file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/29620-%20T he%20Seven%20M agi cal %20Jewel s%200f %620I rel and%20(v1.0) %20(txt)..txt

Scanned by Highroller. Proofed nore or |ess by Highroller

PROLOGUE

VWhyffler Hall, it had once been called, the stark, rectangular tower built of big blocks of gray
native stone, in centuries |ong past—otte, stronghold, residence of the generations who had held
this stretch of the bl ood-soaked Scottish Marches for king after king of England and Wl es. But
when first Bass Foster saw that tower, it had becone only a rear wing of the enlarged Wyffler
Hall, a rambling, gracious Renaissance residence, its wi de wi ndows gl azed with di anond-shaped
panes set in lead, its inner bailey transfornmed into a formal garden

Fromthe first nonent he set eyes upon it, Bass Foster had felt a strange conpul sion to approach
to enter that ancient tower, that brooding stone edifice, but it was not until sone years |ater
that he was nade privy to the know edge that the very instrument which had drawn himand all the
ot her people and objects* fromtwentieth-century North Anerica to England of the seventeenth
century (though an England of a rmuch-altered history fromhis own world of that period) was
immured within the dank cellar of the tower.

*See Castaways in Tine by Robert Adans (Signet Books, 1982).

It was a savage, primtive world of war and death and seem ngly senseless brutalities into which

Bass and the nine other noderns were plunged, but he and nost of the others were able to adapt. A
worman di ed, one man was killed, another went nad, and a third was maimed in battle, but the other
si x men and wonen nanaged to carve new lives and careers for thenselves out of this very strange

world into which they had been inextricably cast.

The arcane device spawned of far-future technology still squatted in the cellar of that ancient
tower, its greenish glow providing the only light that had penetrated the chanber for the tw and
nore generations since its single entry had been finally walled up and sealed by the authority of
the then-reigning king.

Only a bare handful of living men and a single woman knew the truth of what |ay beyond those
nmortared stones inpressed with the royal seal of the House of Tudor . . . they, and uncountable
generations of scuttling vermn to which the cellar had been hone.

Al t hough they wel comed the dimlight cast by the chunky, rectangular, silver-gray device in what
ot herwi se woul d have been utter, stygian darkness, the vermn otherw se tended to avoid it, for it
often em tted sounds which hurt their sensitive ears.

But of a day, a wild stoat came fromout the park and over the wall surrounding the outer bailey
of Whyffler Hall. The slender, supple, gray-brown beast had no slightest trouble in noving unseen
by man up through the formal gardens to the environs of the Hall itself, for he was a hunter, an
anbusher, a born killer, and had ingested the arts of stealth with his nother's mlKk.

Near to the Hall, his keen nose detected the scent of rat, and he doggedly foll owed that scent a
roundabout course to a burrow entry dug hard agai nst a nossy, cyclopean stone. In a fraction of an
eyeblink, the furry, snaky body had plunged into the earth in pursuit of his chosen prey.

After exploring numerous chanbers—sail, alas, enpty of rodents—and equally numerous intersecting
tunnels, the stoat found that the | arger, older, nost heavily travel ed main burrow, which had
descended to sone depth, began to incline upward once nore, and was soon filled with the strong
scent of many rodents ahead and a wan, strange light.

The questing head the big hob stoat thrust out of the burrow hole in the packed-earth floor of the
tower cellar chanced to cone nose to quivering nose with a rat that had been on the very point of
entering that hole. The rat leaped a full body |ength backward and shrilled a terrified scream
That scream and the sudden stench of the stoat's nusk initiated a few chaotic nmonents of rodent
pandenonium with rats of all sizes and ages and of both sexes streaking in all directions and
shrieking a chorus of terror.

But fast as were the rats, the stoat hob was faster, and he had energed into the mdst of the
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pani ¢ and sl ain several smaller ones before npbst of the rest had found and fled down ot her hol es.
Now the only full-grown rats left in all the huge, open cellar were three which had taken
sanctuary atop the glow ng device, crouching and panting anongst the dust-coated knobs and | evers
and cal i brated dial faces.

No stoat ever had really good eyesight, but their other keen senses nore than conpensated for this
lack, so this particular nustelid knew just where those rats were, how many they nunbered, their
si zes, ages, sex, and degree of terror. He also knew, after a hurried circuit of the base of their
glowing aerie, that there was no way he could get to and at them whilst they renai ned up there.
Four feet straight up was sinply beyond his somewhat limted junping abilities, and the
unrelievedly smooth, hard surfaces would prevent himfromclinbing up to his prey.

Frustrated and furious, the stoat chattered briefly to hinself, then futilely junped the I ess than
a foot he could manage, vainly trying to get his stubby claws into the steel sides as he slid back
down to thunp onto the silvery disk on which the device reposed.

Feebl e as had been the attenpt, nonetheless, it and the sounds of it had further terrified the
three rats, driving theminto a frenzy which suddenly erupted into a three-way battle to the death
anongst them The squealing, biting, clawing, furry ball rolled hither and yon anongst the contro
switches and buttons and | evers and knobs thickly scattered over the top of the device. Scaly
tails |lashed as the three big rats fought on, heedl ess of what they struck or noved, heedl ess

now, too, of the facts that the ear-hurting noi ses were becone suddenly constant and | ouder, that
t he greenish gl ow was becone much brighter

Bel ow, the hob stoat waited, hoping that in their fury the rats would roll off to fall down within
reach of his teeth

Far and far to the south of Whyffler Hall, within the | ong-besieged City of London, one of those
three sleek rats would have brought a full onza of gold in alnbst any quarter in which it chanced
to be hawked, for the siegelines had been drawn tightly about that city and its starvling,
frantic, and enbattled inhabitants. Nor did there appear to be any hope of succor now, for the

| ast remants of |ast year's Crusading hosts were being relentlessly hunted down, while every
attenpt by the Papal forces to resupply the bel eaguered city had been foiled, all ending in
resupplying King Arthur's armny instead.

In the nost recent incursion of a Papal supply fleet up the Thanes, young Adnmiral Bigod' s English
fleet had lurked out of sight until the | eased nerchanters and their heavily armed escorts were
well up the river. Then, while his line-of-battle ships and arned nerchant vessels trailed the
foreign ships just out of the range of the |Iong guns, a dozen snall, speedy galleys issued from
out certain creekmuths and i nmedi ately engaged two of the four-nmasted gall eons that conposed the
van of the fleet.

Each of these galleys was equi pped with but a single cannon, but these cannon were all of the
superior sort manufactured at York by the redoubtable Master Fairley. The guns were breech-I| oaded
and fired pointed, cylindrical projectiles—both solid and expl osive-shell

The well-drilled crews handl ed the galleys with aplonb, scooting around the huge, high-sided,
cunbersone gal l eons |ike so many wat erbugs, discharging their breechl oaders again and again to
fearsone effect into their unm ssable targets, while the return fire how ed and hunmmed usel essly
hi gh over their heads.

After watching his conpanion galleon shot alnmost to splinters, before either a |ucky shell or one
of the several blazing fires reached her nmgazi ne and she first exploded, then sank |ike a stone,
Wai id Dahub Pasha saw his own galleon's rudder blown away by one of the devilish shells. At that
point, he ordered nmost of his nmen up fromthe gundecks, to be put to better use in fighting fires,
manni ng the punps, and tending the nany wounded; there was no way of which he knewto fight with a
ship you could not steer. He al so had a soundi ng nade, and, pale with the thought of less than a
full fathom of water beneath his keel, with the flowing tide pushing himfarther and farther up
the unfamliar river, he had the fore anchor dropped.

As the anchor chain rattled out into the river, Walid Dahub Pasha saw the dozen gall eys back off
fromhis now hel pl ess ship, hold a brief, shouted, council of war, then set off toward the knot of
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merchanters and the remaining galleons. After that, he and those of his nmen still hale were al
too busy saving their ship and stores and conrades to pay any attention to aught that befell the
rest of the Papal fleet.

Wil e he hacked at a tangle of rigging and splintered yards—for Walid prided hinself on never
forgetting his antecedents nor asking his seanen to do aught that he woul d not hinmself do—he
reflected that only the worst possible string of ill luck had gotten himand his fine ship
involved in this Roman nmess to begin. The Bishop of the East at Constantinople had nothing to do
with the Roman Crusade, though he had given | eave for any of his as had the desire to joinin it.
Walid certainly had never for a mnute entertained any such desire, yet now he would in al
I'ikelihood | ose his ship if not his |ife through being caught up in the Ronan stupidity. The
sultan in Anghara woul d be in no way pl eased, either, when and if Walid returned to report the

| oss of ship, guns and all. A chill coursed through Walid's powerful body despite the heat
engendered by his exertions, for he had seen strong nmen live for [ong hours after being

i npal ed—screani ng, pleading, babbling, dying by bare inches, while the renorsel ess wooden st ake
tore up through their bodies. He shuddered. That was no way for a decent Tripolitan seaman to die!

Much later, he was on the nain gundeck, supervising the drawing of the charges from several of his
battery of bronze cul verins, when Fahrooq al - Ahmar, a captain and the sole remining officer of
Walid's contingent of fighting men, found himwith a nessage.

Arrived on his quarterdeck, one | ook through his |ong-glass was enough to tell the tale. The
remai nder of the Papal fleet was once nore sailing upriver, but no | onger under Papal ensigns;
each and every one of the ships and gall eons now bore the personal banner of Arthur |1l Tudor
Ki ng of England and Wal es. The fleet was bei ng shepherded by sone English galleons and fri gates,
whil e the squadron of galleys seened to be beating in the general direction of Walid' s crippled
gal l eon. The thought flitted through his mind that perhaps they neant to give himand his no
quarter, in which case he had unl oaded those cul verins too soon

He turned to a quarternaster. Haul down that Ronan rag and hoist Sultan Orar's banner in its
proper place." Then, "Fahrooq, send a nman down to tell themto get those culverins rel oaded

i medi ately, load the swivels, get yourself and your nmen armed for close conbat, open the nain
arnms chests for the seanen, and send a man to ny cabin to help me get into nmy arnor. They may kil
us all in the end, but this particular batch of Franks will know they've come up agai nst real nen,
by the beard of the Prophet and the tail of Christ's holy ass!”

As the seanen and soldiers set to their tasks aboard the inmobilized galleon, the row galleys
crept across the intervening water. C oser they canme, ever closer. \Wen they were just beyond the
effective range of a |ong eighteen-pounder culverin shot, they divided, half of them passing
across the galleon's stern quarter to forma line on her port side, the others simlarly
positioned to nmenace her starboard side.

Wat chi ng the deadly vessels through his fine |long-glass, Walid could discern the raised platforns
for the single gun that each gall ey nounted. Absently, he noted that they | ooked to be nine- or
maybe twel ve- pounders.

Wth both his sides nenaced properly, eleven of the galleys held their places, using their oars
only enough to keep themin those places, while a single galley began to stroke slowy toward the
gall eon. No gunners stood on the platforny there was but a single nman—hel netless, but wearing half-
arnmor, sword, dagger, and pistols and holding the haft of a bl adel ess boardi ng pike to which a
grayi sh-white square of cloth had been affi xed.

"Looks to be a herald of some kind," remarked Walid, then he ordered, "No one's to fire on them
until and unless | say to do so. But keep your eyes on the other galleys, nost especially on those
off the port bow. W can |ose nothing by hearing what this Frank bastard has to say to us."

As the small galley neared, Walid thought to hinself that sone of the oarmen were easily the nost
vi | | ai nous-1 ooki ng humans he had ever set eyes to in a lifetine spent at sea and in sone of the
roughest ports in all the wide world. The herald, on the other hand, though his face was well
scarred and his nose was canted and a bit crooked and though he night have | ooked fearsone if

vi ewed al one, seened to represent an uncommon degree of gentility when conpared to the satanic-

| ooki ng crew whose efforts propelled the galley.
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Then the rowcraft turned to starboard and canme directly toward the galleon, and all that Walid
could see were the backs of the rowers, the supposed herald, the steersman, and another he assuned
to be the master on the minuscule steering deck at the stern

And on that small steering deck, Squire John Stakeley felt far nore exposed to i nmnent death or
mai mi ng than ever he had even when spurring on at the very forefront of a cavalry charge. Though
he was no true seaman and nmade no such pretensions, he well knew just how frail was this galley
and her crew when one contenplated a hit by even a single ball from an ei ghteen-pounder culverin
and they were now within perfect range if that Roman bastard elected to pull his broadside or any
part thereof.

O course, if he did that—fired on a heral d+the rest of the squadron would proceed to pound the
gal l eon to pieces, before boarding the hul k and butchering every man aboard

her. But that would be of no help to Squire John and the noble herald and the gal |l owgl asses who
were rowi ng closer to the anchored warship with every stroke of the |ong, heavy sweeps.

Hailing froman inland county and being thus conversant with dam-all of ships in general, Squire
John failed to recogni ze the new, gaudy standard that had been run up to replace the even gaudier
Pap; .l one. But the herald saw it for what it was, and, as the galley cane al ongside the galleon

with a brace of brawny Irishnen contriving to keep her there against the tug of the current with

boat hooks and main strength, the herald shouted up at a swarthy, bearded man who stood by the rai
with a glowing I ength of matchcord in one tar-stained hand and the other grasping the ainming rod

of a swivel gun—a three-inch drake, nounted in the rail specifically to repel boarders.

In purest Arabic, he demanded and threatened and insulted so neticulously that Walid and every man
of his within the hearing i medi ately recogni zed a kindred ethnic spirit.

"Throw ne down a | adder at once, you sorry by-bl ow outcome of a di seased sow and a spavi ned
canel's perversions, else I'll see you given that swivel gun and all within it as the hottest
clyster that your foul fundament ever has known!"

At Walid' s curt nod of approval, the gunner |aid aside his slowmtch and, grinning his own
appreciation of the herald' s admrably couched words, heaved down a rope | adder fromthe galleon's
wai st rail to the bobbing galley bel ow

Leaving the white flag | eani ng agai nst the gun carriage, the herald stepped onto the gunwal e of
the gall ey and ascended the swaying, jerking |adder as ninbly as any barefoot seaman, despite his
heavy boots, arnor, |ong-skirted buffcoat, and dangling weapons.

As Fahrooq ushered the newconer up onto the quarterdeck, Walid noted that the herald noved with a
pant heri sh grace and so was nost |ikely an exceedi ng deadly swordsman. O herw se, he | ooked to be
much akin to Walid hinself.

Both were of average hei ght—sone five and one-half feet fromsoles to pate—w th black hair and
eyes, swart skin, and fine, prom nent noses, heads, hands, and feet a bit on the small side,
fingers long and sl ender. Both nen were possessed of slimwaists and thick shoul ders, but the
heral d al so showed the fiat thighs of a horseman and consi derable facial scarring, nore than Walid
had managed to collect in his ow lifetine.

" Sahl ahnoo al ei koom Chbtdhn. | am Sir Ali ibn Hussain." "Al ei koomah sahlahm" Walid intoned the
ritual greeting, but then demanded, "By the flanes of Gehenna, now, howis it that an Arabian
knight is serving an exconmuni cated Pranki sh ki ng who is making war—ather successful war, but
still war—dpon the Holy Apostolic Church? Man, you risk your soul in the hereafter, not to
contenmplate what will be done to your body if you find yourself taken and brought before an
eccl esi astical court."

"Ch, | serve not King Arthur," was the reply. "At least, not directly. No, | have the great honor
to be the herald of his grace, Sir Sebastian, Duke of Norfolk, Earl of Rutland, Mrkgraf von

Vel egrad, Baron of Strathtyne, Knight of the Garter of the Kingdom of England and \Wal es, Nobl e
Fel l ow of the Order of the Red Eagle of the Holy Roman Enpire, and Lord Commander of Horse in the
Armes of Arthur Il Tudor, King of England and Wl es."
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Walid shook his head. "How do you nanage to remenber all of that Prankish gibberish in its proper
order. Sir Ali? Never nmind, here's the kahvay—tet's have a cup so we can at |east trust each other
here, on board ny ship.”

When one seaman had set up the elaborately chased silver tray-table on its carven ebony |egs, when
another had set it with a a trio of tiny gold-washed and bejewel ed silver cups, then a brass
brazier full of glowi ng coals was passed up fromthe firebox in the wai st and a hi deously scarred
and pockmarked nan of late mddle years set about the preparation of the cerenonial food and

dri nk.

In the center of the table was set a smaller silver tray on which rested a few soaked and softened
ship's biscuits and a bow of coarse, brownish salt. First Walid, then Fahrooq took up a bit of

bi scuit between the fore and middle fingers of their right hands, dipped themin the salt, and
proffered themto Sir Ali. The herald, for his part, accepted and slowy ate the offerings, then
did the same to Walid and Fahrooq, in turn

Meantime, the nan at the brazier had dropped a generous handful of dried coffee beans into a
smal |, preheated iron skillet, wherein he had thoroughly roasted them then dunped the al nost
scorched beans into a marble nortar and rapidly reduced themto coarse powder. The powder he had
poured into a brass pot with a | ong wooden handl e, addi ng sone pint or so of water and a piece of
a sugarloaf. When he had nestled the pot into an iron trivet above the bed of coals, he began to
alternately bl ow upon the coals and carefully watch the contents of the pot.

As the coffee came to its initial boil, the man adroitly took it fromthe heat, added three
cardamom pods, then replaced it over the coals. As the mixture boiled up the second time, he again
took it up and this tinme spooned a generous neasure of the rich brown froth into each of the three
wai ting silver cups.

On the third boiling, the nman renpved the pot fromthe heat, dashed into it a |arge spoonful of
unheated water, then filled the three cups with the fragrantly steam ng, thick, syrupy, stygian-
bl ack brew

"It is many years since | have savored dhwah in the Turkic style,
still speaking Arabic.

the herald comrented politely,

Walid shrugged. "Thank you for the conplinent, Sir Ali, but | understand, believe ne, \ nore than
understand. You will have noticed that 1 did not dignify it by calling it dhwah. | shipped this
sorry Turk aboard in lzmr, after ny own cook was killed in a dockside braw. And dhwah or even a
si nmpl e kuskus sinply baffles him

"But now, I ama blunt seanman, Sir Ali, so let us get down to business, eh? For what purpose did
this Bey Sebastian send you to ne? This galleon is his for the taking, already; even a | andsnan
coul d see that she cannot be steered. The bread of slavery is bitter at best, but forced to it, |

i magi ne that the nost of nmy crew woul d prefer beconing slaves to becom ng corpses, today. As for
me, after the loss of this vessel and the guns, |I'd as lief remain as far as possible from Sultan
Omar's domains ... for reasons of bodily health, you understand.” Sir Al grinned briefly. "Yes,
I've heard that he's possessed of a foul tenper, though exceedi ng generous to those who can pl ease
him But tell me this-howis it that one of Sultan Orar's fine war galleons is escorting ships
sent by the Pope of the West? Is all the Church allied agai nst Engl and, then?"

Walid snorted scornfully. **Not hardly, Sir Ali! Qur Pope's last word on the matter was that
anyone sinpl eni nded enough to go west and risk his fortune and/or neck to try to help put a
bast ard- spawn usurper onto the throne of England at the behest of old Pope Abdul woul d probably
have been killed by his own stupidity sooner or |ater anyhow, wherever he chanced to be.

"No, bad luck and illegal coercion brought me and mine here to this sorry pass. Nor have that
Moori sh dog who styles hinself Pope of the West and his crimnal Roman cohorts heard the end of
the coercion business, either, not if 1 ever get the ship back to Turkey, they haven't.

"The Turki sh anmbassador to the court of King G ovanni, in Napoli, having died—he and all his
fam ly, of a summer pestilence—+ had conveyed the new anbassador and his household to Napoli and
was asea enroute to the Port of Marsala to take aboard certain cargo consigned to Sultan Omar's
chanmberl ain when, of a late, dark night, a freak, unseasonal tenpest all but swanped the gall eon
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killed or injured several of ny crewren, and seriously danaged ny rigging. Wien all was done, |
found ny position to be far nor'-nor'west of where |I'd been at the start, and sonehow | nanaged to
get the vessel into the Port of Gaeta, a small port on the mainland . . . and squarely into the

cl aws of Pope Abdul, the blackhearted bastard sibling of those noisone canine creatures that
subsi st on thrice-vomted canels' dung.

"Now understand, Sir Ali, all that | required was a few score fathons of decent rope, sone snal
items of hardware, sone good, seasoned hardwood | unber, and a few pi newood spars, for all of which
| was prepared to pay fair value in new, undipped golden omars. And for all of nmy first day in

that port it seened that | would soon be accommpdated at a better than good price; indeed, | was
received and feted in the manner of sone visiting bey. But one Unavoi dabl e’ delay followed on the
heel s of another for nore than a week. Finally, | was informed that nmaterials of the quality and

in the quantity |I required sinply were not avail able anywhere in the environs of Gaeta-port.

"At that juncture, | offered to hire a few of the larger coasters and crews to tow ny gall eon
south to Napoli, which port | knew was wel|l enough stocked to effect nmy repairs and which lay |ess
than sixty sea nmiles distant. But, Sir Ali, not one coaster captain or fishing-boat naster woul d

| ook at nmy gold, though | offered enough to all but buy their wallowing little tubs outright.

"Then, when |I was naking ready to sail out under a juryrig and follow the coastline down to Napol
as best | could, the damed two-faced Dago harbormaster, claimng nost piously to be in fear for
the safety of ne, my crew, and the sultan's ship, sealed nmy noorings with armed guards on the
dock, and nost sadly inforned me that if | should try to | eave the port w thout his say-so, the
fort gunners hacj orders to hull me with their dem cannon! Can you credit it?"

"I't sounds not like a friendly act," Sir Ali commented dryly. "So, what happened then?"

Wth a strong tinge of sarcasm Wialid said, "Lo and behold, two days later, a Roman Papa

gal | eon—that sane one that your galleys blew up and sank earlier today, for which may God al ways

| ove you all!—ane bowing into Gaeta-port and I was shortly given to understand that the only way
I would get out of that overgrown fishing hamiet with nmy ship and crew intact and before we al
grew |long, white beards was to allow the Roman to take us under tow and convey us thus to the
Port of Livorno, sonme days' sailing to the north.”

The Arabi an kni ght nodded, brusquely. "And you agreed."

"What else could | do?" Walid shrugged and shook his head. "On the way north, | nust admt, |
toyed with the thought of possibly contriving a broken tow cable, then maneuvering ny 'benefactor’
into position to hull himwi th my main-deck battery. Then | could cripple his rigging and sweep
his decks with nmy nines and swivels, and possibly serve himup a few red-hot shot for good
nmeasure, before | tried to nake it down to Napoli alone. But then, the second day out of Gaeta, a
brace of big galleases beat down fromthe north and | realized that at these new odds, resistance
woul d be suicidal."

