Coris. SINCLAI R—surnane of the Earls of Tarleton.

STACI A, Lady—daughter of Hrorik and Sudrey; Heiress of Eastmarch; w fe of Corban and nother of
Kennet .

STEVANUS, Master—a Custodes battle surgeon.

SUDREY of Rhorau, Lady—w dow of Hrorik of Eastmarch; niece of Ternod of Rhorau and therefore a
di stant cousin of Marek of Festil; nother of Stacia.

TAMBERT Fitz-Arthur-Quinnell, Duke—First Duke of Cassan, now ten; son of Fane Fitz-Arthur and
Princess Anne Quinnell.*

TAMVARON Fitz-Arthur, Earl—hancellor of Gwnedd and a forner regent for King Alroy; father of
Fane, Fulk, and Quiric and grandfather of Duke Tambert.

TAVIS O Neil |l —forner Healer to Prince Javan and one of the few Healers able to bl ock Deryni
powers. *

TI EG Thuryn—Heal er son of Rhys Thuryn and Evai ne MacRori e.

TOVAI S d' Edergol |, Sir—former aide to Prince Rhys M chael, slain during coup of 922.

UDAUT, Lord—€onstable of Gwnedd; father of Lirin. VALENTI N-Marek's nost senior captain. WN FRED,
Sister—a nun at Saint Ostrythe's Convent.

APPENDI X | |

| NDEX OF PLACES

ALL SAINTS CATHEDRAL-seat of the Archbi shop of Valoret, Primate of Al Gmynedd.

BELDOUR—<api tal of Torenth.

CAERRORI E—fornerly Canber's principal residence as Earl of Culdi, a few hours' ride northeast of
Val oret; now the seat of Manfred Maclnnis, Earl of Culdi of the second creation.

CARTHANE—R char d Mur doch' s ear | dom sout h of Rhermuth, whose capital is Nyford.

CASHI EN—epi scopal see to the west of Rhemuth.

CASSAN-forner petty princedomruled by Prince Arbert Quinnell; now a duchy of Gwnedd under its
first duke, Tanbert Fitz-Arthur-Quinnell.

CLAI BOURNE—princi pal city of O d Kheldour and first duchy of Gwnedd; seat of Graham Third
Duke of d ai bourne.

CONNAI T, The—barbarian kingdomto the west, fanbus for its nercenaries.

COR CULDI —hereditary ancestral seat of the Earls of Culdi, near the city of Culdi, on the Gwnedd-
Mear a border.

CULLI ECAlI RN—Hal dane stronghol d—ast| e, t own, and garri son—guardi ng the Col doire Pass between
East march and Tol an.

DESSE—port town south of Rhenuth. PHASSA—+traditionally neutral episcopal see east of Rhenmuth, in
t he Lendour Mount ai ns.

EASTMARCH—ear | dom hel d by Hrorik, niddle son of Duke Sighere of Khel dour.

EBOR—ear | dom north of Valoret, now in abeyance, fornmerly held by Gregory, Jesse's father.
GRECOTHA—ni versity city, former site of the Varnarite School; seat of the Bishop of G ecotha.
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GWNEDD—<entral of the El even Kingdons and hub of Hal dane power since 645, when the first Hal dane
H gh King began to unify the area; seat of the Festillic Dynasty, 822-904; restored to the Hal dane
line in 904 with the accession of Ci nhil Hal dane.

HORTHNESS—Bar ony of Rhun the Ruthl ess.

HOW CCE—ki ngdom t o t he sout hwest of Gwynedd; | oosely allied with LI annedd

KHELDI SH RI DI NG—vi ceregal ity broken off Khel dour after its annexation by Duke Sighere and King

G nhil in 906

KHELDOUR—smal | ki ngdom north of Gwnedd, now conprising the Duchy of C aibourne and the Earl dons
of Marl ey and East march.

KI ERNEY—ear | dom north of Cul di.

LLANNEDD—ki ngdom sout hwest of Gmynedd; |oosely allied with How cce.

LOCHALYN CASTLE-—seat of Hrorik, Earl of Eastnmarch.

MARBURY—epi scopal see in the earl dom of Marley.

MARLEY—snal | earl dom carved out of Eastmarch for Sighere, youngest son of Duke Sighere.
MARLOR—bar ony of Manfred Macl nni s.

MEARA—ki ngdont pri ncedom nort hwest of Gwnedd; nominally a vassal state of Gwnedd.
MOORYN—provi nce at the far south of Gwnedd, including Carthnoor and Corwyn.

NYFORD—port city south of Rhermuth, seat of the Earls of Carthane; episcopal see for Carthane.
RAMOS—abbey town sout hwest of Valoret, where the Council of Ranpbs convened, wi nter of 917/918.
RHEMUTH—anci ent capital of Gwnedd under the Hal danes; abandoned during Festillic Interregnum
restored under Cinhil and Al roy; secondary archbi shopric for Gwnedd, junior to Valoret.
RHENDALL— ake region north of Gwnedd; territorial title given to the heir of the Duke of

Cl ai bour ne.

SAI NT CASSI AN S ABBEY—a Cust odes House on the Plain of |omaire.

SAI NT JARLATH S ABBEY—Mbt her House of the Order of Saint Jarlath, on the southwestern edge of the
Plain of lomaire.

SAI NT MARK' S ABBEY-nADnastery near Val oret.

SAI NT NEOT' S ABBEY—stronghol d of the Order of Saint Gabriel the Archangel, an all-Deryni esoteric
Order specializing in the training of Healers; located in the Lendour highlands; destroyed by
troops |l ed by the Regent Rhun on Christnas Eve, 917

SAI NT OSTRYTHE' S CONVENT—smal | religi ous house |ying between Ebor and Sheel e.

SHEELE—seat of the Earl dom of Sheele, north of Valoret.

STAVENHAM-epi scopal see in the far north of Khel dour

TOLAN-narriage portion of Princess Charis of Torenth, who married Marek of Festil; now a duchy.
TORENTH—power ful ki ngdomto the east of Gwnedd; origin of the Festillic Iine, who were rul ers of
Gmwnedd 822-904; currently ruled by King Arion.

VALORET—+estillic capital of Gwnedd, 822-904, fromwhich springs the primacy of its archbi shop
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