The seaman padded over on his bare, dirty feet and refilled the tiny cups with nore of the strong
Tur ki sh kahvay, while another man renoved the cerenonial tray of bread and salt to replace it with
anot her small tray of black, winkled, sun-dried olives, dried lznmir figs, raisins, and sinilar
oddrments. Walid sipped delicately at the boiling-hot liquid, then went on with his tale. "The
harbor basin at Livorno was packed with Vessels |ike stockfish in a cask, Sir Ali. There was at

| east one vessel noored at every slip, with others noored to the starboard of those, where there
was room Every type and size of vessel in all the Mddle Sea was there to be seen—cogs,

caravel s, carracks, galleys and gall eases, coasters of every conceivable shape and rig, al

engaged in lading, preparing, armng, victualing, and manni ng yonder fleet your arns have just
captured. They—

"Pardon," interjected the herald, his eyebrows raised quizzically, "how many principalities would
you say were there represented in the preparation of that fleet? Wich ones were they, do you
recal | ?"

Ticking off his fingers, Walid answered slowy, jogging his nenory. "Well, let's see, Sir Ali. The
Papal State, of course, and Genoa—tivorno's owned by Genoa, though it's been on long-termlease to
the Ronman See for as long as | can recall —both the North and the South Franks had ships there, as
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did the Spanish, the Aragonese, the Emrate of Ganada, the Sultan of Mrocco, the Hafsid caliph
the Grand Duchy of Sardinia, the King of Sicily, the Prince of Serbia, the Archcount of Corfu, and
the King of Hungary. | was told, but did not myself see, that supplies had arrived from

i skanderia; if true, they nust have been private nerchants, though, for | cannot inagine Sultan
Mehenet getting any of his fleet involved in a clearly Roman dispute, not with the bulk of his
army away down south fighting the Aethiops and their allies."

"No Portugees?" probed the herald. "No Germans, Venetians, or Neapolitans? No G eeks or
Levant i nes?"

"No!" Walid attested enphatically. "Not one Portugee there, nor when this fleet called at Lisboa
on the voyage northward woul d the Portugee king contribute anything save a few score pipes of

wi ne, rather a poor vintage, too, | was later told. Wiile there were a few Gernman ships in

Li vorno, they took pains to keep a distance fromthe Papal fleet and its suppliers. As for G eeks,
Levanti nes, and Venetians, though there had been nore than a few of themall in the harbor at
Napoli, not a one was to be seen in the basin of Livorno.

"There was, however, a coaster flying the Neapolitan ensign. Fahrooq here was able to get to her
captain and entrust to hima nessage to be delivered to Sultan Omar's anbassador at the court of
King G ovanni, at Napoli, telling of the virtual armed inpressment of my ship and crew by the

m ni ons of Pope Abdul ."

"So, it was either sail in conpany with the fleet or die, eh?" asked Sir Ali, with a note of
synpat hy.

But Walid shook his head slowly. "Not exactly, ny friend, not exactly. You think |like the warrior
you are, with all things in pure black or pure white, but statesnen and, especially, churchnen
never deal in such purities, trafficking rather in innunerable shadings of gray. So did they deal
with mne.

"Upon arrival in Livorno, ny vessel was anchored in the basin until a slip could be cleared in the
navy yard, then we were warped in and noored fast. Inmediately we were fast, an arrogant Ronan
officer and his well-arned escort boarded ny ship and | was ordered to collect ny ship's papers
and acconmpany himto his superiors. | did. | could just then do no other, like it or not. Wth ny
damages, the oldest and nost ill-kept cog could have sailed rings around ne, not to even think of
what the full cannon nounted by that fortress at Livorno could have done to ne.

"But we had not proceeded far through the navy yard when an ol der man, nost distingui shed of
appearance, with the wal k of a seaman and the honorable scars of a veteran warri or—neither of

whi ch had been evidenced by the supercilious, peacock-pretty, Ronan puppy!——eonfronted us and
announced that as senior captain of the navy yard, he had first claimon ny person and tinme. The
Roman first spluttered, then argued, then made to bluster, laying hand to hilt and calling up his
pi kenen. But when the ol der man whistled once and a doubl e squad of natchl ock-armed marines, the
mat ches snoki ng-ready in the cocks, cane trotting into view, the Roman backed off with the
whi ni ngs of a kicked cur, whilst his own pikemen | aughed behind their hands at his cowardi ce and
di sconfiture.

"And so it was that on that auspicious day, | nmade the acquaintance first of the renowned Conde
Eval do di Monteorso."

CHAPTER
THE FI RST

Wth his crippled galleon under tow toward a destination known to none aboard save the herald, Sir
Ali ibn Hussein, Walid Dahub Pasha stood his quarterdeck at the side of the eneny's emi ssary.
Walid still wore his best arnor and bore cursive sword, big battle dagger, and slinmer boot dagger
as well as several well-hidden edge weapons of varying sizes, shapes, and purposes.

Below, in the waist, Walid' s one-eyed boatswain, Turgut al-Ayn, and his nates cl osely supervised
the repair and/or replacenent of both classes of rigging, now and again lowering to the deck a
shot - shredded remmant of canvas or a splintered spar
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Still lower, out of Walid's sight on the gundecks, Captain Fahrooq had seen the |last of the

br oadsi de guns unl oaded, powder and shot and wads stowed in their respective places. The gunpowder
was stowed back into copper-hooped casks. The casks then were carefully laid back in the security
of the thick-walled, felt-lined magazine; the wads were, one by one, washed, squeezed dry, then
stacked back in the wad chests; shot went into ready racks affixed to the hull above each gunport.

While a carpenter and his single surviving mate went about the patching of battle danage on the
mai n gundeck, Fahrooq ordered the gun captains to set their crews to cleaning and polishing the
secured guns and the nounts and ancillary equi prent before once nore shroudi ng them from danp and
dust .

His i medi ate orders fully discharged, the officer made his way abaft to the spot whereon the
surgeon and his mates had established thensel ves and their apparatus at the comencenent* of this
nmost costly conflict. Despite the |ong hours which had passed since cessation of hostilities, the
sweat i ng, bl ood-soaked practitioners still were hard at work with knives, saws, pincers, probes,
and needl es upon the | atest occupant of their makeshift table, which dripped clotting gore at ail
four corners and all al ong each edge.

As he waited for the senior surgeon, Master Jibral, to finish his current undertaki ng, Fahrooq

t ook down one of the lanterns and began to carefully pick his way anong the recunbent forns |ying
cl ose- packed on the bl otched and shadowy deck. Hi s bootsoles grated on the sand which had been
liberally scattered over blood pools to provide secure footing to Master Jibral and the rest.

He found two of his soldiers alnost at once. One lay dead, cold, beginning to stiffen already. The
other lay equally still, but he still lived . . . nost of him at least. His left | eg now ended
just a bit below the knee, but the stunp was neatly done up in al nost-clean bandages. Although the
man' s eyes were open, they did not focus; Fahrooq correctly surnmised that the cripple had been
wel |l dosed with poppy, probably before they took off his foot and | eg.

Furt her search reveal ed yet anot her wounded sol di er, al so poppy-drugged and bandaged, but no trace
of the young officer he sought, his nephew, Suliman ibn Zemnal

Whil e his assistants manhandl ed the | ast patient off the gory table to a place on the deck, Master
Ji bral wi ped his red-drippi ng hands on his bl ood-soggy kaftan. Taking a waterskin down from a peg,
he played the thin streaminto his open nmouth for a noment, swi shed the | ukewarm i quid about
tongue and teeth, then leaned and spat it into a half-barrel filled with severed |inbs before
again throwi ng back his head and swallowing a pint or so of the tepid water. Wen he had rehung

t he wat erskin, he sighed once, then turned toward Fahrooq, snmiling tiredly. The waiting captain
shuddered involuntarily, for in the dimand flaring lantern light, in the close, noisone

at nosphere of this place of stinks and blood and death, the surgeon's face—with precious little
skin visible under the layers of old and new bl ood, spade beard and nustaches stiff with cloned
gore, the just-rinsed teeth shining startlingly white—bore an uncanny resenbl ance to how Fahrooq
assuned a nman-eating Mareed fromout the very depths of Gehenna nust | ook

But Captain Fahrooq was basically a rational man, nor did he lack of courage, Firmy setting aside
his fleeting, superstitious fancy, he spoke formally. "Good Master Jibral, | seek young Lieutenant
Suliman. H's sergeant inforned ne that he was brought to you, wounded, early on in the battle.
Where will he be found?"

The surgeon rai sed one bushy, clot-matted eyebrow. "Lieutenant Suliman . . . ? Ch, that nust've
been the one in the fancy lanellar djawshan, heh? In that pile of corpses in the outer space,
there, probably on the bottomof the pile, or near to it."

Fahrooq sighed. "You . . . you did your best for him Master?"

The surgeon shook his head. "I had another feed hi mpoppy paste, Captain. Aside fromthat, there
was naught any man coul d have done save to have given hima faster death, perhaps. Wen that ball
hit this ship, it drove a sharp oaken splinter nore than a cubit |ong and near a handshbreadth w de
into the space between the | ower edge of his djawshan and his private parts. Men with punctured
bowel s don't live, Captain, no matter what is done to or for them His bowels assuredly were
punctured several tinmes over, and | would have been renmiss in ny responsibility to other nmen whose
wounds were |less grave had | wasted tinme on a man who could not be saved in any case
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"I tell you, his uncle, this, just as | would say it to Walid Pasha ... or to the dead man's
father hinself, should | be called upon to so do."

You then are acquainted with the father of the late Lieutenant Suliman, Mster?" The captain's
tone was rel axed, conversational, but a barely perceptible aura of tenseness
surrounded him radiated fromhim and his right hand hovered near the access slit to a well-

hi dden envenoned dagger. H's answer was a tired snile. "Captain, that secret was ill kept. | know
who the young man was, and so too do the nost of the original crewren of this ship, though no one
of the Westerners ever |earned aught of it, you nmay be sure. | know just who and what you truly

are, too, Captain, but that secret is no |less safe than was the other. Wiy you are aboard in such
guise | have no idea, but then the doings and schem ngs of such persons as yourself are not and
shoul d not be and have never been the affair of this lowy one.

"You have ny sworn word that | will never betray you. If that is not sufficient to you, use that
weapon beneath your hand. Qtherw se, please grant ne your |eave to get back to my patients
yonder . "

"We're at |l east as safe here as we could be at Rutland or anywhere el se, Bass," began the third
page of Krystal Foster's letter. "Both King Arthur and King Janmes are mmintaining garrisons round
about Whyffler Hall while the negotiations drag on, sone of Hal's episcopal guards are usually in
resi dence, Geoff has sonehow rai sed and arned and nounted and is now training (he clains) a ragtag
bunch of rogues from both sides of the border. He seens al m ghty proud of them though they | ook
to ne to be just another pack of savage, deadly border bandits. But both Sir Liam and dear Uri
assure ne that Geoff s vaunted 'Whyffler Launces' are brave, stout, reliable, first-class troops,
and as they both and Mel choro, too, often ride out with them they're probably right about them

"I don't blanme you about that Rutland business, Bass. You only saw it briefly and in good, warm
weat her. Honey, believe ne, winter residence was just inpossible. W could have burned every tree
for miles around in those fireplaces (and sone of them | ooked as if they could have easily
acconmodat ed whol e trees, too) without getting rmuch of the bone-deep chill out of those high
drafty roons. Mbst of that pile was built in the thirteenth century, Bass, for easy defense, not
for confort.

"When | found chilblains on little Joe's hands and feet, | talked it over with Melchoro and Uri,
then with Sir Liam and we decided to cone back up here to Wyffler Hall as soon as we could. If,
as you indicated, Rutland seened to offer nmore in the way of creature conforts than does your
residence in Norfolk, then | can only pity you, poor dear, and hope that you soon will be free to
join ne, your son, and your friends here, in the north.

"I love you, Bass Foster, so take good care of yourself. No excuses, you are now a very inportant
man to the ki ngdom so | et soneone el se take the chances and run the deadly risks; just recal
what old Earl Howell told you—Fhe Lord Commander of the Horse is not expected to |ead cavalry
charges any nore than is the king; both are too inportant to the arny and the kingdomto risk in
open battle."

"I so wish that dear, jolly Barén Melchoro would stay up here with us, but he is insistent on
joining you down there in the south, so he and his retinue and sone score and a half of now
recuperated gall owgl asses will ride out in the nmorning and bear this letter to you from your
loving wife. (Sounds corny, huh? But it's true.)"

The Duke of Norfolk's "River Cavalry"—the fleetlet of small galleys, each nounting one of Pete
Fairley's new, powerful, fast-firing ten-pounder rifled cannon—had been the idea born of a weekend
of drinking and schem ng anong Bass, Pete, Nugai, Sir Ali, Sir Calum MacLedid, Captain Sir Lucais
Macant Saoi r, and Dave Atkins, who had ridden down from York with Pete.

Dave's first few nonths in this new, strange, prinitive world had been unrenittingly hard on him
and hi s conpani on, Susan Sunshine, nostly because they had been suddenly and irreversibly cut off
fromthe plethora of drugs that had sustained themin twentieth-century America. But they had
survived the ordeal, and Dave now was one of Pete's assistants in the huge Royal Manufactory at
York, which turned out new and innovative firearnms and stronger blends of gunpowder for the Roya
Arny, delighting King Arthur and utterly confounding the nmachinations of his enem es.
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"The bottons are available, y'r grace,"” Sir Calumhad said. "There be nore than a score of them
mostly of a size. Fitted for twelve oars, a steering sweep, and a small lugsail, they are. Smal

| abor would it be to add thole pins along the gunwal es, rework the footings for quick stepping or
unstep-ping of the mast, then lighten thema bit to give nore speed and ease of handli ng.

"Y'r grace, it ain't but the one way the thrice-damed Papal forces can resupply the Cty of
Lunnun, invested and all like she be, and that be by the river up fromthe sea. Yes, they've tried
it before and failed, but sure as St. Peter's holy balls, they nust try again, and with a stronger
force.

"Thick as the mist lies on that river of tinmes, a score or so of low nastless row vessels could
ri ght easy cone up so close 'neath the hul ks that precious few of their guns could avail them
aught. And before they hardly knew, y'r grace's fine, fierce galloglaiches would be swarm ng over
the ship like so many rats, would have prized her to y'r glory and renown."

Bass had shaken his head. "A brave, daring plan. Sir Calum but far and away too risky. Wy, man,
you'd all be sitting ducks out there on that river, hostage to the slightest breeze that m ght

whi sk the fog away and expose you to the sharp-eyed gunners. King Arthur and | prize you and the
gal |l owgl asses far too nmuch to take such a chance for so little gain. Bigod and his fleet have done

good work in halting the Papal fleets thus far; no doubt they'll do equally well when called upon
again. | know that you and the men are bored. So am |, but there's naught that can be done for it.
Aside fromthe few remai ni ng brigands scattered hither and yon, there's just no one left in
Engl and for cavalry to fight. But . . . perhaps | could prevail upon his nmajesty to |oan you
gal  owgl asses to King Janes for a while, eh? His Scotch majesty is still having trouble with

certain of his Low ander lairds, they say.
Sir Calumsighed. "Unless y'r Grace go tae Scotland, his Royal Gall owgl asses go not tae Scotland."
Bass sighed. They had been over this ground before, nany tines.

But then Pete spoke up. "Bass, Sir Calum he had hima good ideer, far as it went, but | think
can take it further. Lissen, | got me up to York sone ten- and twel ve-pounder rifles,

breechl oaders all of "emand fitted with the friction-spring priners that Carey and Dan Snith
dreaned up, too. They ain't heavy, Bass, not put up 'gainst reg'lar guns they ain't, and they got
real range—nore range than any gun any ship'll be likely to be nounting, and better accuracy than
t hese fol ks has ever seen afore, | betcha.

"Bass, boy, you mount one of thesehere rifles in the mddle of ever one of your rowboats, run in
close to them big sail boats, see. You' ve seed the kinda guns boats use—ain't hardly none of the
big guns be traversed none, and if they tries to depress 'emtoo nuch, the friggin' charges conme a-
rollin" out the nuzzles, nost tinmes.

"So if yawl get too close for their big guns to bear on you, but too far for the slingpieces and
such like, you can perlitely shoot them nuthas to pieces with ny ten- and twel ve-pounder rifles,
then close with 'em when they got nore to worry 'bout than boarders."

Admi ral Bigod had not been receptive in the least to the idea or the diversion of the breech-
loading rifles—eriginally intended as chasers for his small but pugnacious fleet—ntil Bass had
managed to persuade the seanan to observe the flotilla of galleys on maneuvers on the river. Then
the admral's support becanme nore than enthusiastic, and he had ridden roughshod over the

obj ections of the nore conservative-mi nded of his captains.

Now of one mind in the matter, neither the Lord Adniral nor the Lord Commander of the Royal Horse
coul d see any reason to broach the plan to the king, so they concentrated on preparations and
practice and naneuvers up to the very day that a coaster spotted the Papal fleet beating for
Thanes- nmout h.

Ba$s, when finally the news caught up to him was nonplused by Sir Al's acconplishnent and
acquisition in his—Bass' s—hane. He had assunmed when he sailed off with Bigod and the main fleet
that the crippled and clearly hors de conbat Papal galleon would be towed to Bigod' s fleet
anchorage if her master chose to strike or cheerfully pounded to pieces if he did not so choose.

"Sir Ali, why in God's nane did you see fit to tow a king's prize into one of ny ports? Bigod wll
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be nost woth, and I'Il not blame himone bit. You surely had to pass by his Essex base to get to
your present anchorage."

Baron Mel choro | ooked up fromthe chair in which he had sprawl ed his rotund body. "Sebastian, old
friend, cool you down. In this instance your fine knight, Sir Ali, is of a nuch lightness. Think
you, now, 'twas your condotta first fought and crippled, then prized that ship, not the Royal
English Fleet nor eke the Royal English Horse. D you follow? You are a cavalry commander and yon
was a purely naval action, which you and yours fought as free swords wi thout your king's orders
or, likely, know edge; therefore, any proceeds of such action are and should rightly be yours to
di sperse to your officers, gentlenen, and other ranks as you and you al one see fit."

"But his nmjesty— Bass began, only to be politely interrupted by his Portugese friend.

"—has the rest of the Papal fleet and cargoes, ny ducal conpanion, which is rich enough of a
prize, or so one hears about the canps and court. It would appear that his supposed holiness, old
Abdul , packed all that he could beg, borrow, inpress, or outright steal into this single effort

and now King Arthur has it all. Not one crust of bread, one grain of powder got through to
London. That city cannot |ast long, after this."

"And just what am | supposed to do with a huge, oceangoi ng warship, manned by a crew of Turks,
Egypti ans, Mors, and God al one knows what others? |I'm no seanman, God knows."

Mel choro smiled | anguidly and shrugged. "And no need for you to be, meu ami go. Seamen and sailing
masters can be hired on, just like soldiers, and nost | have encountered hold gold in rmuch higher
esteemthan the land of their birth. Certain this one is that the nusic of a few gol den onzas
woul d speedily convert the nost of that ship's crewto the loyalty you nmight expect from nost
condottas."

"But to what possible purpose, Ml choro?" demanded Bass, a bit exasperatedly now. "There'll be
damm-al |l trade until this business of interdictions and excomrmuni cati ons and Crusadings i s over
and done for good and all. And that ship is just too big, draws too much water, to use her as a

coaster. How big is she, Sir Ai?"

"Some one thousand tons burthen ... or so states her present master, Walid Pasha, your grace," the
slimArab replied.

"How nmany guns is her broadside, Sir Ali?" questioned Baron Mel choro. "Wat other armanents has
she?"

The knight began to tick off his calloused fingers. "Eight dem cannon, four cannon-perriers,
twenty fine bronze culverins, these being arranged on the | ower gundecks. Above, twelve brass

dem cul verins, ten sakers, one mnion, four portpieces, five fowers, eight basies on the
forecastle, six falcons, and nine falconets. Not all of these smaller ordnance are presently

nmount ed, you understand, my |ords; some were damaged in the action and sonme ot hers were di snounted
that ot her damages mi ght be easier repaired.”

The bardn turned toward his host, smling. "So, nmeu am go, you have here a sailing ship of sone
t housand tons burthen, nounting a broadside of at |east sixteen heavy guns. You have an

experi enced crew whom you coul d probably hire for shares alone, not to nmention an unenpl oyed
condotta who woul d probably nake the finest sea-soldiers this side of the Gates of Hell

"Now, true, you might have trouble in sone ports, sone places, under an English ensign, but as
Mar kgraf von Vel egrad, you can legally sail under the ensign of the Enpire, and that's respected,
honored everywhere, these days.

"Man, your fortune is nade! Can't you see it? Wthin five

years, with any kind of luck, you'll be plating your solid-gold pisspots with tin and brass to
di scourage burglars!”

"I"'mcertain that you think you know just what you're tal king about, Melchoro," said Bass gently,
"but | assuredly do not."
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The bardn vented another jolly laugh. "Am go, ami go, | am but suggesting that you and your
condotta take out this fine, strong, well-armed ship and sonewhat disrupt the merchant trade of
your sovereign's multitudi nous enemes, while at one and the same tine lining your own purse a
bit. Large as is your ship and the conpl enent she is capable of carrying, you mght even raid a
few coastal towns for variety. |, personally, can think of at |least two ill-defended places on the
northern coast of Spain that would be well worth the intaking. ..."

Suddenly, it all canme clear to Bass. "Piracyl? You're suggesting that | take this ship and turn
pirate, Mel choro?"

"It's an old and nost honorabl e profession,” the bardn said, adding, "I mght even ship along with
you for a while . . . just until you get the hang of things, anmi go. | have had sone smal
experience in the field."

Feeling hinmself in poor position to offend these men who were by now become his cl osest friends
and trustiest advisers in this new, strange, savage world into which he had been thrown, Bass
nonet hel ess refused to answer directly yes or no, saying only that he woul d consider and nuse upon
the possible uses of the warship. But secretly, within hinself, he was shocked that his boon
conpani ons—Baron Mel choro, Sir Ali, Sir Calum Captain Sir Lucais, Sir Richard Cromel |,

Rei chsherzog Wl fgang, even his bodyguard-servant, Nugai the Kalnyk, and Pete Fairley—all seened
so pleased and downri ght enthusiastic about shoving himinto, of joining himin, a life of high-
seas piracy and coastal raiding.

He waited until affairs again called himto the vicinity of Sir Paul Bigod s headquarters, then
arranged a dinner invitation. Wien at long last he was able to get a few words alone with the Lord
Admiral, he touched first upon the matter of the ship seized by Sir Ali and the rest.

Bi god beaned over the rimof his gilded-silver wine goblet. "A rare stroke of |luck for you, that
one, your grace. According to Papal fleet records, she's an inpressed Turkish vessel. Sultan Qmar
m ght well be willing to pay a nost handsone sumto the English nobleman who . . . shall we say,
freed her from her odi ous bondage to Rone.

"But negotiations with Angahra will surely take a good bit of time, what with the di stances

i nvol ved and the still-unsettled conditions hereabouts. Your grace should have plenty of time for
sonme profitabl e voyages out agai nst the nmerchant shipping of the dammed Frenchi es, Spani shers, and
suchlike."

He lowered his tone and | eaned forward conspiratorily. "I can loan you a few small support bottons
and crews, your grace, can we two cone to a reasonabl e agreenent on shares. And should | and
operations be contenplated, | mght even take a few ships out in conpany with yours . . . under ny

private ensign, of course."

But, Sir Paul ... the king, won't he object to his ships being used for acts of piracy and
per sonal gai n?"

"Why no, your grace. Wth the exceptions of those three Spanishers your brigade of horse prized,
none of the ships belong to his majesty. All are either commandeered or on long-termlease to the
Crown. "

"And what of the ships of this fleet and the earlier Papal fleets you and your force captured-are
none of themthe king' s either?" denmanded Bass puzzl edly.

"Way no, your grace," Bigod replied. "I had thought that your grace understood these matters. They
all belong to whatever knight or nobleman first raised his ensign over themafter their
capitul ation, just as you canme into ownership of your Turkic galleon, your grace.

" Speaki ng of which, that galleon probably should be careened, cleaned off, recaul ked, and, after
the action, repaired in sundry ways before she sets out against targets of opportunity. The basin
here is adequate to any and all of those uses, your grace, and we will be nore than pleased and
honored to acconmopdate that fine prize whenever your grace finds the tine fitting."

* * *
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Mast er WAl id Dahub Pasha, it devel oped, possessed a fair, if very heavily accented, anount of
English, but Captain Fahrooq's few utterances required translation by Sir Ali or Baron Ml choro.

The two had been surprised when allowed to walk, face forward, into the presence of their captor.
Bef ore him however, they both fell to their knees and thunped their foreheads on the carpet and
stayed thus until Sir Ali comanded themto arise.

From hi s canopi ed arncthair, Bass studied his captives. Walid Pasha | ooked nore G eek than Arab or
Moor; his skin tones were dark enough, alnpbst as dark as Sir Ali's, but his eyes were a dark
green, and a bit of chestnut hue tinged his beard; he walked with the rolling gait of a seaman,
and what Bass could see of his body and |inmbs denoted big bones, rolling nuscles, and hirsute

ski n.

The other man was nuch younger, no nore than twenty-five, Bass thought, and no Arab, either.

I ndeed, he was racially dissimlar fromevery other man in the room H s spike beard and pencil -
thin, drooping nmustachios were as black as sin, but where not weathered his skin was fair and the
corners of his blue eyes had a slight epicanthic fold. He was as tall as Walid Pasha or Sir

Ali —about five feet seven—and his novenents were catlike, graceful. Like Sir Ali, he had a snall
head and flat ears, but he | acked the huge, beaklike nose of the Arab.

Mor eover, both nen | ooked and snelled clean, and that raised their personal stocks appreciably in
t he reckoning of their captor

"Walid Pasha," began Bass, "I aminformed that you and your ship were forced to sail against

Engl and by the minions of Pope Abdul, that you consider yourself to be a neutral and nost ill used
by Rone. However that may be, you and your ship were fought by and captured by ny galleys whil st
you sailed in conmpany with the sworn enenies of his majesty, Arthur IIl Tudor, King of England and
Wal es.

"I al ready have been approached by a Burgundi an dealer in slaves who has nade an offer for the | ot
of you—you and all your crew. Also, | amreliably inforned that Sultan Omar will |ikely ransomthe
ship and guns nost handsonely, given tine."

The ol der man gul ped once and set his jaw. The expressi on of the younger, however, did not change.

"But | do not believe in slavery. None of you will be sold into bondage/' Bass reassured the two.
"At the very nost, those of your crew who are anenabl e nay be signed on by various of the ships
now conprising the Royal Fleet for the duration of this war. At its conclusion, they can likely
work their passages back to the Eastern Mediterranean on board merchanters."

"What of those, Sebastian Bey, who for reasons of health nmight decide a return to Turkish
dom ni ons unwi se? WIIl they, too, be sent away?" Walid Pasha asked diffidently.

Bass smiled. "Sir Ai has explained sonething of your deadly difficulty to nme, Walid Pasha. No,
you are nore than welcone to remain in England, if you wish. Perhaps I can find a place for you in
my househol d, but we'll cross that bridge when we conme to it. Just now, | have an alternate plan
to broach, one which may well be of inmmense benefit to all in this roomand nmany another as well."

The dusty messenger found the famous (sonme said infanous) Duce di Bolgia in a shady spot on a
hillside just beyond the shattered town his condotta had just conquered and were now despoiling in
t he savage, tine-honored fashion known as intaking. Shouts, the ring of steel, screans of every
description and intensity, thuds and crashes and the crackling of newset fires served as di nner
musi ¢ for the big, beefy captain and certain of his officers as they broke bread on the stony
sward beneath the trees.

The nmessenger hinself was not allowed to approach the great captain, of course. He and his escort
perforte waited under heavy guard at the foot of the hill while the beribboned, wax-seal ed vellum
roll was carried up to its intended recipient by a squat, hideously scarred, and fully armed heavy
hor senman.

Those sol diers set to guard the nessenger and his escort eyed the fine, if dusty and travel -
stained, clothing and effects of their charges with unconceal ed avarice, all the while fingering
the wel |l -honed bl ades of their battle-axes or hefting the short-hafted weapons where they |ay,
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ready to hand, across their saddl e pormel s, sniggering and exchangi ng gl ances and terse coments
in Urbrian or sone such uncultured dialect. The nmessenger reflected silently that sworn service to
the househol d of a Papal |egate could take an unsuspecting gentleman to sone strange and
exceedi ngl y dangerous places. After another wary | ook around at the nurderous pack surroundi ng him
and his escort, he silently consigned his soul to heaven, although he kept his face totally bl ank
lest the ill-born peasant dogs derive pleasure fromthe belief that they had frightened a Roman
nobl enan.

"Hmmph! " the messenger thought to hinself as he watched the condottiere on the hillside. "He can
read. Maybe there's sonmething to those tales of himbeing gentleborn after all. Athough 1 for one
have never considered it all that heinous that he mi ght have hacked out his patents of nobility by
the strength of his armand the weight of his steel -hell, put to it, it's probable that every
nobl e house in the known world began just that way, a strong, ruthless nman with a sharp sword and
enough followers to consolidate his victories. Perhaps his own house . "

But the burly figure of Duce Tinpbteo had arisen. One big hand still clutching the nmessage, he
waved the other inperiously. "Ho, sergente, escort the signore up here to me. And the rest of you
those peacocks and their horses belong to himwho nay be our next enployer; be ye all warned."

The nmessenger disnmounted, threw his travel cloak over his sweaty saddle, and followed it with his
dust veil. Wth some slow deliberation, he took his sword fromthe travel scabbard buckled to the
saddl e skirt and inserted the sheathed weapon snugly into his baldric. Only then did he turn and

set his feet to the pathway that led up the hillside to the knot of nen who sat or squatted under
the silver-leaved olive trees. Wen a few feet separated them the duce growed in a

tone that could have been friendly or not, "And who m ght you be, boy? You're no clerk, by the cut
of you, no dammed Mor, either. You seemto have a neasure of guts. Can't you find a better
enpl oyer than a pack of accursed Africans? O do you sinply like old Abdul's brand of sodony? Eh?"

Gitting his teeth against an intenperate reply—after all, his battle rapier would avail him
little against these nostly arnored professional soldiers and their broadswords, wheell ock

pi stols, and other weapons—the nessenger swept off his sweat-soggy hat and thrust a leg forward in
a bow.

"Your grace, | have the honor to be Sir Ugo D Orsini, a knight of the household of his em nence,
Cardi nal Bartol oneo D Este, Archbishop of Pal erno.”

Bef ore any nore words m ght be exchanged, there cane the clatter of hooves on cobbl estones and a
chorus of deep-voiced shouts fromwithin the town. Then, fromout the shattered gate, burst a big
white nule at a full, jarring gallop. Bestriding his saddl el ess back, bare thighs and knees
gripping the nmuscular barrel while small, unshod heels kicked at the flanks to encourage greater
speed, was a naked red-haired wonan. Waist-length hair billowed out behind her, and this hair was
her undoi ng.

The bareheaded, hal f-arnored horsenan pursui ng her spurred his warhorse close enough behind to
grasp a big handful of that billow ng hair and dragged her from her insecure seat. Then, while
still she was a bit stunned, he secured her wists with a length of thong and deposited his catch
belly down, across the neck of his nount. Laughing, that black-bearded nman reined about and headed
back toward the town at a fast wal k, handling his reins high while the busy fingers of his free
hand expl ored the juncture of the woman's nowthrashing |l egs and his ears were assail ed by her
screans of outrage and the vile curses she gasped up at him

"Better not try to kiss her, Glberto," shouted one of the officers on the hillside. "A woman |ike
that bit my cousin's tongue off!"”

"Wth Glberto's luck," put in another, "it'll be something far nore inportant than a tongue the
strunpet's teeth neet in!"

"Be sure to keep the baggage's hands tied tight," yet another officer advised. "She strikes nme as
the stripe of an eye-gouger with those claws she has on the ends of her fingers."

"I just hope he's careful in there," still another of the gathered officers nuttered to no one in
particul ar. "Spani sh bugger owes ne el even ducats."

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-...%20Jewels%200f%20Ireland%20(v1.0)%20(txt).txt (14 of 115) [12/28/2004 4:20:07 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/29620-%20T he%20Seven%20M agi cal %20Jewel s%200f %620I rel and%20(v1.0) %20(txt)..txt

"Never you fear about our Glberto, Andrea," chuckled a nearby man. "I've soldiered with himfor
many a year and |I'mhere to tell you that he can gentle any doxy, highborn or Iow, and in dam-al
time, too. They soon learn just who their naster is! Wy, | recall this woman i n—

But just then the duce cleared his throat and silence fell

"Centl enen, here's the chance we've all been chanping at our bits to see." He flourished the

beri bboned parchnent once and continued, "Wth any sort of |uck, we have sacked our |ast, piss-
poor Sicilian town for his parsinonious highness of Naples. This hints at an offer of enploynment
somewhere outside Italy. Now, while it's signed by the Archbi shop of Palerno, we all know that he
al one could never afford ny hire or yours, so w thout doubt bigger fish are involved covertly, and
no thinking man would need to overly tax his brain to determ ne one powerful enough to use a

cardi nal, a noble-born prince of the church, for his stal king-horse.

"My brother, Roberto, will be in command of the conpany in ny absence. G ve the men no nore than
two nore days in that town, then drag every swi nging dick back into canp and take as nuch as
anot her day to straighten themup, but | want you and them under the walls of Palernmp in eight
days' tinme.

"G ovanni, if any damage cones to these damed olive trees or to those vineyards, it will be on
your head. They're the reason for this so-called canpaign, after all.

"Arpad, any decent riding or draft animals that fall to hand are the property of ny conpany. Let
the men keep whatever other portable oot they find in there. No prisoners,

though; | prefer ransons in sonething nore substantial than olive oil and casks of sour w ne. And
you know what to do if any of themtry to drag any wonen al ong.

"Qttorino, in addition to ny axmen, |'Il be wanting twenty dragoons. Lieutenant Pandolfo will
command them the sunpters, and the renmounts. Take ny snaller tent, and food and grain for all the
men and beasts for four days. See ny man, Pietro, back at canp for nmy chest of better clothing.
He'll be coming, too; see to it."

Roberto di Bol gia, thought the nmessenger, night have been alnbst a twin of his fanmous brother, so
simlar were their faces, the set of their blue eyes, the wavy ripples of their dark-brown hair
their bristling nmustaches and straight-bridged noses, and the dark bl ueness of their shaven cheeks
and chins. But the younger was a couple of fingers shorter than the el der, owned a physi que not
quite as massive, and | acked the upper half of his left ear

As the duce finished his instructions to Otorino, Roberto asked, "But what of the royal garrison
lord brother? If we |eave the town unoccupi ed, they night have to retake it whenever they get
here. "

Duce Tinoteo | aughed coldly. "Do the bastards good to do a bit of real fighting for a change. They
wer e supposed to have been here two weeks agone, weren't they? Well, then, we've done the job for

whi ch we supposedly are going to be paid . . . soneday, in sone coin or other. If they drag their

oversized feet for so long a tinme that these feisty Sicilians have time to repair their walls and

gates and rearmsufficiently to stand themoff, then so be it!

"No, you all adhere to the schedule I've here outlined. Let his Neapolitan najesty overtax sone
fol k somewhere who aren't as good at defending thensel ves, say |."

Taki ng a brass ewer and an enpty cup fromthe ground near his feet, the duce filled the one from
the other and thrust the nmeasure of wine toward the nmessenger. "Best drink whilst you can, Sir

Ugo. Four days hence, | nmean to be in Palerno, which is going to nean hard riding for us all, with
preci ous few stops and dammed short ones, even then. W'll see if your horsemanshi p and endurance
mat ches your courage, sirrah.”

The Swedi sh caravel Sjohdst, Master Lars von Asnen conmandi ng, heavy-laden with a hold full of pig
iron, copper ingots, casks of stockfish, and a few casks of priests' powder and a deck cargo of

ti mber and resin, chanced across the strange ship only a day's easy sailing out of the Seine's
nout h.
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Whi |l st the master, hastily sunmoned onto the quarterdeck froman inspection of the hold bel ow, was
careful ly uncasing his own, personal, high-quality long-glass, his first officer filled himin on
what little inforntion had been so far ascertained in regard to the strange vessel

"She's a four-masted galleon, pierced for about thirty guns, though all her ports are just now
cl osed. She | ooks to be carvel-built, which could nmean she hails fromthe Mddle Sea ... the
sout h, anyway."

"What's her ensign?" asked von Asnen brusquely.
"The topnmost is Papal . . . Roman Papal, that is. The lower is one | don't recognize."

"Papal, hey? Well, that would tally. A d Abdul has been shipping Crusaders and supplies into

Engl and, fleets of '"em Likely this is sone straggler. I've no tinme for crusades, but the king did
all ow this one be proclained throughout the land, so let's see if we can be of assistance to
them"

As the Revenge towed the battered, blood-soaked Sjohdst into port, Bass still felt sick over what
had occurred at sea. A lucky shot had brought down the mainmast, and another fromthe very next

br oadsi de had brought down nost of the forenast, whereupon, \Walid Pasha had brought the Revenge
into grapnel range, closed, and boarded the stricken vessel. By the tinme Bass had been able to
rein in the gall owyl asses, Turks, Moors, Arabs, and assorted Englishmen, every |ast Swede had been
shot or hacked down; not even those poor w ghts injured or wounded i n the cannonade had been

spar ed.

Nor were his conpani ons understandi ng of his qual ns.

Sir Calum |l aughed nmerrily. "The |l ads had been penned up too lang is all, y'r grace. They just
needed a taste of hot blood."

Walid Pasha shrugged. "Yes, we could have gotten good prices for such big, strong, fair nmen in Fez
or farther east. But think, Sebastian Bey, of what it would have cost to feed them while shi pping
themthere. And at least a third always die of the gelding process, anyway."

Sir Ali sighed. "It was a little akin to butchering goats in a pen. None of themwere trained
warriors, just sinple seanen. And the battery on that ship is | aughabl e—she's pierced for twenty
and only mounts fourteen and | woul d wager ny good sword that not a few of those guns are a
hundred or nore years old. Amracle it is that only one of them expl oded when fired ... but Allah
| ooks after fools and lunatics, 'tis said."

Dave At kins, who had sailed along on the voyage to report back to Pete regarding the new guns
mount ed here and there on the Revenge, was blunt. "Bass, this here ain't no Boy Scout war these
people are fighting. There's no Geneva Convention in this world. The things done to prisoners hy
both sides is plunb awful, by how you and ne was raised on our world, but they're SOP, here, and
the sooner you realize and accept that, the better for you and everybody el se. Could | choose, 1'd
a |l ot sooner check out the way them Swedes did than sone ways |'ve seen and heard tell of here."

Sir Paul Bigod did not understand at all and put Bass's ill hunor and sensel ess conplaints down to
overtiredness, fine-drawn nerves, and, like as not, sleeplessness, on the part of a comuander
after a successful voyage.

"It is a nost auspicious nmi den voyage, your grace. No gold or gens, aside fromthat box of raw
anmber, but then there is seldom suchlike in these |atitudes. The naval basin here will take all of
that tinber, the resins, the iron, and the copper. | doubt your grace's agents will experience
difficulty in selling the stockfish at a good price; it's all prime stuff.

"As regards the ship herself, she | ooks sound, aside fromthe battle danmage, of course. If you
would like to | ease her out to the Crown, she could be repaired here and fitted with decent,
nmodern guns; her existing battery were best sold for scrap—+'d never take the risk of putting
linstock to one of them The bronze ones could be nelted down and recast, of course. Perhaps your
grace's friend at York would buy them for the Royal Foundry.
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"I beg your grace's |leave to speak bluntly. Comrand is never easy, naval comand bei ng especially
harsh and heavy at nost times. This night, your grace should dine well, drink deeply, and roll the
night away in a feather bed with a brisk young doxy. On the norrow, the world will be a much
brighter, nore promising place in which to live. Your grace will see.™

Bass only took a third of the well-meant advice, though, and even to the very nmonent he slipped
fromhis chair in a drunken stupor, he still could see the glazing, terror-filled, accusing eyes
of that butchered crew of dead Swedes.

CHAPTER
THE SECOND

It was not one, not two, but no less than three cardinals that Sir Tinoteo, Duce di Bolgia, found
awaiting himin the ornate archbi shop's pal ace of Palernpo when he was escorted there on the
nmorning after his arrival in that ancient city.

He had nmade the tinme he had set himself for the journey, actually bettered it by a few hours and
killed only four horses out of the party, although seven nore had been foundered in the process.
Al'l of Tinpteo's own nmen had kept pace with him but a brace of young Sir Ugo's escorts—both ol der
men—had fallen by the wayside; one had been found dead in his cloak, apparently having expired in
his sleep, the other had fallen fromoff his horse unseen and been tranmpled to death in the

dar kness.

But the massive soldier was as pleased as punch with the slender, foppish-seening Roman kni ght,

al t hough he woul d never have allowed the object of his pleasure to know it. Sir Ugo, never once
conpl ai ni ng, had endured every mile and hour of the brutally hard trip in or close behind the van
of the party.

Ti not eo had spent a good portion of his life proving to an unbelieving world that |talians—scorned
by a nultitude of races as brutish peasants, inpractical artisans, or spineless effetes—were the
equal of any nmercenaries in the world, if properly trained and | ed. This young Ronman nobl eman had
proved hinself to be a bit nore proof of the di Bolgia pudding, as it were. If an untried nenber
of the old nobility—many of

whom were, if the truth be known, nothing | ess than effete—could will hinmself to keep pace on a
ride that had left even Tinoteo's strong body and hard muscl es sore and aching with strain and
exertion, then perhaps there mght be still a nmeasure of hope for the class. If a way could be
arranged, he nmeant to keep this Sir Ugo by himfor a few years and see just what he was nade of.
Mayhap . . . ? This one nmight be the one, the worthy heir of a hard-won duchy, a crack condotta,
and a not inconsiderable fortune.

Ti noteo had sired a daughter and two sons of his first wife and a daughter by his second, and at
| east a dozen by-blows were scattered in the wake of his canpaignings, but none of his male

of fspring seemed to have inherited their father's own unique blend of talents and strengths and

there would likely never be nore, for he had not qui ckened any woman since that hellish day that
the forsworn Sforzas and their torturers had kept himin tornment before Roberto and the condotta
had burst in and rescued him

He smiled grimly to hinself. Saints' swelling cocks, but it had been sweet to hear the screanms and
pl eadi ngs of those Sforza scumas all that they had planned for Tinboteo was w eaked upon their own
fl esh and bones. That al one had been al nost worth getting as good as gel ded by theni

Sir Ugo did not disnmount when he called at the inn which Tinoteo and his soldiers had virtually
taken over. The young man sat a richly caparisoned roan nule in the innyard until di Bol gia and

his men were nmaking ready to nount, then he kneed the hybrid closer and said, "Your grace, | wll
be escorting you to your initial neeting with his em nence. One or two of your own nen will be
all owed as far as the outer gates of the palace, but to bring nore . . . well, his em nence m ght

conclude that you distrust either the Archcount of Palernp or him"

Ti not eo | ooked up at the young Roman and shrugged. "Hi s em nence can think whatsoever he |ikes.
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Li ke any man successful in ny business, | own a nultitude of enemies, precious few proven friends,
and | long ago |l earned that to stand an even chance of being alive tonorrow, it were wi se to guard
one's back today. My dragoons and axmen ride with nme, excepting only a corporal's guard who remain
here to watch over our gear and beasts.

"If his em nence sees nme, it will be ny way, Sir Ugo. Yes, the nost of the guards will halt at the
gates, but you, |, and Lieutenant Pandolfo di Crespa will go on fromthere. If you feel your
enpl oyer will stick at one extra man, then I'l|l not bother to put foot to stirrup. He can just

come down here to see ne, by the well-worn cooze of Mary Magdal ene!"

D Bolgia noted with satisfaction that the young knight no | onger cringed or even paled at the
sound of bl asphem es. Good, he was growi ng up, if somewhat hard and fast.

Sir Ugo detached one of his own attendants to ride ahead to the pal ace and perhaps snooth the way
for the unexpected change of plans, but the columm caught up to the man a little over halfway to
hi s assi gned destination, his way and theirs bl ocked solidly by a mlling mass of people filling a
pi azza t hrough which they nust pass. At a grow ed word fromthe duce, the riders all backed their
mount s sone yards the way they had cone, then the dragoons took the forefront of the columm, drew
their sabers, and put their big troop horses to the trot.

Bel | owi ng a deep-throated chorus of "Way for his grace, the illustrious Captain Sir Tinoteo, Duce
di Bolgia! 'Way, you scum " and riding four abreast, they bore down upon the shouting crowd in the
pi azza.

No one of the big, hard-faced, half-arnored nen used the edge of his razor-sharp saber, depending
rat her upon the weight and inpetus of their horses to break up the crowd, while encouragi ng speed
of laggards by judicious use of the blade flats. Sonme few deaths and injuries were, indeed,
inflicted by horsehoof, nainly those too slow or feeble or unlucky to avoid the progress of the
columm. But the vast mpjority of those killed and hurt in that piazza were knocked down and/or
tranpled by their fellow townsfol k as they overenthusiastically "made way" for their betters.

Fortunately for the retention of his breakfast, Sir Ugo did not get a glinpse of what that piazza
| ooked like in the first monents after the colum had trotted through it.

The second catch of the Revenge was a Gascon coaster running a cargo of raw wool, tallow, beeswax,
and saffron from San Sebastian to St. Malo in Brittany. No tricks or false ensigns were used to
draw the small, dunpy, two-masted, virtually unarmed carrack cl ose, nor was one cannon shot

needed. The Revenge very nearly collided with the little vessel in a fog bank. By the time the
fog had sonewhat cleared, the naster and snall crew of the Gascon carrack were beconme nore than
aware, nost unconfortably aware, that they were vastly out nunbered and trenmendously outgunned, and
all of them seened overjoyed to clanber down into their trailing | ongboat and begin to pull with a
true will toward the snudge on the horizon that was the French coast.

Bass did not get drunk on the night of return fromthat voyage. He was not aware that one of the
smal | conpani on vessel s Bigod had | oaned had foll owed after and sunk that | ongboat with all hands
al nost within sight of land; no blood-thirstiness was involved, of course, only the need to
conceal for as long as possible reports and accurate descriptions of the English raider operating
in these waters. The officer who sent the pursuit vessel off assunmed that in the press of affairs,
his grace had sinply neglected to order so obviously needful a 'thing.

I Sir Paul Bigod was overjoyed, rubbing his palns rapidly together in an excess of visible glee.
“Marvel ous, your grace, sinply marvel ous! Again, no treasure ship, this, but still, a treasure of
sorts, by the Rood. And taken wi thout | oss of a single man. Luck is assuredly sailing with your
grace.

"Let's see to her lading, here. Hm Tallow and beeswax, capital; 1'll take all of those off your
grace's hands, along yith any ships' stores or powder your grace doesn't want for bis own fleet,
as before. Wol? Your grace's agents will get tetter prices for it if they cart or pack it inland.
Saffron? This M doesn't state what grade it is. H's nmpjesty would no doubt * nobst appreciative of
a few pounds; he's quite fond of fow wth saffron sauces. For the rest, |1'd keep it, your
grace—+t stores well and, dear as it and all spices have becone of late in our England, it should
be as good a nest egg as minted gold onzas.
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"Once your grace has taken all he wants out of the carrack, have her sailed up here. 1I'll have ny
men go over her, see that she's sound, determine just how much wei ght of gun she can carry wi thout
adversely affecting her bal ance or maneuverability—-surely sonmething nore and heavi er than those
six pitiful little falcons!—+then pierce her and nount such ordnance as is then available. God
willing, your grace will soon have another ship for his private fleet."

Bundl ed tightly in his warm boatcl oak against the cold m st as the barge conveyed hi mback out to
where the Revenge |lay nmoored in the channel, his grace, the Duke of Norfolk, Earl of Rutland,

Mar kgraf von Vel egrad, Baron of Strathtyne, and now red-handed sea robber, Sir Bass Foster thought
furiously, "How in hell do | manage to keep getting nyself into these bl oody nmesses, time after
tinme after time? All | want, all 1've wanted for years, is sinply to settle down somewhere and
live a quiet, unconplicated, nonviolent life with Krystal and little Joe, ny son, naybe find the
time and opportunity to give hima sibling or three before | get too old to cut the nustard.

"But no matter how hard | try, which way | turn, I find nyself mred deeper and deeper in the
savagery, the blood-lusting, the sensel ess viol ence on which people here and now seemto truly
dote. Ch, yes, | did nmy full share of it for King Arthur, but with the last of the foreign
Crusaders driven out or killed, with a friendly enperor on the throne of the Holy Roman Enpire,
with the Irish H gh King and the King of Scotland both suing not only for peace but for alliances
agai nst the Roman Papacy, wi th peace throughout nost of England and Wal es and London certain to

fall to the king any day now, |I'd been hoping that soon I could hang up this sword and the pistols
and never have to so nuch as |ook at the dammed deadly things again. Then | could get back to
being the kind of a man | really am not the killing machine |I've had to becone.

"When the king failed to formally nmuster the horse this past spring, didn't even visit the Essex
cavalry canp to inspect such units as did arrive on tine and intact, no one was nore overjoyed
than the Lord Commander of the Royal Horse. | figured this gory business was finally w nding down,
and nmy biggest worry was how to get that pack known as the Royal Tara Gal |owgl asses back to
Ireland before they got bored enough with the |lack of bloodshed to slip their |eashes and get
thensel ves and ne into deep shit. Those nmen arc frightening enough, God knows, on our side. 1'd
hate like hell to be the one who had to hunt them down on a royal wit for crinmes against the
popul ace.

"That galley thing, now, that seemed |ike the perfect plan to give the crazy Gaels exercise, if
not hi ng el se, since they can sel dom be induced to take part in formal cavalry drill. How did Burns
put it? "The best-planned |ays of mce and nen . " or sonething simlar. The galleys captured a
shi p and now the dammed ship has captured ne and |I'm back on the sane old treadm || | thought I'd
escaped. How the hell do you get off? O do you ever get off in this world and tinme?"

He continued to nuse as the barge cane al ongsi de the Revenge and was still so lost in thought that
he forgot his usual vertigo and clanbered up the | adder hung over the rail of the galleon's waist
as ninbly as any seaman ni ght have done.

The ranbling waterfront palazzo of the Archhi shops of Pal ernmo had been built by the Mors on a
Roman foundation, heavily fortified by Normans, nodernized—according to thirteenth-century
standards—by Germans, refortified by Spaniards, renoderni zed by Neapolitans, and, nost |ately,
made confortable by current standards by its occupant of sonme years, his Em nence, Cardina
Bartol oneo D Este, holder of the archdi ocese.

The D Estes were a very well-known noble fam |y of Northern Italy. For generations the various
branches of their house had produced princes of both worlds, tenporal and eccl esiastical —dukes and
cardinal s, counts and archbi shops, barons and bi shops and abbots, great captains and equal ly great
schol ars. Al nost every D Este who had ever entered the public eye had been in some manner

remar kabl e, and Bartol oneo was no exception

Shrewd i nvestnent of the nodest incomes fromcertain of his patrinonial properties, and then

rei nvestnent of accruing proceeds, had in tw decades nmade of Bartol oneo a rather wealthy man. The
original incomes fromnorthern vineyards and farns continued to trickle in, noreover, though now
virtually submerged in the floods of returns fromhis investnents, which now included his outright
if often covert ownership of trading ventures, warehouses and inns and stables, oil presses and
cooperages and foundries and nmills. Through other agents, the cardi nal owned ships, dealt in
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maritime insurance, and even practiced usury on occasion.

And Bartol oneo was gifted in other ways as well. Wthout ceding any easily noticeabl e aspects of
security, he had transfornmed a marginally habitable Neapolitan waterfront garrison building into a
pal azzo in every sense of that word.

When the conpl ex had been rendered as clean as the hand of nan could make it, from deepest
subcel | ars to highest, half-hidden garrets, the then-new Archbi shop of Palernp had had the living
areas furnished with carpets and drapes and wall hangi ngs and tasteful, nmodern furniture before he
moved in his household. Wth his staff, his servants, his guards, his women, and his children and
their servants confortably ensconced, he had set to work on the exteriors of the residence.

The outer face of every stone was painstakingly cleansed of centuries' worth of grinme, birdline,
rust stains, and oxidation. Then, while master stonemasons applied to sone areas facades of costly
mar bl e, each and every other visible bit of stonework was thickly coated with a | ong-wearing
exterior plaster conposed of powdered marble. Roofings of slate and tile were repaired where
needed, then given a generous coating of the same expensive cenent.

Dusty interior courts and wellyards, filled with the trash, debris, and filth of half a
mllennium were dug out, sodded, and transformed into tiny green oases, where flowers grew
beneath the fruit trees and small, brilliantly colored birds hopped and twittered and sang, while
fountains plashed their silvery water.

"Very nice, Bartoloneo, all very nice" had been the comrent of old Cardinal Prospero Sicola when
he and the younger Cardinal Miurad Yakubian first cane down from Rome. "Nonethel ess, confortable
life or no confortable life, 1 cannot inmagi ne how so vibrant and astute a nan as yourself can
stand to not be nore in Rone. You could rise far higher than a nmere backwater archbi shop, you
know, but the opportunities are fleeting and they always lie in Rone.

"Ch, Til never rise higher, not forceful enough, | suppose. But had 1, at your age, been bl essed
wi th your undeni able talents and resources, |'ve no slightest doubt but what |'d be Pope Sicol a,
this day ... if some Moor hadn't poisoned ne already, of course."

"Speaki ng of Moors . . . ?" Bartol omeo paused, eyebrows raised.

Prospero sighed forcefully, his mouth twisting as if he had unexpectedly bitten into a piece of
sour fruit. "His holiness grows nore senile every day, nore feeble physically, too. H s physicians
despair that he'll |ast another year. And when Abdul goes " Prospero paused and stared hard

i nto nothingness, loudly cracking all his knuckles at once. "It's really that bad, is it, then?"
probed Bartol onmeo. "Wrse, ny boy, ten tines worse than anything you coul d have inmagi ned. The
African faction doesn't intend for its control of the Papacy to die with Abdul; its supporters—
hellfire, let's call it a private army and have done with subterfuge!l —are armed to the very teeth,
but so too is the Spanish faction. O course, Ronme has had those two conpeting factions | ocked in
a virtual death struggle for fifty years and nore, but now, with the election of this intenperate
young hot head as Holy Ronman Enperor, the |ong-quiescent Gernan faction is rapidly consolidating
and openly recruiting support. Mst of the Slavs are solidly on the Gernman hip, now |ikew se the
Savoyards, and not a few Northern Italians. You can be certain that the Swedes will not be long in
joining, so too the Danes, likely even the damed Burgundi ans before it's done with.

"The French and the Portuguese are the wild cards, of course. They and the Scots and Irish, for
you can bet that England will be kept powerless in Rom sh politics, no matter what may occur in
worldly affairs, at least until Abdul's successor is installed.”

Bart ol omeo shrugged. "No, the English will likely hate Mbors for many a year to come. And who can
bl ane them all things considered? Certain of ny correspondents, anong whom are nmany recogni zed
authorities on the subject, nmaintain to this day that the original interdictions of England and
Wal es, the exconmuni cation of Arthur Tudor and the preaching of the Crusade agai nst Engl and were
none of themstrictly |l egal according to Canon Law. "

"All quite true, nore's the pity/' Prospero agreed sadly. "Nor, | fear, will a sinple hatred of
Moors alone be ail of it or even the worst of it. So disillusioned are the English and the Wl sh
clergy and laity that they seemto be going very forcefully about the establishnent of what may
anount to a fourth Papacy! Their Archbi shop Harold di York appears to be the prime nmover in this,
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and he has attracted clerical interest fromoutside the Kingdom of England, too—parts of the
Enpi re, Burgundy, Scotland, the Swi ss Cantons, and lreland."

"Whew! " exclai nmed Bartol oneo, feelingly. "What a notl ey pack! Burgunds and Switzers? Irish and
Scots and English? It's akin to persuading |lynx and fox or oWl and rat to unite in a comon
purpose. The nere thought of such is frightening in its inplications. Wasn't this di York tried
for witchcraft in his youth, or was that his father or uncle? Only a proven warl ock coul d effect
such irrational alliances."

Prospero snorted disdainfully. "Oh, conme, cone, Bartol omeo, act your age. Only the ignorant
characterize things they don't or can't conprehend as witchcraft, and if there is one thing we al
have abundant proof -he waved at the sunptuous furnishings and works of art—that you are not, it
is ignorant!

"Yes, di York was |long ago hal ed up before an ecclesiastical court on a charge of w tchcraft, but
that charge was proved groundl ess, laid in pure jeal ousy by sonme of his fell ow nmedica
practitioners when he cured the father of the present King of England of some wasting illness
after their nmethods had all proved inefficacious. He was a physician to the royal famly prior to
becom ng a priest, you see."

D Este winkled his brow. "But | had heard that he was a goldsnith, at |east a journeyman at the
trade. "

"And nore recently,” put in the normally silent Cardinal Miurad Yakubian, "the English archbishop
has been one of his nonarch's | eading captains and the prime negotiator of the incipient alliance
with King Janes of Scotland. He is patron of the great new manufactory of arms and cannon and
unhal | owed gunpowder in York, and, when he chances to be in that city, it is said that he often
takes active and constructive roles in the innovations there produced for the king's arnmy and
fleet. There are runors about that he also is conducting experinents in the breeding of superior
Iivestock on one of his estates. He has |ong been renowned as a nost acconplished al chemist. He
grinds better glass | enses than any Mor or Venetian, though in understandably small quantities
for his own use or for a fewggifts. He—=*

"Suffice it to say/' interrupted Prospero, "that this Harold di York is a nultital ented man and
shoul d [ ong since have been brought to Rone and el evated, afforded the due that such rare nen as
he deserve.

"Under stand nme, Bartol omeo, | have been |l aboring for nearly twenty years to get Harold di York
brought to Rone and granted power and position with income and free tinme that his nmind m ght be
all owed to soar, as the Holy Church has done to her benefit with other geniuses in times past. But
these foolish, hidebound, superstitious and vicious Mors and Spani ards have bal ked each tine |
broached the subject and effectively blocked nmy every nove.

"Ch, they have always given an excuse of one kind or another," Prospero added, seeing D Este's

| ook of disbelief. "One that they trot out fromtinme to time is his supposed inpossible age. If
you'd care to believe they don't msread the few avail able records, he woul d i ndeed be inpossibly
ancient, over two hundred years old, give or take a few years.

"But you know how record-keepi ng goes. Even the best copyists nake small errors, especially so if
they happen to be translating or transliterati ng—say, froma Northern European version of
ecclesiastical Latin into Roman ecclesiastical Latin rendered in Arabic characters, as too many
records of the Holy See have been of |ate years.

"Anyhow, the records state that a"—he carefully enphasized the article—=Harold di York, Physicker
did save the life of Arthur, Prince of Wales—which is the title held by crown princes of Engl and,
for whatever reason. Now you know and | know the truth of this matter. This late-fifteenth-century
Harol d di York was possibly the father but nore likely the grandfather of this present Archbi shop
Harol d. What nore nornmal and natural than that a son and/or grandson should follow the fanily
trade or profession, especially if that position be practiced exclusively upon royalty and the

hi gher echel ons of nobility?

"I think that the thing that may truly have bew | dered these overly pious Morish ninnies is that
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there have been three Archbi shops Harold di York, all long-lived and talented nmen, in the course
of the last century and a half. But reflect you, is it unusual for nmonarchs to nurture nen of
prom se, even to provide for their get if they too show prom se?

"The sad excuse of the Mors and the Spaniards, that this current di York is a preternaturally old
man, is based, | feel, on nothing nore uncanny or unnatural than a famly dynasty of brilliant,

mul tital ented royal physicians and churchnen plus a few easily understandable errors on the parts
of a few cl erk-copyists.

"So, thanks to a sad conpilation of years of church politics, superstitious fear m sl abel ed
"piety,' and a seldomvoiced but very real dislike of northern clergy, di York ended

excomuni cated and now all his vast conpendiumof abilities are turned against us at a nost
ticklish juncture in tine. He is probably the npbst dangerous eneny that Rone has anywhere, just
now. "

"Well, surely,” said D Este, "there are clever assassins for the hire in England as in any other
| and? No, that might be a mistake; even if they did not take our hireling alive and wing the
truth fromhim everyone still would suspect Ronme. He woul d beconme a martyr, a rallying point,
overni ght."

"Precisely!" said Prospero. "Did 1 not earlier allude to your quick and astute nm nd, Bartol oneo?
The very last thing we can afford to give this cabal of woul d-be seccessionists is a nice, ready-
made martyr. No, we dare not strike directly at di York. Nor, in the wake of last year's string of
unmitigated military disasters, do 1 think that we'll be able to raise any meani ngful nunbers of
Crusaders agai nst Engl and, not for years to cone, not in the formof either true Crusaders or paid
nmercenaries.”

"But is not the Grand Duke of Leon | aunchi ng another invasion of England sonmetine next spring?"
queried Bartol oneo. "Wrd of it was bandi ed about here in Palerno |ast autum."”

Prospero frowned and shook his bald head. "Yet another of the hotheaded Spanish sort who are too
full of supercilious pride to see when they're beaten or admit to it if they could see. If the
grand duke gets together enough ships and if the English fleet—-which is becom ng | arger and nore
aggressive with every passing day, 'tis said—doesn't catch himat sea, and if he finds and secures
a spot where at he can | and and marshal his troops, then ... ah, then, brothers in faith, |
entertain not the slightest doubt but that King Arthur will march his redoubtable arny out and
drub the grand duke as thoroughly as he did no less than four other arm es |ast year. Mich as |
like the idea of Spaniards being killed or captured, which huniliates the arrogant sw ne al nost as
much as they deserve, it is to be renenbered that the nore Spanish gold that goes to England to
pay off ransons, the less there will be in Spain for Leon to send to Rone. So let us heartily pray
that his grace of Ledn is unable to find enough ships for his venture into stupidity. And the | ast
word that | had on the subject was that he was hard pressed in that regard, scraping the sides and
bottom of the barrel, as it were."

The second Swedi sh ship taken by Bass's squadron bore cargo of nothing save naval stores—ordages,
assortments of hardware and tackle, spars and other itens of preworked tinber, sheets of copper,
tallow, resin, sacks of oats—and papers giving her destination as the Port of Gj6n. The vesse
was put under a prize crew and sailed back directly to Sir Paul Bigod' s naval basin, while the
squadron sailed on in search of nore prey.

It was a bad week for the Scandi navians. The very next ship prized by the Revenge and her escorts
proved to be out of Copenhagen. The vessel was solidly packed with barrels of salt pork
stockfish, cheese, and pigs of lead, with a deck cargo of roughed-out spars. This cargo seriously
hanpered her crew s efforts to use the four dem culverins in her waist, and the ten cul verins
maki ng up her main batteries were all thoroughly bl ocked off by barrels of salt pork

A singl e deck-sweepi ng salvo from guns | oaded with | angrage-shot hurled by the upper batteries of
t he Revenge was enough to bring the ensign dipping down fromits halyard at the stern of the
mer chant er .

The short, one-eyed, dirty-blond-haired nan who surrendered his old, dull-bladed, ill-kept sword
to Bass when hal ed before himwas furious. In barely conprehensible English, he railed, "Well

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-...%20Jewels%200f%20Ireland%20(v1.0)%20(txt).txt (22 of 115) [12/28/2004 4:20:07 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/29620-%20T he%20Seven%20M agi cal %20Jewel s%200f %620I rel and%20(v1.0) %20(txt)..txt

mur der ous pi g-dogs, you, when does Engl aender schiffen to make wahr on Hanse? O chust a dirty

pirate is you den? Well, turd-mann, nein t'roat here iss." He ripped aside a grimy-gray neckcloth
to expose an expanse of dirt-creased skin under a bristly chin. "Do you to cut it now or later?
Vel cone vill be even your coward's blade, for liefer 1 vould be dead than alife mtout nein
schiffe."

More than a little conscience-stricken, Bass sinply turned and wal ked away, pretending not to
understand the pidgin spoken by the Dane or the words shouted after himas he strode away. It was
not until he returned to England that he heard of how the Dani sh captain had hanged hinself in the
hol d wherein he and his crew had been cast while the prize crew nmanhandl ed the cranky, overl oaded,
unfamliarly rigged flute back to friendly waters.

Exani nation of the capture's papers reveal ed that, oddly enough, this one, too, was bound for the
Port of G jan.

Anot her French coaster, this one sailing out of Seine-nouth | aden with sailcloth and cheap
wi ne—and bearing for none other than G jan-port—was easily overhaul ed and taken by two small er
escort vessels in waters too shallow for the draft of the Revenge.

But a three-nasted galleon running in fromthe Atlantic before a stern wind first essayed to
outrun the squadron, then, as the fickle wi nds shifted and sl acked off abruptly, turned and fought
furiously and tenaciously.

It was the first real toe-to-toe, broadside-for-broadsi de sea battle between equal or near-equa
shi ps in which Bass had ever taken part, and after that one he never sought a part in any other

Walid Pasha, clinging like an ape high in the standing rigging, studied the enemy galleon as the
Revenge bore down on her, driving bows-under at a speed of at |east eight knots and wetting every
man forward of the mai nmast on the upper decks with flung spray. Finally closing and casing his

| ong-glass, the captain slid rapidly dowmn to the rail and | eaped lightly to the deck, where he

di sclosed the fruits of his reconnai ssance to Bass, Fahrooq, Sir Ali, and the rest of the

of ficers.

"Yon gall eon was probably built nigh to a century agone, but she has been refurbished and refitted
often and is generally well-found, to judge by her appearance and sailing qualities. She neans to
fight; the gunports were being opened even as 1 spied. And it will be a fight, if your grace
choose to engage her. Her port side is pierced for fifteen guns, her stern for four chasers, which
| ast were already run out and | ooked to be long fifteens or eighteens, bronze or brass. She has
soldiers, or at least many nen in arnor, on board, too. WlIl, Sebastian Bey, do we accept or
decl i ne?"

"What woul d WAl id Pasha advi se?" Bass questioned. "My experience lies on |and, on horseback
nmostly."

Walid signaled his boatswain to slow the galleon's speed, |est they overhaul the pugnaci ous
stranger before any decision or preparations had been nade to fight, then turned back to Bass
Foster.

"Your grace, were it this galleon alone, understrength as we are fromlosses to the prize crews,
facing so strong-1ooking a ship, | would say to decline the offer of battle. But backed as we are
by the caravel Krystal and the three sloops of Paul Pasha, | mnmust say to accept, fight, and
conquer her. She will make a splendid addition to the squadron of Sebastian Bey."

"Besides, y'r grace," added Sir Calum "we nust attack her, now she's seen us so close for so
Il ong, else we'll have every bateau de guerre fromBrittany to Navarre out |ooking for us. And that
right speedily.”

Bass si ghed and nodded. "And the squadron woul d be of scant value to his majesty on the bottom of
the sea, and that's where we soon would be if we had to fight full-armed warships every day, for
our every prize. Very well, Walid Pasha, engage them Yours will be the overall comrand; you've
done this before.”

At a distance just beyond the range of smnpothbore broadsi de cannon, Revenge and Krystal, one
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behind the other, sailed slowy in a great circle around the galleon, which now had run up a
French battle ensign along with several other, unfanmiliar colors.

Using the three new rifl ed cannon devel oped by Pete Fairley, which each of these |larger ships now
nmount ed on swivels at bow and stern, they pounded the target mercilessly, while return fire
dropped into the sea or went skipping over the waves before sinking.

As Bass watched, Nugai and a Fairley-trained guncrew opened the breech, swabbed the bore fromthe
chamber end, slipped a |ong, pointed, fused shell into the rifling grooves, following it with a
waxed-|inen cartridge, slammed the breech and gave the handle the half-turn that |ocked it, then
pricked open the powder cartridge, filled the vent with primng, and carefully sighted the gun
Bal anci ng easily on his short, bowed |egs, the self-appointed Kal nyk guncaptain stood |ike a

yel | ow brown statue, awaiting the precise nonent that the Revenge began her upsw ng before | aying
his snoking slownmatch directly atop the filled vent.

Foll owi ng the shot with his binoculars, Bass saw it crash through the upper |evel of the
sterncastle, and a split second later, he saw what | ooked |like a door blasted down into the
crowded wai st, while a sheet of fire and a hail of snmall debris burst out of the sterncastle's
rear wi ndows.

After a single broadside fromeach of their full batteries, the French wi sely ceased use of the
outranged guns, only essaying shots whenever the Revenge or the Krystal lay athwart bow or stern
where the | onger-ranged chasers could be brought into play. And the French gunners quickly proved
their expertise, scoring a total of five hits on the two ships, none of which, however, did any
real damage or inflicted any injuries.

The sane, unfortunately for the French, could not be said of what was being done by Pete Fairley's
fearsone breech-loading rifled cannon. Binocul ars and | ong-gl asses showed not a few still or

t hrashi ng bodi es on her decks, along with a couple of spars and a decent-sized junble of rigging,
tackl e, and shredded sailcloth. There was at |east one fire on her gundecks to judge by the
anounts of snoke billowi ng out of the still-open gunports. Cccasionally, the wind bore down to the
attackers the rattle of a drumor a thin wail that m ght have been a scream of agony. Like so many
ants at this distance, tiny figures scurried about, fighting the fires blazing in both fore- and
sterncastl es, apparently oblivious to the shells still bursting anobng them up in the rigging or
in the fabric of the ship herself.

Had there been sufficient supply of the cylindrical shells, they well mght have continued to

bl eed the French galleon at a safe range until the ship was so crippled or her crew so reduced as
to ensure a quick, easy victory on closing, but the nunbers of the explosive shells had been
limted at the very inception of the voyage and several had been used as chaser shots in earlier
actions. So when the bottomopst |ayer of the shell boxes was reached, WaAlid Pasha ordered the |ong-
range shelling halted and the second, nore normal and far nore dangerous phase of his plan of
battl e comrenced.

CHAPTER
THE TH RD

Abbot Fergus had been journeyi ng back from Edi nburgh when the great, fearsone thunderbolt had set
the thatch roof of the abbey barn afire. The nonks and the lay brothers, the few hal e guests, as
well as folk of all ages who'd run up fromthe village at sight of the flanes, and even sone of
the patients—for this was a nursing order—had done all that was humanly possible to save the
contents of the ancient stone buildings, while the whipping winds of the tenpest had inparted
murderous life to the flanes.

The al | -devouring confl agration had | eapt fromone building to another and another and yet
another, while terrified kine bawl ed, while men and wonen shouted and how ed and shrieked and
screaned. Tonsured cleric and hairy snmth risked their lives side by side to rip | oose and throw
down great arnsful of the heavy, stinking, snoldering thatch. G hers ran into buildings already
afire to bear out the few poor treasures, furnishings, stores, and sufferers too ill to help

t hemsel ves.

In the cold, misty forenoon that followed that hellish night, Abbot Fergus arrived at his

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-...%20Jewels%200f%20Ireland%20(v1.0)%20(txt).txt (24 of 115) [12/28/2004 4:20:07 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/29620-%20T he%20Seven%20M agi cal %20Jewel s%200f %620I rel and%20(v1.0) %20(txt)..txt

journey's end and, in conpany with Brother PEruig, his longtime secretary, wal ked the grounds and,
anongst the still-snmoking ruins, conpiled nental evaluations of the | osses and began to frame in
his own mnd the letter and detailed report of the calanmty which he soon nust dictate and send
off to the parent house in the Wstern Isles. Such damages as he saw before hi mwould cost far
nmore to make right than he thought he could obtain |ocally.

three cows, one of thembig with calf, alas. The roof of the byre collapsed, flaning, ere
the last two could be led out. As for the other, she was found dead where she had been tethered,
and no burn or other mark upon her.

"The oxen all were saved, God be praised, |likewi se the asses and the snmall nule that was willed to
the nonastery |ast year. The fires never got to the cellars, so we'll not lack for food and drink
at least, nor the beasts for grain, though every one of the nearer haystacks burned and—=

"But the folk," broke in Abbot Fergus. "Wat of the folk, brother?"

Br ot her Pami ng sighed and signed hinself, piously. "Two of our brothers we know are dead—Brothers
G | | easbui g and Donnochadh- ogh—ene of a broken skull when he fell off a roof, the other burnt with
the last brace of cows he had run in to |l ead out to safety. Father Mark the Sassenach is nissing;
so also are two of the lay brothers who were sharing the nightwatch in the main hospital."

"Their nanes, these |ay brothers?" prodded Abbot Fergus.
"Glliosa Hay. Brother Glliosa Hay, he and that wild H ghl ander barbarian, |an MacBean."

"And our charges, the sick and injured for whomwe were caring in their need?" demanded Abbot
Fergus. "Were all of them saved?"

Brot her Pzkruig wung his hands and sighed. "No, not all were saved, | fear nme. In the dark and
the confusion there was . . . was a ... a regrettable error made. It was no one's fault, really,
but ... but" Aglinpse of familiar and feared fire in the abbot's steely eyes sent Brother Paruig

stuttering on with his tale.

"I't was sinply that . . . that the villagers all thought that we, the brothers, had fetched out
the seriously ill patients. W all thought that they, the villagers, had done that deed of nercy.
And by the time we—+—realized that . . . that ..."

The younger nonk began to trenble uncontrollably and whinper like a hurt child, while a great gush
of tears bathed his stubbled cheeks. Patting the man's shoul der, the old abbot |ed Brother Paruig
to a junbled pile of boxes and casks and sat hi m down, beckoning over another nonk to care for
him Any man, the abbot well knew, could take but so nmuch and no nore; poor Paruig had never been
as strong as average, and the horrific events of last night and earlier this norning, whilst he
was nomnally in charge of nonastery affairs, had sinply pushed himtenporarily beyond his limts
of endurance. The two nmissing lay brothers were found as soon as the nonks and villagers got
around to delving into the charred ruins of the main hospital building, but the corpse of the
priest did not turn up until a trio of husky nonks went to feed the three madnen | odged in a row
of five |low stone-built cells that conposed the |ast remains of the very first nonastery to stand
upon this ground, possibly as much as ten centuries past.

Abbot Fergus was frantically sunmoned to the spot to find one of the three nadnen gone. In his
mal odorous little cell lay the naked corpse of Father Mark. The priest's face was horribly
contorted and discol ored, his tongue protruding well beyond his jaws and |ips. H s eyes too were
bul ging fromtheir sockets, and the thin cord which had been used to throttle him+t |ooked to be
made of braided hair—was still knotted deadly tight about his neck and throat.

The priest's warm wool en habit was gone, as was the peculiar foreign footgear he
af f ect ed—sonet hing on the order of Low ander brogues, but finer and crafted of finished |eather
rat her than rawhi de

Back at the ruins of the nonastery, Abbot Fergus penned in his own hand an addendumto the letter
to his parent bouse, noting that Father Mark had been found dead, nurdered by a nad Sassenach, one
U | | eam Kawl yer, who now was roamng at large in the habit and shoes of the nurdered priest.
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Sir Ugo led the Duce di Bolgia and the lieutenant along a well-lit interior corridor which
debouched into a grpat hall boasting a high, vaulted ceiling, and with [ oggias on oo |ess than
three sides, one of these being faced with carven wood-and-ivory privacy screens in the Morish
manner and desi gned to prevent observers from bei ng thensel ves observed.

Fromthe | avishly decorated and furnished great hall, they entered another short corridor, then
clinbed a flight of stairs and passed along one of a pair of narble-arched | oggi as which faced one
anot her over a long, narrow garden of tile wal ks, manicured greensward, carefully tended shrubs
and small fruit trees, flowers, twittering, darting birds, and gurgling fountains.

The | oggi a they had traversed and now quitted extended on around to the right, and hal fway down
that stretch, two huge, towering, albeit a little pudgy nen with shiny blue-black skins and shaven
heads stood obvi ous guard before a pair of carven and inlaid doors. The ball-butts of a brace of
wheel | ock pistols projected fromunder each bl ackamobor's saffron sash. Heavy and very cursive
scinmtars hung fromtheir baldrics, and, in addition, one was arned with a two-barrel ed wheel | ock
fower with bores | ooking to be as wide as small cannon, while the other |eaned on a six-foot

pi ke.

Di Bolgia knew quite a bit about firearns, and he knew that even as big as that guard was, if ever
he had to fire just one of those two-digit-wi de barrels w thout a harquebus prop, he was going to
find himself on his arse ten feet back fromwhere he'd started, likely with a caved-in chest, to
boot. The two nmen with their too-snmooth faces were probably castrati, which neant that behind
those doors lay the wonen's wing of the cardinal's palazzo. And the cardinal was del udi ng hinsel f
i f he thought that that garish duo of Aethiop eunuchs provided any true protection of his hareem
frominvasion by any really deternined body.

They were instructed to. wait in a chanber whilst Sir Ugo went off sonewhere alone. Silently, a
servitor entered bearing a silver-gilt tray on which were a ewer and a pair of gobl ets—+ruby-red
gl ass bow s set in heavy, intricately carven silver. Wrdlessly, the man poured wine into the
gobl ets and woul d then have departed had di Bol gia not grasped an armin one powerful hand.

Wavi ng at the goblets, he growed, "You drink first, a good healthy swall ow out of each, or
."He laid his other hand to the jeweled hilt of his dagger

Wth an indulgent smle, but still no words, the servitor padded back over to the table and
obediently lifted first one goblet, then the other, taking a double swallow from each, then
refilling themfromthe ewer. Wth anot her deep bow, the wordl ess man turned and | eft the way he
had cone. Picking up one of the goblets, di Bolgia remarked to the lieutenant, "That little farce
proves nothing, of course. He could have hurried back to a waiting emetic or antidote. Hs

enpl oyers night have failed to informhimof the fact that he was to serve poi soned wi ne. He could
even have been willing to sacrifice his own life in order to take mne . . . and yours, too, of
course, nmy boy. But I've found it never hurts to take such rudi mentary precautions.

"Ahhh, this is indeed a fine vintage. A hint of sweetness and an aftertaste of well-hung apples.
This is a northern wine, nmy boy, none of this vinegar-sour Sicilian horsepiss. H s em nence has a
superb palate. My estimate of himhas risen to new heights, and |'ve yet to even lay eyes to the
man. "

From somewhere nearby cane a single, dry chuckle. As the two soldiers glanced all around the room
a section of the western wall swung silently open to reveal another, |arger chanber wherein sat
three nen garbed as cardinals. Sir Ugo stood a bit off to one side of the trio.

"Cone in, your grace of Bolgia, Lieutenant di Crespa. Bring the wine and we all will share it. It
conmes of one of nmy own vineyards |ocated in one of the westerly electorates of the Enpire.
Viticulture has been practiced in the valley of the Mselle River, there, since the days of the
Caesars. "

Most of the westernnost wall of the |arger chanber consisted of five pairs of doors with clear
gl ass panels letting onto a wi de, deep bal cony. Sil houetted against the bright sunlight flooding
in through these glass doors, no details could be seen of the faces of the three seated clergy.

But, once nore, that resonant, well-nodul ated baritone voice invited, "I say, cone in, gentlenen
We have been awaiting you."
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Leaving Pandolto to fetch the ewer, Tinoteo strode through the conceal ed doorway . . . and nearly
dropped his goblet. The cardinal in the center seat, he who had been speaki ng, was none other than
the catfooted, wordless "servitor" he had intimdated into drinking of the wine when first it had
been proffered. Setting down the goblet, he hurriedly swept off his cap, dropped to one knee, and
ki ssed the ring on the extended hand. The nails were manicured and the hand soft, but with a
perceptible hint of steely strength in the nuscles and sinews underlying the flesh.

When he had been introduced and had nade his obeisances to the other two prelates, Sir Ugo
returned to the chanber followed by a colum of servitors, who bore in a carven and uphol stered
chair with arnms and back for di Bolgia, an armess chair for Sir Ugo, a backless arm stool for
Li eutenant di Crespa, four nore of the glass-and-silver goblets, and a second, |arger ewer of

W ne.

When all were seated and the doors tightly closed behind the servitors, Cardinal D Este began by
asking, "Your grace, how nmuch do you know of the English ProblenP"

Shifting his baldric slightly, Tinmpteo crossed his booted | egs and | eaned forward. "Enough, your
em nence, to stay as far away fromthat part of the world as is humanly possible. That kingdomis
becone of late a neatgrinder of armies, and not even the Holy See has enough noney to hire me and
mne to followin the footsteps of old Conte Hreszko. Nor am| alone in this firmresolve, your
eni nence. The cone | eft Ronme proud and confident, a living | egend anongst professional captains.
He cane back a hunbl ed and broken ol d dotard who, they say, will not live |ong because, disgraced,
he no |l onger has the will to live.

"Therefore, | doubt me that any captain of note would hire either hinself or his conpany out for a
canpaign in England or Wles. O even in Scotland, for that matter

"So, if that is the offer, your em nence, thank you, but no, not for one thousand ducats per day,
per man!"

"Your bluntness verges close upon insult, di Bolgia," snapped Cardi nal Sicola. The cardinal seened
upon the point of saying nore when D Este waved a pl acati ng hand.

"Your grace m sunderstands. 1 have no intention of securing his services for England, for | can
see no point in prolonging an affair that it may have been ill-advised to even comence. | fee
that a few years of benign neglect by Rone may end in acconplishing far more in Engl and than woul d
the services of a score of armes. So rest your nmind on that issue.

"But let us two touch now upon the subject of geography, eh? There is a largish island just to the
west of England, is there not, your grace?"

D Bol gia nodded curtly. "Yes, your enminence. It contains a nunber of tiny, so-called kingdons,
pl us one | eader who calls hinself something equivalent to regno grande but usually has even |ess

I and than any of the others and no real power over them The folk are called 'Irlandese,' and |'ve
sol diered with many of them over the years. They are good fighters individually, but respond il

to any sort of discipline and seemto stay drunk nost of the tine.

"I know little of the internal politics of the land, save that | amled to believe that the
vari ous ki ngdons have been warring anongst themnselves constantly for generations at |east,

possi bly for centuries. There seemto be three or nore racial strains native to the island, and
they make war along racial |ines, too.

"It is runored that one of these little kingdons has inplanted one or nore colonies called in
totality 'Geat Irland sonmewhere south of Vinland and north of Nueva Espana."

D Este nodded, smiling. "You are well informed, your grace. Now, tell nme, would you hire out
yoursel f and your conpany for an initial contract of two years' service in Irland?"

Ti not eo sipped delicately at his wine and dabbed at his full, sensual lips with a |lace cuff before
replying with a question of his own. "Under what circunmstances of initial service, your

em nence—aggressi ve or defensive? That is, will we be expected to quit our ships and nmake an
opposed | andi ng under fire fromthe Irlandese? Such tactics are always risky and could cost nme a
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hefty percentum of ny conpany in killed, drowned, and wounded."

D Este held up a hand and shook his head vigorously. "Ch, no, your grace, you are assured of a
safe | anding, offloaded fromship to quay directly, under the nunerous guns of a fortified port
city which will be your base of operations, thenceforth. The port city is one of the principa
cities of Rone's firmand steady ally, King Tkmhas of Minster.

"Until very recently, King T*"nhas was being very hard pressed by the troops of the high king,
Brian VII1, and he has lost nore than a third of his realmto his eneny. But now the high king has
wi t hdrawn the bulk of his forces fromthe disputed | ands and is devoting his far from

i nconsiderable talents to an attenpt to do that which never has been done in all of known history.
It is Brian's aimto unite all or at least the nost of Irland under his | eadership agai nst Rone
and Holy Mdther the Church

"This vital nonarch has already won over sone of the other kings, and he and they throughout al
the | ands they control have seized Church-owned properties and treasures, ships, gunpowder mlls
and supplies of gunpowder and priests* powder. Shocking to state, sone Irland-born clergy have
turned renegade and are now naki ng powder for the high king, unhallowed powder."

Al t hough he listened in respectful silence, this last did not inpress di Bolgia. He knew howto
make gunpowder hinself, fromscratch, and hallowed or unhallowed, it all did the same deadly work
in pistol, arquebus, cannon, or petard. And he |iked what he was hearing of this Hi gh King Brian
Smal |, relatively weak states lay constantly at the nercy of |larger, stronger ones, and the only
answer was to get out and conquer, consolidate |ands, beconme a |larger, stronger state oneself, a
state to be feared and therefore respected by its peers-in-power.

Such a man as this King Brian, he thought, should make an interesting antagonist, and when once
his two-year contract to Rone had been filled and he and his conpany would be in Irland anyway, he
m ght explore the possibility of hiring on with the armies of the high king. After all, every

| egend he had heard over the |long years had reputed Irland to be a land rich in gold, silver, and
j ewel s.

"Sebastian Bey," said Walid Pasha solemmly, "it were wise nowto arm For after the close and
exchange of broadsi de cannonades, to order grappling, | shall, and then we all nust board and
fight or die as God wills. The two | arger sloops have orders to await the end of the cannonade,
then to sail up and lock onto the eneny galleon at stemand at stern and board her fromthose
directions; the plan will give us nmore nmen on board her and force her conplenent to fight foes at
both front and rear, which should serve to disconcert themto a degree."

Bass had | ong since ceased being amazed at the overall conmpetence of the nmaster of the ship they
had renanmed the Revenge. He would find a way to acconplish virtually whatever task he was set, and
he woul d acconplish it well, with his own special flourish.

Nor did the other officers and nmen of the warship seemto resent the fact that, for all their
apparent freedom they were little better than mlitary slaves. There was no ani nosity—cither
overt or covert—toward the Englishmen, Wl shmen, Irishnmen, and Scots. The Mediterraneans deferred
to officers and sergeants, of course, but seened to accept the nmass of other ranks as just another
bat ch of |andl ubber sol diers shipped aboard to do the fighting and, they hoped, the dying while
they the sailors handled the ship

In the sterncastle cabin that he had insisted they share with himaboard the crowded ship, Sir Al
and Nugai assisted Bass to arm After stripping down to his silken drawers and crotch-length Iinen
undertunic, he first strapped on a horn-and-boil ed-1|eather codpi ece and made certain that his
peni s and scrotum were tucked well inside the protective device and were not in danger of being

pi nched by its edges. Then he pulled on a pair of tight-1egged breeches which incorporated broad
straps under the instep of each foot. Squatting, Nugai gartered these just below the knee to
prevent themriding up the leg should the straps break

While Sir Ali held it gaped for him Bass slipped head and arns into a | ong-sl eeved, hip-Ilong
quilted garnent—soft finished | eather outside, fine velvet inside, raw wool in between—and the
ni nbl e yell ow-brown fingers of the waiting Nugai secured the dozen points that fastened upper and
| ower garments together
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Bass stepped into his cavalry boots, nade to his exact specifications by a benused and wonderi ng
bootier. Into stitched pockets spaced closely all around the |leg of the boot and extending from
just below the knee down to the ankle, Sir Ali and Nugai inserted splints of fine arnor steel. The
steel cop to guard the patella was built into the thigh-high boots, as too was the panel of ring
mail that protected the tendons in the backs and sides of the knee. Additional stitched-pocket,
steel -splint arrangenments on the thigh leathers' fronts and exposed outer sides gave reasonabl e

| eg protection without the cunbersone |eg arnor still worn by many horsenmen over their boots.

Bass had decided to do without a nmail hauberk, but Sir Ali and Nugai would not hear of such
insanity, and he grudgingly but obediently knelt and held up his arms that the two shorter nen
mght fit the thirty-odd pounds of riveted-steel rings. It sagged to well below his crotch, but
Sir Ali, searching out certain larger rings and threading through thema |length of hide thong,
gathered up several inches of Iength and belted the arnor so that a portion of the weight was
carried by his hips.

This arnmor was all of the best quality; it had been nmade for him to his exact neasurenents, by
King Arthur's own resident MIanese arnorers. Due nostly to continual badgering on the parts of
Sir Ali, Nugai, and certain other nenbers of his well-neaning staff, Bass had spent many a | ong
hour in this arnor—afoot and ahorse, practicing with a plethora of weapons, tilting and riding
cross-country in good weather and foul. But none of that neant that he had learned to |ike wearing
the hot, heavy, confining, and basically unconfortable collection of steel plates, mesh, bolts,
rivets, and buckl es.

Sir Ali held the backplate in place while Nugai strapped it on over the hauberk, then they
reversed roles, with Nugai holding up the breastplate while Sir Ali inserted the hingepins on one
side and did up the buckles on the other. The gorget was placed over a length of |inen | apped
around Bass's neck and throat before the two arm ng nen added spaul drons on the shoul ders,
rerebrace plates over the long sleeves of the hauberk to guard the upper arms, and vanbrace pl ates
on the lower arns. Then they strapped couters and el bow cops between the two.

Around his hips, loins, and buttocks, they attached the taces. Tasset plates were buckled to the
| ower front edges of the taces to protect the upper thighs. The two were upon the very point of
adding a plastron, or reinforcing plate, over the breast plate when Bass called a halt.

"Good Lord, Ali, any nore weight and | won't be able to nove, nuch less junp fromone ship to
anot her and then fight! As it is, I'll have to be very mindful of nmy footing, for if | hit water
it'll be goodbye Bass Foster; 1'll sink like a stone and be | ong drowned before | can get a tenth
of this scrap iron off nme."

"Nonsense, your grace," the crooked-nosed Arabi an kni ght reassured him "A century ago, when arnor
was heavier and less easy to nove in than this nodern stuff is, one of the tests of a prospective
knight was to swma river or lake or bay fully armed. Be a nan a good swi mmer and uninjured, his
arnmor al one won't drown him

"But, your grace, you really should let us put on the plastron. Superb as is the quality of your
breastplate, it sinply lacks the thickness and strength to stop a harquebus ball at close range."

However, when his grace, Sir JSebastian Foster, Duke of Norfolk, strode out onto the deck of his
flagship, it was without the plastron. His nmissed the faniliar feel of scab-barded Tara stee

sl appi ng against his left leg, but he had deliberately left the blade ashore, correctly estimting
the I ong cavalry broadsword to be ill suited to shipboard comnbats.

In the place of that pricel ess weapon, his baldric held a hybrid of his own design—an old

ci nquedea two-foot dagger blade rehilted with the quillions, pommel, and pierced-steel handguard
froma Spani sh broadsword captured at the Battle of Bloody Rye. In its present configuration, the
century-ol d bl ade—sone four inches w de just below the quillions, doubl e-edged, and tapering to an

acut e poi nt -had never been bl oodi ed. This day would either prove or disprove its worth for the
task it faced.

The broad belt cinched around Bass's waist over the arnmor was fitted with brass hooks along its
| oner edge. From four of these dangl ed wheel |ock pistols, two of them doubl e-barrel ed weapons,
all full-charged, prinmed and spanned, ready to fire. Two ot her hooks—ene on each si de—supported
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daggers, one a netal flask of charging powder, and one a stiff-leathern wallet containing cast-
| ead pistol balls, greased patches, a small flask of prinmng powder, and a spanner that would fit
the wheels of all four pistols.

In the crook of his left arm as he took his place beside Walid Pasha on the quarterdeck, was his
choi ce of helnmets for today—an ol d-fashi oned burgonet covered in bright-green sanmite and fined
with a bar visor; bars and edges had been gil ded.

As the Revenge inexorably bore down upon her quarry, Walid Pasha ordered all the remaining shells
for the big rifles to be borne forward to the two bow nobunted guns, then ordered themto
concentrate their fire on the fighting-tops of the two |arger nasts—nain and fore.

"They are chancy targets at best, Sebastian Bey," he told Bass in explanation, "but even if God
fails to smle upon our gunners in this, the shot still will do certain danage to the sails and
rigging and thus render her nmore difficult to control with any certainty in the coning close
battle."

But luck did grin. The second shot fromthe gun Nugai had taken over not only struck and expl oded
in the crowded and heavily arnmed maintop, but apparently also set off their own

powder supply. A great flanmeshot flash and a billow of dense snoke was the first indication of
this telling blow. As bodies, pieces of bodies, and debris of all sorts showered onto the wai st
bel ow and the earsplitting roar of the two nerged expl osi ons reached the ears of those aboard the
Revenge, the upper reaches of the mminnmast-sails, yards, rigging, tackle, and all—ipped, tipped,
ti pped, then suddenly pitched forward onto the forenmast, which al so broke through under the
excessive weight, snmothering the foretop in canvas and cordage.

Walid Pasha smiled grimy as he lowered his glass. "It could hardly have chanced better for our
arns, Sebastian Bey. Your Kalnyk is a rare gunner, and a rare naval gunner, which is even | ess
common. But not even he could have told that nmast which way to fall. That was God's holy doing.

"Wai ting boarders and deck crews often suffer severely fromsw vels, arquesbuses, and pistols
enpl oyed by the nmen stationed in those tops. Now the Frenchman's | argest one has entirely ceased
to be and the foretop is rendered conpletely useless until seanmen can get up there and ax them
free. For sonme odd reason, that ship lacks a fighting-top on the mzzennast; a |ong, narrow
platform right enough, but no provision for swivels or nmen to serve them"

Revenge had been bearing down on the starboard side of the French galleon, but had drawn only
sporadic fire fromthe big main guns, no concentrated fire frombattery or even deck, and as they
drew cl oser a possible reason for this becanme apparent.

Hal fway between stern and nmi nnast, thick billows of snmoke poured fromone or nore of the
starboard gunports, obscuring at l|east half of the ports and probably maki ng proper gunlaying an

i mpossibility. After studying signal flags displayed by the caravel Krystal, Walid said, "That
must be a big fire on those gundecks, for the port batteries are not offering rmuch nore gunnery
than are these starboard ones, your grace. God has indeed sniled upon us thus far. Let us all pray
that we retain H's favor."

Slow y, the gap between the two ships narrowed. Wien sone bare hundred yards separated them Walid
sail ed past the starboard of the French ship, comng up fromthe stern, his portside batteries
firing on the virtually unm ssable target as each gun cane to bear. These cul verins and

dem cul verins threw their balls at the gundecks of the Frenchman, while the wai st guns, the stern-
and forecastle guns, the rail swivels, and the top swivels, as well as the ship's conpl ement of
arquebusi ers, sped their | oads against rigging and exposed personnel

I mmedi ately Walid had conpleted his sail-by, Krystal began the sane maneuver on the Frenchman's
port side. Then Walid turned the ship about and, at a bit over fifty yards, came by fromthe
opposite direction, bringing his starboard broadside into play. Again, as soon as he had fi ni shed,
the caravel emnulated his actions on the other side of the French galleon

"Did we not desire to capture the ship in reasonably good condition, your grace." comented Walid
Pasha, "now would be the tine to conme around once nore, steer really close, and strive to hull her
with the culverins, while pouring red-hot shot fromthe dem cul verins and sakers into her stern-
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and forecastles and her 'tween decks. Another Turkish captain and | did just this to a Venetian
gal | eon—but that one was a four-nmaster—sonme years back. Wuld that we had Marwan Pasha and his
great galleon over there in the place of the caravel Krystal."

The return fire, though sporadic and not at all concerted, was not entirely inaccurate. The
Revenge had suffered a nunber of round-shot damages to her fabric—nore of them and nore severe on
her starboard than on her port, of course, due to the | essened range at which the starboard had
been presented as target. There was fresh blood in nore than one place on the decks visible from
the bridge, and barefoot sailors were even as Bass watched shaki ng sand over the red blotches to
i mprove footing. In his 'tween-decks cubby far below, Master Jibral and his mates al ready were
hard at work with knives, saws, forceps, and needl es.

Bass wondered how Captain Edwin Al fshott and Sir Liam Kavanaugh were faring on board the Krystal
Despite the strengthenings and general repairs and renovations done by Sir Paul Bigod's nen at the
Royal Naval Basin and Yards, the caravel had not been either designed or built to be a warship and
it was conceivable that hits that mght not do any real or lasting harmto Revenge coul d
irreparably damage the far nore lightly built ship.

"I'mredi ately the starboard guns are rel oaded, we steer in to close quarters," said Walid Pasha,
before beginning to bark orders in Turkish and Arabic to various of his officers. These officers
in turn scattered to bark their own orders, and the already busy, crowded wai st becane a bustle of
activity.

Sone dozen big iron grapnels were brought out to have | engths of strong cordage rove to their
shank eyes and their-bits tested for sharpness and, where necessary, touched up with file and
stone; then they were laid in convenient spots by the starboard rails.

The ship's carpenter and his mate supervised the bringing on deck of several |ong, thick planks
varying in width froma foot to about eighteen inches, then set about driving iron spikes, two or
three of them through each end of the planks —boardi ng-bri dges-to-be

The boatswain and his mates began to pass anpong the common seanen, arming themw th short, heavy
swords, dirks, battleaxes, and boardi ng pi kes. They al so passed out plain, sinple skullcaps of
steel to go under turbans or kafiyehs and tw ne-tied bundles of foot-long fletched darts and a few
|l onger javelins. Last of all, they brought up and carefully unwapped a few short bows, which were
delivered to certain older nmen, all of them Turks.

Bass noted that the bows nust be extrenmely powerful, for two nen's strength was required to string
them Strung, however, no one of themwas nore than a bare three feet in length, and the arrows,

pl ucked out of l|acquered |eather cylinders and carefully exam ned, were short as well, two feet or
|l ess fromnocks to points. Wth bows and arrow cases hung down their backs, eight Turks took to
the rigging, clinmbing swiftly and surely up to spots that were obviously predetern ned.

When but twenty yards separated the two ships, both of the French galleon's starboard-bow chasers
fired | oads of |angrage at the packed forecastle deck of the Revenge, but with poor results. One
piece was fired too soon and the antipersonnel charge was wasted agai nst the bow tinbers; the
other was fired a split second too late, sending nost of it aloft to pepper the sails and
foremast.

Then they were gliding alongside the battered French galleon, with a bare three or four yards of
wat er between the two hulls. Every other gun of the starboard batteries was fired, directly at the
French gunports, then, while swivels, slingpieces, and other smaller ordnance swept the decks from
rails to both castles and fighting-tops, w th arquebusiers and archers adding their ounces of |ead
and feathered shafts to the deadly sleet, brawny arns whirled the grapnels about to gain nonentum
then hurled them across the narrow space to thud onto decks and sink their points deeply into
rails and coami ngs, |adders and woodwor k. Seanen and sol diers alike heaved at the |ines of well-

i mbedded hooks, slowy warping the ships even closer, as others stood ready with the spiked

pl anks.

Ax-wi el di ng nen rushed to where the grapnels had i nbedded thensel ves and sone few were able to ax
through the taut |ines before being transfixed by short arrows fromthe small but powerful bows of
the Turks aloft in Revenge's rigging. They were, Bass noted with a part of his nind, far nore
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val uabl e than woul d have been an equal nunber of arquesbusiers in that their "rel oading" took
split seconds, so that they could drop the original axman in one breath and the man who rushed to
take up that ax in the very next.

One nore salvo was fired fromthe sakers in the waist and the swi vel guns, poured full into the
mob in the waist of the eneny gall eon—wahich rode sone two feet Iower than did the [ arger, four-
mast ed Revenge—then the waiting planks were tipped over and thudded down to sink their spikes into
the Frenchman's rails. At once, soldiers and seanen swarned onto the narrow, springy footing,
weapons out and ready.

CHAPTER
THE FOURTH

The three cardinals, di Bolgia, Sir Ugo, and the lieutenant had ari sen and now stood about a |arge
table in a better-lit area nearer to the glass doors. Wth goblets and hands they were anchoring a
huge parchnment map D Este had just unrolled. Using an antique ball ock dagger's slender blade as a
poi nter, D Este explained, "Your grace and his conpany woul d board ship here, in Palerno harbor

There will be three | arge ships—two three-masted gall eons and one four-nasted—so there should not
be overmuch crowdi ng on the voyage. The two three-nmasters are really nerchant ships owned by a nan
I know quite well, but still the both of themare well enough arnmed to hold their own agai nst nost
mar auder s.

"The larger ship, on the other hand, is a line-of-battle ship, |eased fromthe King of France and
originally scheduled to take part in an attenpt to revictual and resupply the besieged Gty of
London. Unfortunatel y—er, possibly, very fortunately, since that entire fleet was sunk or captured
by King Arthur's navy—this galleon was very late in arriving at Livorno and m ssed the sailing
date of the supply fleet by over a nonth. She and her French captain and crew have been in Livorno
since, but | have di spatched a nmessage summoni ng them down here, to Palerno. After all, their rent
is paid for a twelvenonth; no profit in letting themsit useless.

"Beyond the Pillars of Hercules, your ship captains will have orders to stand sout hwestward al ong
the Afriquan coast to the port of Anfa Antiqua. There, additional persons, cargo, and ships wll
be added to the fleet, and all will, allowi ng God's grace of decent weather, proceed i mediately
due north to Irland and your | andfall

"Once | anded, your grace should report at once to Archbishop G osuf di Rezzi. He will be our—your
grace's enployers' —voice in Irland, and though ostensibly you will be King Tamhas's general, you
will be answerable only to the archbi shop. Understood?”

"Under st ood, your emi nence," Tinmoteo said, then asked, "But this archbishop . . . there is a
retired condottiere, a very great captain in his tine . . . ?"
D Este replied, "The archbishop is a younger brother of the still-esteemed Barone Mario di Rezzi

though it is nmy understanding that the two brothers differ in nmany ways.

"But back to our subject. In addition to the troops with which your grace lands in Irland, you

will be expected to take in hand and reorgani ze sone two thousands of Flenish mercenaries—both

foot and horse-who were routed, badly battered, by a nuch snmaller force of Irlandese under the

King of Lagan, last year. Their captain was slain in that action, and they retreated behind the
walls of Dublin City, fromwhence they were brought down south by ship by King Tamhas at the

i nstigation of Archbi shop G osud, subsequent to the departure of their erstwhile enpl oyer

Cardi nal Must apha il -Ganub

"They are rather dispirited, | understand, but a captain of the well-earned reputation of your
grace should be able to whip them back into shape. Your grace has carta blanca in this natter
flog, maim or hang as nany as necessary to make themreliable soldiers once nore. You and those
of your officers and sergeants involved in this task will, of course, receive additiona
reconpense

"The port fortifications and the principal citadel in King Tanhas's capital city are commanded,
of ficered, and partially nmanned by Venetian specialist-cannoneers serving |long-termcontracts to
the king. The archbi shop attests themto be a prickly lot and easily offended, but your grace can
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only do his best to remain on at least civil terns with them

"The third and | argest group of fighting nmen will be King Tamhas's Royal Minster Army. Being
supposedly the king's hired general, a part of your job will be to see what can be done to nake
this army battle-ready."

"Does his emi nence know aught of the general nakeup of the army of m s pocket-king?" asked d
Bol gia slowy, keeping his gaze on the map and pulling absently at his |lower I|ip.

D Este shrugged. "Very little, really. Archbishop G osuf avers that while a |arge force for those
climes, nost of it is ill trained and not very reliable. The best, he says, of all the pack are a
conti ngent —Aunber s unst at ed—ef |rl andese nobl emen who have all soldiered el sewhere than Irland and
one or nore units of a class of soldier called 'gal hogl eses' or sonme simlar barbaric term"

"Gl | owgl asses,' your eminence," corrected di Bolgia politely. "I, nyself, have yet to see aught
of them but | have both heard and read reports concerning themand their origins, uses,

strengths, and weaknesses. Oiginally, they were all footnen, enploying as principal weapon-of-
choice an early variety of poleax. But over the years they are becone a type of dragoon, al

mount ed. They still carry an oversized ax and can weak as bloodily afoot as ever they could, but
now they wear half-arnor and carry pistols, swords, fuzees, and, sonetines, even darts or throw ng
axes. There are not over nmany of themin any one generation, and they seemto fight noplace save
inlrland, for all that the nmost of them conme not fromlrland but the western islands of the

Ki ngdom of Scotl and. "

"Your grace seens wondrous well versed in these matters," the youngest of the cardinals, Mirad
Yakubi an, comented. "That is, for one who clains never to have soldiered in Irland or England."

Ti not eo picked up his goblet and sipped at the rare, no doubt expensive vintage. He kept his face
bl ank, imnpassive. After all, the Arnenian goat-fucker hadn't actually called hima liar, hadn't
actual |y accused hi mof concealing portions of his past. He had conceal ed certain aspects of his
experiences in the north, but nothing that had any bearing upon this current matter

"1 doubt not, your em nence di Yakubian, that you assiduously seek out those returned recently
fromdistant lands that you may | earn fromthem of those topics which nbst concern you. | do the
same, ferreting out all that | may hear of a mlitary nature. For ever do | try to think of new,
untried, and better ways of wagi ng war

"Now i f your eminence feels nme to be deceitful, feels that | have w thheld know edge or persona
experience that mght have a bearing upon the enterprise at hand, perhaps it were better that |

wi t hdraw, thanking you all for your kind hospitality, and return to the service of his highness of
Napl es, | eaving your em nences free to secure the services of a captain you can trust. For few are
the mutual ly agreeable contracts entered into by signatories basically distrustful the one of the
ot her."

Whi ch was a nout hful of pious claptrap, thought Tinoteo, and if you don't know it, ny red-capped
friend, you are far dunber than | think

Yakubi an smiled lazily. "Wat need of contracts at all, if all nen in this world trusted one

anot her? But you mi sunderstood, your grace. | was but commenting upon your rather surprising

erudi tion—surprising, that is, for a professional warrior—aot suggesting that you had nisled us as
to your campai gns and your other travels in foreign lands.”

"King Tamhas has a | argi sh personal guard for so relatively uninportant a nonarch," D Este went
on. "In addition to perhaps half a hundred Irl andese nobl emen, he has for |ong enpl oyed a band of
some twoscore Rus-Goths who call thensel ves sonething on the order of 'U fhednarren.' Does your
grace possibly know aught of this rare type, also?"

Ti not eo shook his head. "I've never been as far east as Rus, your emi nence, nor conversed wth
many as have. Sweda-CGoths all consider Rus-Goths to be a strange, barbaric folk with ancient, near-
pagan custons and practices; sone are no | onger even pure Gothic, having intermarried with Finns
and Kal nyks and ot her, singul ar, pagan peoples, over the centuries. Soneone of the Order of
Teutoni c Knights could probably tell you much nore of the Rus-Goths, since they have been fighting
them for many a year."
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D Este nodded. "Well, then, your grace, howlong will it require for your conpany to march to
Pal er no?"

Tinoteo grinned. "They will be under the city walls by the end of this week, your em nence. They
are on the march, even as we converse. Wien will the ships be here for themto board?"

D Este answered the grin with a pleased smle. "It is nost refreshing to deal again with a direct,
honest man, your grace. As regards the ships: one is presently unloading here after a voyage from
the Spanish Indies; after that, a few days should suffice for the crewto refit her to carry nen
rat her than cargo. The second is due in port any day now from Joppa. As for the French warship,
shoul d estimate a fortnight or sonething less."

Ti not eo gave a brusque nod of his head. "Very well, your em nence. That will give ne the tinme to
sail over to Naples, collect the last of the nonies due ne fromhis majesty, and notify himat the
same tine that | amsigning a contract with the Holy See for service outside Italy or Sicily. This
| ast shoul d somewhat ease his nmind, for one reason he has for so long retained me was his fear
that one of his many enenies would hire me to fight against him the service he has had nme and

m ne doing for the last year or nore could have been acconplished nuch nore cheaply by a far |ess
expensi ve conpany or even by the Neapolitan CGuards.

"When 1 cone back from Naples, I'lIl expect the contracts to be ready for the signing and sealing
I'"ll also expect to be paid the initial third of the agreed-upon sum in newm nted gold,

pl ease—Spani sh onzas woul d be fine and should be easy to cone by in a nmercantile city such as
Pal erno. "

"Your grace, then, distrusts the coinage of his prospective enployer, the Holy See?" inquired old
Cardinal Sicola, with an inscrutable deneanor

"Your em nence," replied di Bolgia, "a coin that contains |ess than nine of ten parts gold is not
and shoul d not be called a gold coin; and when put to the Archinedean water test, a

truly distressing nunber of Romi sh gold coins have proved to be as little as three-quarters gold,
worth their stated val ue nowhere save in the states ruled directly fromRone ... if there.”

The condottiere braced hinself for sonme sort of indignhant explosion, a burst of ecclesiastica
wath fromold Sicola. But it failed to materialize. The old man seemed al nost to be pl eased by
the blunt, if unpalatable, truth.

"Very well, your grace," D Este agreed, snmiling, "the contracts will be drawn and ready for the
si gning, sealing, and w tnessing i mredi ately upon your return from Naples. Your gold will be here
too, in Spanish onzas, as you request."”

Bass Foster had but just placed foot to bridging board when a culverin nounted i nmedi ately bel ow
that board in the Frenchman's main starboard battery was | oosed off, point-blank into the very
bowel s of her attacker. Bass felt the slippery, springy board rise and shift under his boot soles,
then he was falling and, terrified, he tried to brace hinself for inmpact with the cold water that
he knew woul d so very shortly envelop him He seened to fall forever, thinking with one part of
his mind that it would be suicidal, nost likely, to cone up between the two ships and be ground
between the hulls; but with this much weight on, staying down until he had swum around to the
stern or portside of Revenge should be no problem The problemfor himwould be in sw nmng at
all, and then in the right direction, while underwater.

The inmpact of his body slamming full-length on its back on the hard deck nonentarily stunned him
sendi ng a galaxy of nulticolored stars and suns and planets spinning before his eyes. But then
arms were under himand hands were pulling himerect, giving himsupport until his |egs again
becane a true part of himand could assune their job.

"Luck mt you still iss, nmein Heir von Norfolk," the famliar voice of his ever-faithful bodyguard
and servant, Nugai, spoke from close beside him "One foot nore on zee plank out had you been
bet ween zee ships fallen you vould!"

Then, with Nugai's aid, he was back upon the rail and out on a plank for seem ng eons—a pl ank
whi ch bucked and pitched and seenmed determned to dunp himoff to be drowned or crushed. But then,
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in an eyeblink, he was across, a strangely carven ship's rail was underfoot, and a mael strom of
breast-to-breast conbat |ay just ahead and bel ow him

Wth other boarders pushing from behind, no nore anxi ous than he had been to spend nore tine than
absol utely necessary on that swaying, treacherous plank bridge, Bass eyed the seething boil of
battle as well as he could through his sonewhat restrictive visor, seeking a bare spot of decking
on which he mght light. The search seened vain and he was deciding he would just have to junp
onto one of the enbattled nen when a | arge nunber of the heavy bel owdecks guns roared out al nost

si mut aneously and the French gall eon heel ed over to port, tilting the entire ship enough to send a
si zabl e proportion of the battlers slipping and sliding into a dense nass agai nst the portside
rails.

Maki ng a four-point |anding on hands and knees, Bass pushed hinself al nost up, then was smashed
down flat as the Frenchman's portside battery suddenly fired off a salvo and the earlier heel and
subsequent tilt was repeated in reverse. Before he could even think of again arising, the nob of
fighting nen were tunbling and staggering back over to the starboard side of the deck, tranpling
hi m underfoot, those who chanced to not trip over or fall onto his recunbent arnored body.

He | evered hinself back onto hands and knees just in time for sonmeone to fall directly onto his
back, shrieking denent-edly and finally sliding dowmn to where Bass could see hima stocky man with
reddi sh-brown skin, still screamng, while making frantic efforts with bl ood-slinmed hands to hold
shut a gashed-open belly.

It was not until he had slid and rolled hinself to the sheltering Iee of the first level of the
sterncastl e that Bass was able to stand erect once nore, |ook about, and try to sort out just what
was going on in the battle royal that the Frenchman's wai st and forecastl e were becone. He deci ded
that Walid Pasha nust be right about this being a true ship-of-war, rather than sinply a well -
armed nmerchant vessel; nothing else could possibly account for the |arge nunbers of fighters in
his sight on the upper decks while there still were obviously enough | eft bel owdecks to serve and
fire the heavy guns. He gul ped at realization of the distinct possibility that he and his flotilla
had, this time around, bitten off a mite nore than they could easily chew.

The bul k of both boardi ng parti es—from Revenge and Krystal —aere now fighting on the decks of the
French gall eon, yet so many were the men opposing themthat they | ooked to his eye to be close to
evenly matched. The only edge he and they seened to hold was that they were nore fully arned than
the nobst of the French. But he had seen too little of real sea conmbats to know for certain just
how much that mght or m ght not count in the scales of victory or defeat.

The tunmult was indescribable, but he was surprised at the few gunshots—and nost of them from
overhead in the rigging, or fromhis own ships—until it came to himall at once that the boarders
had probably fired their one or two pistols early on and had had neither the tinme nor the
opportunity to recharge the pieces, even if they had managed to hold on to them

Wth his mind running in such direction, he hastily drew and checked the prinming in all of his own
pistols, then drew his sword and hung it securely fromhis wist by the knot. And then he took a
closer ook at the broil, seeking where he could be of best use just now.

There, stalking through the nelee in alnost full plate—very ornate, highly decorated plate, at
that —strode a nman about as tall as Bass Foster, roaring sonething that sounded a bit |ike a song
and was certainly not in French, and swinging to deadly effect sonething that |ooked a good bit
Ii ke a Lochaber ax.

Bass | ooked at that bl oody axbl ade, | ooked at his makeshift shorts word, and shook his head. "No

way!'' He unslung one of the wheellock horsepistols, glanced to see that the pyrites were hard
agai nst the wheel, |eveled the two-foot weapon, and squeezed the trigger
The big pistol belched a yard of flanme and a ten-gauge | eaden ball, its recoil kicking its rmuzzle

high in the air. Wen the snoke had cl eared, the arnored axnman was on his back on the deck and
other conbats were raging over and around him

Sonet hi ng cl anged agai nst Bass's breastplate, then fell at his feet. He | ooked down to see
sonmet hing that tugged at sone part of his menory: a heavy, grooved, rounded stone with a curved
har dwood handl e shrunk around it and what | ooked like a single tine froma deer antler nounted on
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one side of the stone.

But he was granted no tine to think where he m ght have seen the like of this outre weapon, for
fromout the nob, rushing hard at him canme another axman, arnored simlarly to the first, but
with less conplete and far less ornate arnmor. It was the same inpressive, very frightening kind of
ax, though, so Bass drew another pistol and shot down this nan as well. He was hopeful that the
French foe would run out of arnored axnen before he ran out of |oaded horsepistols.

"I was a goddammed fool to |l et themget ne gussied up and conme on this boarding party anyhow. This
kind of warfare is a young man's game, and |I'mover forty years old! How the hell did | wnd up
with the reputation of a diehard fire-eater in the first place? All |'ve done since we first
arrived in this bl ood-soaked slice of universe was try to stay alive and in one piece. The |ast
thing I wanted to do was to hurt anybody.

"So, what happened to ol d peace-loving Bass Foster? | had to start killing the very first day |
got here and |'ve since found nyself being shoved, willy-nilly, fromone slaughtering place to
anot her, year after year, expected to make killing and maiming and crippling nmen ny life's work.

"And part of what scares ne about it is that | do it so well, so naturally, that even career
ruffians |ike de Burgh and the rest of the galloglaiches are sure that |'mone of them" In ny
world, in the world | canme from people Iike what |'ve becone here are | ocked away for life in
soft rooms, not cheered and honored and rewarded. "

Hi s nomentary nusing was interrupted by the onset of a fresh, though snmaller, wave of boarders.
They came pouring out of the stern- and forecastles, the men fromthe two Bi god sl oops.

Bass halted the couple of dozen armed men before they could all exit the sterncastle and become
Il ost in the madhouse in the waist. Raising his visor for recognition, he ordered, "Go below, to
t he gundecks, and kill every gunner you can catch. Two or three salvos at this range are about al
that the caravel can tolerate, and they're not doing ny flagship any good, either."

As the men disappeared into the bowels of the enbattled ship, Bass peered again into the shifting,
gory fracas in the waist, trying in vain to spot Sir Ai ibn Hussain or Nugai the Kal nyk. He could
not see them anywhere on their feet . . . and nost of the bodies on the decks could not be seen

| ong enough between the | egs and feet of the conbatants to be identified.

Unbeknownst to Bass, the heel of the French galleon followi ng the first salvo, that which had
flung himface down onto the deck, had precipitated the Arabian knight into the water between the
Frenchman and Revenge. But what had happened to Nugai had been of even nore singular a nature.
Beset with the strain of the sudden Iift and tilt, the overly springy boarding bridge had cone

| oose of the spikes and, snapping back fromits forced arc, flung the wiry warrior bodily, as if
hurled by a seige engine, up into the rigging of Revenge.

Sir Ali had learned to swmin the warm sea near his Arabian hone and he did not fear this one,
for all that it was colder by many degrees. He allowed the weight of his arnor and weapons to bear
hi m down, out of the dangerous area between the two hulls. Then, trusting in his sure directional
sense, he struck out with strong strokes, leftward and upward, to finally surface alnost at the
very side of Bigod' s sloop, Lioness, where willing hands first threw hima line, then drew himup
fromthe sea

By the time that Lioness's grapnels had bitten deep and the sloop had been warped tight to the bow
of the Frenchman, Sir Ali had drawn the wetted | oads fromhis pistols, recharged and reprined
them dried off his sword, borrowed a hel met and a spi kebacked boardi ng ax, and wangled a place in
the very first wave of boarders to clanber up onto the bow of the eneny vessel

No sooner had any of them set foot on the galleon than did a suicidally courageous French gunner
turn about and fire a long swivel piece. Had the two-inch bore been | oaded with | angrage or even
with a handful of pistol balls, it mght have done—i ke a huge shotgun—for the first wave, then
and there. But it was |oaded with but a single bore-sized stone ball . . . which chanced to take
Sir John Hailey in the face |left exposed by his visorless bascinet, wenching off both hel net and
head and flinging the bl ood-spouting body back down onto the heaving deck of the sloop Lioness.

The gunner turned to run, but had taken only a single step when Sir AH s hard-flung ax took him
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bet ween t he shoul der-bl ades. As he wenched the weapon free, the Arabian assuned the comand that
had been the responsibility of the so recently deceased Sir John Hail ey.

Wavi ng the red-edged ax, he shouted, *' These damned gunners the nobst dangerous are. Let's get down
bel ow and fromtheir warrens drive themup, away fromtheir guns. You, there, and you, stay here
and the next wave send after us to the nmain batteries.”

Sir Ali and his force found no living nmen in the forecastle or on the deck i mediately bel ow their
point of entry. Descent to the mmin gundeck reveal ed that they were bl ocked off fromnost of it by
a snol dering, intensely snoky fire, so they all continued downward to the | ower gundeck.

There they proceeded to weak bl oody sl aughter anbng and upon the near-naked, ill-arned, or

conpl etely unarned gun crews. The few French who survived the savage depredations only did so by
dint of throw ng thensel ves out open gunports. Then the red-handed butchering-party ascended to
the mai n gundeck by way of one of the stern | adders.

Hurl ed high into the main shrouds, poor Nugai's hel neted head was sl amred hard agai nst an oak-and-
iron pulley, stunning him and he would surely have fallen the twenty-odd feet to the wai stdeck
had not a nearby archer grabbed, held, and steadied himlong enough for himto regain ful

consci ousness and equi li brium

Bef ore the Kal nyk could thank his savior, a |arge-caliber arquebus ball struck the Turk's forehead
with a splattering sound and, with a gasp, the archer slunped |linply agai nst the wai stband t hat
hel d himsecure in the shrouds, letting go his short, powerful bow

A qui ck grab and Nugai had the bow, and taking the Turk's still-warmright hand he worried off the
hor n- and- copper thunmb ring, which proved to be a fair fit on his own right thunb. Then he began to
| ook about for the arquebusier

A gl ance at the archer's death wound showed the Kal nyk that the shot nust have been fired from
al rost on a level with its target, not nmuch higher, surely no |ower. The keen eyes of the nonad
horseman searched the rigging of the eneny ship and presently spied six gunmen in a line on a
long, narrow platformaffixed in place of a true fighting-top to the m zzen-nmast of the French
gal | eon.

Drawi ng out one of the short arrows fromthe brace of cylinders at the dead Turk's belt, Nuga
nocked the shaft and fully drew the bow, ained, then | oosed. That first arrow was a clean ni ss.
But the second one took a gunman low in his belly, between his belt and his crotch

Nugai watched the distant gunman drop his | ong, heavy piece, then fall—-arns and | egs

wi ndmi | i ng—from his perch. Blank-faced, he fitted another shaft to bowstring and with it felled
anot her arquebusier. He had dropped all but two before they spied out his position and sent a bal
hunming in his direction, only to hit the dead Turk in the chest. Nugai skewered the one gunman
while he was ainmng and the second before he could finish reloading, spanning, and primng his
weapon.

The Kal myk checked the contents of the cylinders, conbined theminto one, and hung that one on his
own belt along with the bow. Then he | oosed the dead Turk's wai st |ashings, making sure that the
body fell onto a deck and not into the sea. Taking the security strap in his teeth, he clinbed

hi gher in the shrouds, to where he had a better view of the battle raging on the decks of the
enemny gal | eon.

It had been nmany years since he had had a bow of this sort in his hands, but such bows had been
the principal mssile weapon of the Kalnyks for untold centuries prior to their adoption of prods
and crossbows from Teutons, CGoths, and Magyars. He would enjoy hinself with the bow as long as the
arrow supply held out, then he would clinb down to add his cunning and ferocity to the nel ee

seet hing on those bl ood-slinmy decks so far bel ow.

CHAPTER
THE FI FTH

When Walid Pasha saw desperate seanen, sone of themwth fresh, bleeding wounds, casting
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t hemsel ves out of the open gunports of the French ship, he breathed a | ong sigh of relief.
Boarders apparently had reached and were clearing the eneny's gundecks, so there would be no nore
of those punishing salvos and he could safely put his carpenters to work on the damages al ready
wr ought .

Smiling, he turned to Fahroog. "All right, you may commit the reserves. |I'll have no nore need of
your men on the guns. Those are friendlies on those gundecks yonder, now. "

The boarders fromoff the Bigod sloop grappled at the French galleon's stern were just killing the
| ast gun crewnen on the nmain gundeck when Sir Ali and his boarders clinmbed up to it.

"Well, then, gentlenen.” His smle flashed a brilliant white agai nst a dark conpl exi on darkened
even further by an overlay of snmoke grinme. "Let us to see what to find above we may."

They found nothing but destruction and death on the | owest |evel of the sterncastle; whatever had
expl oded and however many expl osions there had been, they had no way of ascertaining. Their
horrified eyes could only witness and record the facts that every bul khead had been bl own down,
every stern wi ndow and side wi ndow had been bl own out. Sonme guns—there were sakers and nini ons on
this part of this deck—had been conpletely or partially disnobunted by the force of the expl osion
or explosions, others had been buried in debris, and bits and pieces of an indefinite nunber of
men were splattered on every visible surface in the snoky slice of hell that that deck was becone.

Halti ng the conbi ned boarding force for the nonce in the deathly peace of the charnel -house scene,
Sir Ali sawto it that every pistol was rel oaded, then headed his command toward the bl own-open
doubl e doors | eading out to the open deck and the ongoing battle.

Bass had had the ci nquedea dagger bl ade break about a span above the point and now was fighting
with the Lochaber-style ax of one of the men he had earlier shot down. Al of his pistols now were
enpty —as were all within easy sight aboard the ship —and matters were sinply too intense to
allow for reloading in safety. It seened to himthat the fight had raged on now for hours and he
was weary unto death, but sonehow he found the requisite strength and energy to fight on —
choppi ng, slashing with the heavy, cleaverlike blade, stabbing with the spike, |eaping aside and
dodgi ng thrusts of pike or blade, taking cuts on helnmet or arnmor, sonetimes able to deflect them
down the iron-strapped haft of his captured weapon.

On his right fought a brace of his galloglaiches with their own |ong axes —of a somewhat
different pattern fromhis but just as deadly and all show ng close antecedents —while a knot of
Turki sh mari nes w eaked gory havoc w th boarding pikes and cursive swords on his left and, beyond
them Sir Calum and the Baron Mel choro stood back to back, plying Irish shortswords and spi ked
buckl ers to fearsone effect, while shouting gruesone jokes to one another and roaring out snatches
of bawdy songs.

And Bass was worried. There were far too many faniliar bodies out there, foot- tranpled, on the
deck. He and his score and a half or so of nen here against the sterncastle and an approxi nate
equal nunber backed against the forecastle were all that was now | eft of the boarders. Despite the
singularly deadly slaughter, the French had fought hard and well, still outnunbered them and were
pressing them hard.

As he had done once before, at the cavalry encounter now famed as the Battle of Bloody Rye, Bass
took out his worry and his frustration on the foenen facing him Snarling, his lips peeled back
fromhis teeth, he stanped forward, swinging his weighty ax as if it had been a feather, and
Frenchnmen recoiled fromhim as much froma prinmal fear of the bestial grows and snarls as from
t he hacki ng steel bl ade.

The two gal |l ogl ai cnes, shouting with exhilaration, followed himclosely, as too did Sir Calum
Baron Mel choro, the Turks, and all the rest, driving a steelshod wedge forcefully into the nob of
Frenchmen.

Sir Ali's arrival with his relatively fresh force was tinely in the extrene. The nore numerous
French had but just closed to conmpletely encircle Bass and his foll owi ng when the Arabian kni ght
energed fromthe sterncastle to smte the foenen with cold steel and hot |ead. And although a
degree of heavy fighting yet renmined, the boarding of Fahrooq and his reserves was an al nost
unnecessary anticlinax.
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In the aftermath of the fierce battle for La Sentinelle du Nord, as the commanders and ship
captains toted up losses, it becane painfully obvious that they nust head directly for honme port,
praying constantly for fair weather, because the |oss of experienced seanen—few of whom had gone
into the fight as well arnored or well arned as the sol di ers-had been no | ess than staggering.

The prize galleon, noreover, could not be sailed in her present condition, with or without a crew,
and the open ocean only a few | eagues off the hostile French coast was certainly no place to
undertake repairs of any save the nost basic nature; all were in agreenent on this. Therefore,
Walid Pasha had two stout cables rove from Revenge to the prize, put Fahrooq and six Turkish

mari nes, a carpenter's mate, three seanen, and a dozen gall ogl ai ches aboard her, and took her
under tow. By prearrangenent, the caravel, Krystal, and the three Bigod sl oops kept pace in clear
si ght of Revenge and the rich prize.

And i f any doubt existed that she had been rich, one had but to penetrate the ranks of full-arned
guards ranged before the doubl e-bolted door to Bass's quarters and gaze upon the gold, the silver
the uncut genstones and pearls, plus the fine furs, the supple hides, shaggy robes, and light
cotton cloth which were sanples taken frombales and bolts still aboard the French galleon

Wthin the confines of the now crowded cabin, Baron Melchoro and Sir Cal umboth of whom read
French with sone ease—pored over stacks of docunents, notes, and |ledgers, while Sir Ai and Nugai
with scales and quills and parchnent, wei ghed and counted up the gold and silver ingots, coins,
and jewelry. Close by the stern wi ndow, Bass was poring over one of the maps that had been taken
fromthe prize, wondering at the so-fanmiliar outlines all here labeled with alien nanes in

unfami |iar | anguages.

"Let's see ... hmmm this has to be Geenland, therefore, this has to be Newfoundl and, here's Nova
Scotia and . . . aha, this hook shape couldn't indicate anything but the coast of Massachusetts.

"Huh, that's weird. According to this map, there's no East River; Long |Island and Manhattan I sl and
are joined. Hell, maybe they are, in this world. But where in the devil did the damed
cartographers get sone of these nanes? A few are French, yes, and some are obviously French
adapt ati ons of Spanish words, but some of these others look Iike no | anguages |'ve ever seen
before. Indian? Maybe. These far northern ones are nost probably Norse, at |east the French
transliterati ons of Norse."

Wth a shake of his head, he sighed in helpless frustration. "Well, nmaybe Mel choro can tell ne
more of this when he's done with the ship's papers; after all, he's soldiered in New Spain, years
agone. Since they lay claimto all of it, surely the Spanish have at |east some know edge of the
| ands and people to their inmediate north."

Layi ng aside the | ast of the pages of crabbed French script, the bardn said, "Your grace, friend
Bass, the ship we have but just taken at such dear cost was no nore a ship of the French roi than
are our ships of King Arthur. She was owned and financed by a group of French nobl eren, true
enough, but she was ere wed by a multinational pack of pirates. They had spent the |ast score of
mont hs in robbing the coasts and conmerce of New Spain, Geat Ireland, New France, and the Norse
settlenments. Laden with plunder, they were naking for Bordeaux when we chanced across them No
wonder there were so nmany of them aboard. Less wonder that they fought so long and hard and
wel | -+t was their profession."”

Leaving the Arab and the Kalnyk to their counting and wei ghing, Bass, Ml choro, and Sir Calumleft
the cabin and went up on deck to find Walid Pasha and relay to himthe surprising truth about the
supposed French warship, the battered hul k of which Revenge was now t owi ng back to Engl and.

They found the ship captain on the quarterdeck, but he spoke before any of themcould do so.
"Sebastian Bey, we nust send at |east a score nore of your soldiers to the prize, inmmediately.
They are needed to work the punps and help otherwise. If any of your fighters number anongst their
acconpl i shnents aught of the carpenter or joiner trades, Basheer stands in sore need of nore hands
to repair damages to the hull of the prize, else we soon may be faced with the unpl easant choice
of jettisoning val uable pieces of ordnance or seeing the ship sink in the sea."

While Sir Calum stal ked off to find sonme gallogl ai ches, the round-faced Bar6n Ml choro, happily
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practicing his Turkish, told Walid of his findings in the papers of La Sentinelle du Nord, ending
by saying, "It would seemthat they attacked and robbed and killed nost indiscrimn nately—Spani sh,
Irish, Norse, red indios, even their own king's stations in New France."

Walid pulled at his beard, nodding. "Yes, Ml choro effendi, what you here recount makes sense of
matters | had pondered fromearly in our encounter with that ship. Culverins and dem cul verins are
| ong-range guns, painstakingly cast of fine bell bronze and hellishly expensive, designed to use a
smal l er caliber, lighter-weight ball, to provide finer accuracy at a distance than could any
cannon.

"Cannon, on the other hand—your basilisks, cannon-royals, true full cannon, and deni cannon—are
relatively cheap, being cast of iron, have no accuracy to speak of at any range beyond that of a
conmmon ar quebus, but can throw stone balls wei ghing upward of seventy pounds. Consequently, nopst
broadsi de guns—the | ower-deck guns, certainly—are cannon, while the |ong-range, |ong-barreled,

hi gh-priced culverins are rarely seen nounted other than in bow and stem as chasers.

"I had thought it quite odd that yonder galleon nounted a broadsi de consisting alnost entirely of
bronze cul verins, demculverins, and saker-royals, with but a bare handful of true iron cannon
and these all am dships on the | ower gundeck. Now | can see why she was so arned."

"And why was that?" asked the baron, his interest piqued.

"Weight, for one reason,"” Walid answered. "A full broadside of |arge-caliber iron guns, together
with the stone balls and the huge amobunts of powder necessary for them would have been
significantly heavier, and nuch bul kier, than that which they did nount and carry. The | esser
wei ght and bul k nmeant that they could ship aboard nore nmen and provender for themfor a | onger
voyage, while still nounting sufficient ordnance to achi eve the purposes of that voyage.

"Look you, effendi, their choice quarry was lightly built, lightly arnmed nerchanters, for which
their existing broadsi de was surely nore than sufficient—ebserve how badly their broadsides
damaged Krystal's fabric, conpared to the relatively mnor damages they wought on ny ship. Mst
likely they ran fromany true warships they chanced to encounter, just as they tried to run from
us, to start.

"For land raids, their culverin broadsides were perfect, for they could lie out beyond the range
of a fort's cannon and pound it with inmpunity, while their |anding parties did their bloody work
ashore. There exists anple proof that theirs was a nost auspicious voyage . . . until they had the
extreme misfortune to chance across this flotilla, that is.

"By the bye, the prisoners we freed fromthe hold of the prize are all anxious to express their
thanks to his grace. One of them a Spaniard, is nost insistent. He has good English, far better
than is mne own, but would Melchoro effendi care to neet with himbefore he is conducted to an
audi ence with Sebastian Bey?"

Bass thought that the m ddl e-aged Spaniard | ooked nore Irish than Spanish, with his flaning-red
hair and his sea-green eyes. The man was thick-Iinbed, obviously nuscular, with a broad chest and
a neck at |east eighteen inches in circunference. He | ooks, thought Bass, like a slightly
shortened version of Buddy Webster, except for the face, of course.

Aside froma thick and flaring dark-red nustache, the Spaniard was beardl ess, his cheeks and chin
deeply and profusely pockmarked. A new scar ran down one side of his face froma split ear to his
jaw i ne, and there was a profusion of other, older scars. H s nose was crooked and canted and a
mte flattened. He was missing all or part of three fingers, his right ear |obe, and a goodly
nunmber of teeth.

He and the other prisoners had been found, heavily fettered, in the deepest, dankest hold of the
French gall eon. Two of them had been dead—+ong dead—and another had been so deranged that when he
was brought up on deck for his fetters to be struck off, he had thrown hinself overboard and sunk
like a stone. Two of the survivors were Indians; this Spaniard was the other

After his hour of conversation with the freed man, Bardn Mel choro had sought Bass out and prepared
himfor the interview he nust grant.
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"Esteened friend, your grace of Norfolk, this Don Diego is a belted knight, but nore than that, he
is a gentleman of the old school. To one such as is he, responsibility and honoring of just debts
are of even nore inportance than are right and privil ege.

"It is because he is what he is that he was residing in Nueva Espana, having willingly
relinquished his patrinmony in A d Castile to a younger brother. Don Diego feels that honor is now
dead in Spain . . . and, considering certain of the shameful acts and base practices of the

kaki stocracy that presently controls the King of Spain, Don Diego may well be of a correctness,
entirely.

"Don Diego has, alas, lost a large proportion of all he once owned in Nueva Espana, due to the
depredations of the French marauders. He has replaced the verm nous, filthy rags in which we found
himwith items of decent clothing taken fromoff the bodies of dead French officers, from whence
source he also was able to reclaimhis good sword, his daggers, and other equi pnent. But these are
ail that he now owns, he can pay no ransom nor are there any who would ransomhim He will make
you an of fer of service. He neans every word of that offer, | feel, and will fulfill his
commitments to the very last jot and tittle, even unto his death.”

The | eased ship of the line, Inpressionant arrived in Palermo harbor a full four days ahead of
Cardinal D Este's best estinmate. That she did so was the sole responsibility of Le Chevalier Mrc
Marcel de Montjoie de Vires, who had seen to it that despite the long enforced stay in Livorno,
the ship was kept ready for sea—fully watered, victualed, and supplied at all tines—with no nore
than half of her officers and crew absent at any one tine.

Mor eover, le chevalier bore the power to enforce his will, both in his sharp sword and his strong
arms and in the fact that whilst under |ease-contract to the Holy See, le rot's ship |Inpressionant
and all within her were the royally assigned responsibility of said nobleman—n effect, he spoke
for the Kking.

In actual practice, however, the young nman needed neither his sword nor his royal authority to win
over nost of the officers and crewto his way to thinking, as m ght have nmany anot her French

nobl enan of equal rank. Le chevalier was no nere ponpous, wellborn figurehead, no usel ess, roya
supercargo such as the ship had borne far too often

The twenty-five-year-old nobleman could read, wite, and reckon; he could plot a true course and
keep the galleon to it, by day or by night. Indeed, the grizzled sailing master had been heard to
opine that le chevalier was a born and nost highly gifted navi gat or—generous prai se i ndeed, froma
man who in his forty-odd years at sea had seen nost of the known waters of the world.

Le chevalier had won the worship of the crew in another way. He seened intent upon |earning every
task and routine connected with the working of the ship and, not content to learn nerely by
instruction and observation, could right often be found hauling and drawing with the common
seanmen, or barefoot and shirtless high on a topsail yard when sailwork was ordered, he and his
squire, side by side

It was after the | ess surefooted squire had plunged to his death fromhigh in the rigging that the
sailing master was at last able to prevail upon the knight to eschew his own aerial activities.

"M lord chevalier, you nust know that the king's officers would have off ny head were 1 to sai
back with word that you had died while reefing sail. Not that they'd believe ne, of course—they'd
likely rack me until | told theml'd nurdered you, then burn me, like as not. |If you nust have
dangerous work to do, why I'll give you a cannon to captain. You ve attended the gun drills, sir
so just pick the gun you want—bronze or iron, cannon or culverin."

"And if that gun blows up and kills nme?" Le chevalier sniled lazily. "You'll still have to report
a dead nobl eman, Captain."”

"There's always that, yes." The sailing master nodded. "But then |I'd have pieces of a bl own-out
cannon to show, and such a death as that could be cone by as easily ashore as at sea."

The young kni ght had been ineffably bored in Livorno, perpetual drunkenness, yarn-spinning, and
t he occasi onal dockside brawl not being to his interest. Invited to a tourney at the seat of a
| ocal count, he had been served well by his weapons skills, horsemanship, and strength, but his
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birthright of Norman ferocity in the fray had secretly horrified his hosts and opponents, to whom
a tourney was becone nore an el aborate ganme than aught el se. There were no nore tourneys
procl aimed while his ship remained in the harbor of Livorno.

Once the warship was securely noored beside a wharf in the fine deep water harbor of Palerno, a
man in a strange but rich livery cane aboard to announce the iminent arrival of one Sir Ugo

D Orsini, who would conduct | e chevalier to his audience with Cardinal D Este, Archbishop of
Pal er no.

D Este, alone, received the French knight, in a small study in another part of his palace fromthe
spaci ous solar in which he had received the Duce di Bolgia. Nor was any time wasted; once the w ne
was poured and the servant departed, the cleric got down to business.

"Sir Marc, your ship will be sailing in conpany with a brace of nmerchant galleons fromthis port
to Anfa Antiqua, there to be joined by other ships, which then will sail by the nost direct route
north to Irland, the Kingdom of Miunster, to be nore exact.

"The two ships with which you will depart Palernmo are being used to transport the noted
condottiere Duce Tinoteo di Bolgia, and his conpany. The landfall in Mrocco will be for the
pur pose of picking up another condotta whose contract to the caliphate has expired.”

"Your enminence," said le chevalier cautiously, "the Holy See might have |eased four or even five
transports of his mpjesty for the price of the Inpressionant, and they woul d have carried nore
troops with | ess crowding and di sconfort than a warship."

D Este sipped his wine. "You misunderstand, Sir Marc. Wile your ship will doubtless carry d

Bol gi a and sonme of his officers and bodyguards, as well as my personal representative, Sir Ugo,
the primary purpose of sending along |Inpressionant and the brace of Tunisian cronpsters that wll
rendezvous with you off Malta is to protect the transports, which will be far too | aden and
overcrowded to fight easily or well . . . should fighting at sea becone necessary, as | earnestly
hope it will not."

"One would rather doubt that it will, save by purest chance, your enmi nence," |e chevalier assured
him "No pirate in his right mnd would be anxious to trade cannonades with a fine new ship of the
line, nor would he be willing to close with a bevy of troopships brinful of professional soldiers,
not to even nention the pair of Afriquan corsair cronpsters he'd have nibbling at his flanks the
while."

Al t hough, upon first introduction, each eyed the other boldly, alnpst to the point of inpudence,
like two strange dogs, |le chevalier and il duce apparently |iked what they saw in each other, much
to the relief of Sir Ugo D Orsini. The Roman kni ght had been fearful of an instant and nutua

di sli ke, which would perforce have necessitated for himan exceedingly stressful voyage of
striving to keep two dangerous but valuable nmen fromeach other's throats.

Bass and his battered but eminently victorious flotilla had been back in Norfolk for a bare two
days when an old friend, Sir Richard Ccommell, and a small escort rode in fromthe king' s canp
under the walls of London. As they all dined in the lofty hall of the ducal residence, the officer
of King Arthur's Horse Guards inparted them news of court and canp and the slowy ongoi ng siege.

Hi s brown eyes tw nkling, he announced, "The Lady Mary O Day did | ast nonth present his nmjesty
with a fine, lusty boychild, having a full head of dark-red hair. H's majesty is npst pleased and
proud. True, it is the fourth child born himsince Candl emas, but the other three all were
fenmal es, and one of those died at a week, its dama fortnight later

"Barely a one of the foreign anbassadors and their retinues remain within London, either from
desire to eat regularly or due to know edge that the city is doonmed to fall soon. Al of them have
conme bowi ng and scraping into the royal canp, of course, and the king has | odged them here and
there at castles and nmanors around about the countryside, though all to date south of the river

"His grace, Sir Francis, Duke of Northunberland, wites fromthe court of Enperor Egon that we
need have no fear of the once-threatened Swedi sh- Norse- Dani sh Crusade. The prinme nover of that
busi ness was, as all know, King Hans, and Enperor Egon sinply assured his Danish nmgpjesty that was
he so unwi se as to enbark upon that Crusade agai nst England or Ireland, those Dani sh nen so
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fortunate as to return at all would return to a nmuch snmaller and far |less rich Kingdom of Dennark
Now, with King Hans busily occupied with strengthening his borders and adding to his fleet and his
coastal defenses, the Swedi sh and Norse kings seemto have |lost what little interest they once had
i n the undertaking.

"H's grace went on to say that the enperor has sent word to both Rome and Genoa that any further
attenpted incursions of the Genoese against his ally, Savoy, will lead himto believe that it is
the wi sh of his holiness, Pope Abdul, that a state of war should exist between Rone and the
Enpire."

"Dam, the boy is cracking the whip, isn't he?" exclained Bass. "Good for him 1'll bet old Abdu
is chewing his notheaten beard in frustration.”

"His grace further advises," Cromwell continued after a long draft of w ne, "that his daughter
the Enpress Arabella, was at the time of witing heavy with child. Enperor Egon and the inperia
court were nost pleased, he says, when he told themof the fact that no Wiyffler woman has ever
been delivered of a girlchild for nigh on two centuries.

"Your grace, his majesty has been kept minutely advised of your activities and exploits by Sir

Paul Bigod and others. As ever, your grace pleases his majesty mghtily in all regards, and he was
reticent to ask that you halt your commendabl e sea activities for even a brief period, but you
were asked for by nane by a nobst distingui shed personage, and he had no option.

"l bear with nme, your grace, royal warrants granting to you the authority to break crown seals and
to enter into roons or buildings so seal ed and secured. Wen once these have been placed in your
hands, your grace nust proceed posthaste to the episcopal palace of his grace, Harold, Archbishop
of York, there to be assigned a mission and a task. This is as nuch as | know of the matter, your
grace."

"Am | supposed to go alone, Sir Richard?" asked Bass.

The big guardsman smiled. "1 doubt that his majesty would ask or expect his Lord Commander of the
Royal Horse to go galloping off northward al one. But 1 was given a sense of sone urgency."

As the tables were being cleared, about three hours before dusk, Bass was al ready giving orders,
sending riders out to the cavalry canp and to the port. He had trained his staffs well, so that
all was in readiness for his departure at dawn of the next day.

Two years ago, he could have ridden off alone or with a couple of conpanions and covered the
intervening ground in jigtine. Last year, even, he could have ridden it with only Nugai and his
gentlemen. But no nmore. Now no one, fromthe lowiest to the highest, would hear aught of his
riding forth with less than at | east two hundred gall ogl ai ches, a pack train, a score of servants,
and every officer who could manage to wangle a place in the resulting columm.

G ven his head and his choosi ng, Bass woul d have taken a cross-country route, canping under the
stars, breaking those canps ere dawn. But burdened as the colum was wth baggage and civilians,
they were forced to travel by road, and though he pressed themall as hard as was possible, the
trip becanme a progression and did not cone within sight of York for three weeks and two days.

Under st andi ng the uncertain tenperanents and tenpers of his galloglaiches, Bass established his
canp on part of the now weedgrown site of the royal encanpnent, with Sir Calum and the two hundred
Irish mercenaries to guard it.

Havi ng often expressed a desire to see firsthand Captai n Buddy Wbster's stock-breeding
experinments, Bar6n Melchoro and his small entourage rode sout hwest toward the epi scopal estate,
taking Don Diego with them Consequently, Bass arrived at the fine palace of the archbishop with a
nm ni mal escort—Nugai, Sir AH, Sir Liam FitzAlfred, his bannerman, four squires, a dozen |ancers,
and Fahrooq, who had come along on the ride north that he m ght see nore of this land called

Engl and.

Al t hough he had been aware that conferences of a politico-religious nature had been going on for
al rost a year in York, Bass had not realized how deadly serious and how i nternati onal the flavor
of those discussions was until he entered within the walls of that city. It was well that he had
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brought his pavilion and adequate provisions for his entourage, for every inn was jamred full, and
food, drink, and supplies seenmed to be both scarce and dear

Maki ng toward t he archepi scopal pal ace, the columm could not nanage any pace faster than a sl ow
wal k through streets thronged with foreigners—Scots, Irish, Burgundians, Germans from severa
parts of the Empire, Livonians, a scattering of Kalnyks or Tatars.

When finally reached, the pal ace conplex was found to be nuch nore heavily guarded than Bass
recalled fromany previous visit, nor would the grim businesslike guards allow his |ancers,
mount ed or di smounted, through the gate into the outer courtyard. At the gate between inner and
outer courtyards, the party found itself stripped of squires, bannerman, and all of the horses, to
then proceed under guard of a hal f-dozen pikenmen to the gate of the actual pal ace.

Wthin the guardroomjust inside that gate, a richly dressed, rapier-thin officer behind an ornate
desk barely glanced at the warrants before casually shoving them back toward the bearer, shrugging

| angui dly, and announcing in a tone little shy of rank insubordination, "Wll, your grace, it were
much better had you stayed in your canp until his grace, the archbishop, sent for you. There is
but the barest chance that | could have an audience arranged for you any tinme this week . . . and
if I can, it will be npbst expensive, nost expensive indeed."

Dark face working, Sir Ali started to take a pace forward, but Bass laid a restraining hand on the
Arab's sinew arm "Very well, what is the tariff for an audi ence today?" Fromw thin his buffcoat
he withdrew a vel vet purse that clinked nusically as he bounced it in his palm

The officer's thin lips parted to reveal bad teeth. "Your grace is nbst perceptive. Let us say
that three onzas of gold would virtually guarantee an audi ence with his grace before sundown,
tonmorrow . . . ?"

Bass shook his head. "Not soon enough, man. | was sent here by order of both his grace and the
king. I knowyou will imediately escort us to his grace's presence, whereupon he and | will
decide the actual worth of your services."

Shi el ded by the bodi es of the nmen grouped around the desk, only the officer saw the second item
that Bass withdrew from beneath the front of his buffcoat—a snmall-franed wheel | ock pistol boasting
a half-inch bore in a two-inch barrel

The officer's scornful "Inpossible!" trailed off into a very weak squeak and the gaze of his two
eyes | ocked upon that deadly cyclops now staring at himin all its inhuman col dness. Al the bl ood
drained fromhis face and his fine, soft-pal nmed hands began to trenble Iike |eaves in a gale.

The guards | oungi ng about at the other end of the big room saw nothing unusual in their nobl e-born
officer's departure through the double doors l|eading out into the palace conplex with this new
cone lord and his gentlenmen. One of the gentlenen, the dark-skinned, crooked-nosed one, had an arm
thrown about the officer's narrow shoulders and was talking in a | ow tone but nost animatedly to
him The lord hinself wal ked close by the officer's other side, one armlooped in his, the other
hand thrust within the front opening of his dusty buffcoat. The other gentl eman—Scot or Irisher

by the | ook of him-and the Tatar trailed close behind the leading trio.

Hi s skinny | egs beconme weak as water, it was all that Guards O ficer Ednmund Bridges could do to

pl ace one foot before the other as the nurderous duke and his Arab henchman supported the nost of
his wei ght and bore himalong with them He was keenly aware that, hidden by the buffcoat, the
small pistol was pointed directly at his quaking body, and the Arab had assured him besides, that
he had ready an envenonmed dagger. One tiny prick of the point would ensure hima protracted and
agoni zi ng death which no physician could ease or cure.

The smal | party trooped along corridors and through halls and smaller roonms w thout Bass's seeing
anyone he recogni zed. He was getting desperate when they passed into yet another |ong, broad hall
A few yards down it to the right, a knot of men stood in converse. A brief glinpse of the face of
one of them—a cleric, by his garb—tugged at Bass Foster's nmenory, and so he guided his party in
that direction.

So imersed in their own affairs were the group that no notice was taken of the newconers unti
Bass spoke. "Your pardon, it's Father Peter Aleward, isn't it?"
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A beefy, broad-shouldered man in a floor-length cassock spun about to disclose raised, very bushy
bl ack eyebrows on a florid face fromwhich a bul bous nose thrust out |ike the netal boss froma
targe. Upon catching sight of Bass, his face Iit up in a broad snile. "Your grace of Norfolk!
Thank God you are arrived. H s grace has been beside hinmself. He had expected you far sooner."

Turning briefly back to the group, he said, "W'IIl continue these matters at a later tinme. Just
now, it is nost urgent that | conduct the Duke of Norfolk, here, to his grace."

To the guards officer, he said, "Thank you for bringing these gentlenen to ne, but now there is no
further need for your guidance. You may return to your desk."

Sir Ali retained his grip on the unfortunate officer, however, |ooking questioningly at Bass, who
said, "That m ght not be wise, Father Peter . . . unless it is your wish that this nman go on with
his odious little enterprise of selling audiences with Hal . . . that is, with his grace."

"I's this true, Bridges?" asked the priest sadly.

The officer shook his head violently, opened his nouth to protest his innocence of the charge.
Then he took a single look at Sir Ali's cold black eyes, remained silent, and began to trenble
agai n.

"He offered," attested Bass, "to arrange ne an audi ence by sundown tonorrow for my paynent of
three ounces of gold to him That's a bit steep, | feel, so | made himan offer he couldn't
refuse.” He drew out fromhis buffcoat his right hand and the small wheellock pistol it held.

The priest glanced hurriedly about, then waved a hand frantically. "As you | ove God, your grace,
put that thing out of sight before one of our overzeal ous guards sees it and kills you! Wth the
numer ous recent attenpts on the life

of his grace, we have had to becone a virtual arned canp here.

"Bring that piece of filth along. We'll hie us to the inner guardroom-we'd have to pass by it,
anyway—and | eave himthere."

CHAPTER
THE SI XTH

Arsen Adem an took the quill in his left hand for a nonent and flexed the cranped fingers of his
right while, on the apron of the makeshift stage before him the four drummers—his cousins Haigh
and Al, his friend Sinclair, and his uncle Rupen—ereated rhythnic thunder fromthe dwnbegs. As the
drum section finished its allotted tine, Buddy took up the quill and evoked the nel ody of the
ancient Mddle Eastern song fromhis treasured oud, joined now by clarinet, guitar, bass, tanbour,
zils, and the clapping and shouts of his audience.

The wind fromoff the river was fitful, and in the lulls, like this present one, the nosquitoes
and ot her bugs zeroed in on the sixty or so people standing and sitting on the sloping riverside
| awn. The audi ence did not seemto mnd, but running on nearly pure al cohol as they were by this
time, they may not even have felt the ticklings and bites.

As they neared the finale of this nunber, with the druns all booni ng and every instrument involved
in the conplex rhythm while the three dancers swirled before the stage in their rich, if scanty,

costumes, a bug bit Arsen just inside his right nostril, and his involuntary flinch caused himto
hit a sour note.

"Aw, goddammit!" he thought. "Hell, 1 didn' wanta make this damm gig in the first place! Sure, the
fucki ng money's good for tonight, but it ain't like we do this for a fucking living, for

Chri ssakes. Besides, it seens kinda like un-Anerican to play for these damm Irani an fuckers; why
just last year,

they and the fucking Arabs put that damm enbargo on our oil because of a war with Israel that we
weren't even fighting in. Now the fuckers're all bleeding us dry at the fucking gas punps and if
it keeps up, gas could go sixty, seventy cents a gallon, for God's sake, even a dollar, naybe.
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"God knows, it ain't often | can agree with Uncle Rupen and John the Greek and their "Kill a Turk
for Christ' crap, but God love "em they're the onliest ones voted with ne to not do this fucking
nosquito gi g tonight.

"Hel |, anybody with half a brain would know why all the damm girls wanted to cone out here

toni ght. They thought they could get this bunch of rich, foreign doctors so sexed up with the
bell y-dancing that they' d end up getting sone really heavy bread laid on 'emfor whoring before
they left here. Heh, heh, none of the sluts knew these Iranian bastards was all going to bring
their wives and, sone of them their kids, too, with 'em

"It's harder to figger why G eg and M ke and Hai gh and Al sided with the goddamm broads, unless
maybe they thought they all might be able to score sone good hash off of these flickers here. Dam
‘em one day they're gonna get the whole fucking band busted for possession, and that is
definitely not the kinda publicity we're in need of. Lord knows, |'mno goddamm puritan, | blew
grass in the 'Nam everybody did there, but that there was a conpletely different situa—what the
hel | . "

In the midst of his silent nonologue, it had seened for a brief flicker of a monent that the

audi ence—en and wonen in folding chairs grouped around fol ding tables, under haphazardly strung
Japanese | ant erns—-had di sappeared along with the night itself, to be instantly replaced by

anot her, strangely dressed group, none of themsitting, all standing with sol emm expressi ons on
their faces under bright sunlight in sone open, grassy place. There had been the cloying reek of
heavy i ncense all about and, at Arsen's very elbow, a man in jewel ed brocade | ooking every bit as
surprised and shocked as Arsen felt.

But even as he exclainmed, it all shifted back fromglaring |light to near-darkness, from strange
and silent people to the crowded tables of raucous, drunken Iranians on a sloping | awn above the
Pot omac Ri ver.

"God damm M ke, anyway!" thought Arsen. "Sitting right behind nme, snoking weed and blowing it this
way, and |I'mgetting high. Funny, though, | don't feel stoned, just hallucinating. ... | wonder if
that crazy Lebanese bastard has taken to snoking opium now?"

As he shortly would learn to his sorrow, hallucinogens or narcotics had nothi ng whatsoever to do
with the matter.

A light flashed on her private comunications device, and Colonel Dr. Jane Stone depressed one of
the switches and said, "Yes, Stone here."

"Doctor," a voice came fromout the device, "Technic Peterson here. The stolen travel console
suddenly reactivated a few nmonents ago, and we now have a firmlock on it in all dimensions.”

"You follow orders well, Peterson," the tall, spare wonan said, adding, "Hold that |ock right
where it is and prepare to beamne to the site and tine the console presently occupies. Qut."

Arising frombehind her painfully neat desk, the woman crossed the spartanly furnished office to a
range of |ockers, where she renoved her indoor uniformand shoes, replacing themwth a field-
dress coverall, boots, weapons harness, and a small pack. Going on to the end | ocker, she pressed
her thunb into the niche for a print reading, then turned the handl e and opened the | ocker

After filling certain pockets and pouches with weapons and survival itens, sonme reproduction coins
of gold, silver, and copper, a water-purification set, and a supply of food-energy briquettes, she
reconsi dered for a nonent, then added a mediumsized nmedical kit to her pack

"Those traitorous bastards would not be trying to cone back, knowi ng just what they're in for

here, unless one or both of themare seriously injured or deathly ill, and | would not want either
of themto die before | can get them back here to first answer for their crines against the state,
then undergo thorough reeducation. | night even take a | eave of absence fromhere just for the

pur pose of overseeing the reeducation of Dr. Enmett O Malley!"

The col onel doctor still seethed when she thought back on how t he handsome, snooth-tal king, |ying
bastard had wornmed his way into her affections, won her very real |ove, then used her and her
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position to set his subversive schemes into notion. She and her intelligence network had gotten
onto O Malley and Dr. Kennore Harold early on, of course, but they had all feigned conplete

i gnorance just to see how far the two would go in their treasonous activities. And she and the
network had waited, it developed, just a little too long to arrest the pair of traitors.

Less than two nonths ago, during the President's Birthday Holidays, O Malley and Harol d, feigning
a state of inebriation, had crossed over fromthe residence conplex to this one by way of the
subriverine railway, assaulted a guard, entered the roomhousing the time-travel projection

equi pnrent, and activated it.

"The activation, of course, set off a silent alarm| had had installed as soon as | was nade aware
of O Malley's treachery,"” the colonel doctor nused. "But before | could get down here to the
operations level fromny quarters, they had gotten everything set, had the projector on autonmatic,
and before 1 could stun them down, they were gone to who knows where.

"The cagey scum nust have switched off the console Imediately they arrived at wherever/ whenever
for our attenpts to track it with the conputer have been fruitless and burned up so nmuch of our

al l otment of energy that we had to stop the search. It wasn't until [ast week when they apparently
tried to use that console to project one of the | abs to wherever/whenever that | was able to
convince the board of the real danger of allowing themto remain at [arge with our equipnent.

"But now they've done it right. The equi pnment has been turned on and | eft on; otherw se our
rotating scanner couldn't have picked it up just now And |I'll get themand bring them back. And
I'"ll see the bastards broken in every conceivable way. | just hope that |, personally, can wangle
control of the breaking of Dr. Enmett O Malley."

The last itemshe took fromits rack in the |ocker was a heavy-duty shoul der-nodel heat-stun
weapon and a pouch of spare power units for the device. Wth the faniliarity of |ong usage, she
retracted the folding shoul der stock, then clipped the weapon to her harness so that it hung
muzzl e down with the handgrip close to the normal hang of her hand, easy to swing up and use,
shoul d the occasi on demand.

Loaded for bear, ready to fetch back the traitors to their just and richly deserved puni shrments,
Col onel Dr. Jane Stone cl osed her office door behind her and stal ked down the corridor toward the
descending lift.

"As you may or may not know, Bass," said Harold, Archbishop of York, "H s mmjesty has decreed that
a church be raised on each of the five battlefields whereon the various arm es of Crusaders were
snmashed, in the last two years, and | had journeyed up to the environs of Hexhamto dedicate the
chosen plot of ground and also to synbolically break the earth for the construction

"Then, in the very midst of the high nmass, which was being sung out of doors, of course, before
the gathered throng, eight nmen and five wonen appeared—ene of the nen at ny very side—then

di sappeared so quickly that one mi ght have thought to have i magi ned the entire sequence of events,
save that it repeated twice over. Then, while still the folk all were exclaining and calling on
God and the saints, those eight nen—susicians—were there, before the very altar! Two wantons stood
amongst them and three nore, alnost nude, were whirling in sonme |ascivious Byzantinic dance.

"Bass, | am beconme an old, old man, and ny nmnd has | ost sone of its flexibility, alas. | was
shocked, deeply shocked, thinking for a brief nonent that this was but another plot hatched by
Abdul and the thrice-dammed Romans; then it dawned on nme what nust have happened. | knew nyself
the terror of the unknown that these poor nen and wormen nust feel and cursed nyself roundly for
not maki ng usel ess that hellish device up there under Whyffler Hall, |ong since.

"As ny owmn terror nelted away, however, the understandable terror and horror of the assenbl ed
throng had nounted, and as one they noved forward, blood in all eyes and weapons in right many
hands, while their voices roared out their comon intent to do fatal violence to those whomthey
saw as evil warlocks and witches.

"It was a near thing, Bass, a terrifying near thing. Had nmy guardsnmen—ef whom | had brought al ong
a goodly nunber, both horse and foot—not been easily to hand, belike the bemused throng had taken
and nmessily done to death those poor involuntarily projected nen and wonen. But a few prearranged
signal s brought the guards to ne, and twoscore of ny pikenen and hal berdi ers proved quite
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sufficient to halt the ill-arned folk there congregated. Once ny horsenen had cl oaked the
intruders and ridden them out of sight, it was still an hour or nore before we could quieten the
folk, but it was done, and the nass was concl uded."

"Where are the poor bastards now, Hal ?" asked the Duke of Norfolk. "Christ, what a shock to them
that must've been!"

"Well cared for, Bass, although their novenents have been restricted, for their own good, of

course, you understand. | felt it wisest not to bring theminto York, especially not into ny
pal ace, not with all that is here going on these days. They are all being held at the Abbey of St
A af. You recall its location, do you not? It is the place where his mmjesty kept

hi s—aahhh—1 adi es* when the royal canmp was hereabouts three years agone.

"Fromny brief conversations with various of them fromtheir dress—the nen, that is—and fromthe

dialect that they all seemto speak, | would guess that they are plucked froma time far closer to
yours than to mine own; therefore, | would like for you to take themover, try to ease their
transition into this world of the here and now which will be so new and strange and terribly

frightening to them all.

"And what am | to tell them of exactly how they got here, Hal ?" inquired Bass. "Do | troop them
all down into the ground |l evel of Whyffler Hall and show them the console to which you' ve so often
al luded? Is that what these damed royal warrants are for?"

The archbi shop shrugged. "It's in your hands entirely, Bass. Your judgnent has proved itself good;
tell themas nmuch or as little of the actual truth as you think they can understand or believe.

"As to the warrants, that is another matter entirely. Bass, at the far end of the nain cable of
that console lies a world of technol ogi cal savagery beyond the imaginings of you or any other man
or worman here. That world has al nost exhausted its ores and fossil fuels, has poisoned its best
croplands and its waters, and its people will do the same or worse here, if once they discover
this rich, unspoiled place and know the proper console settings to get here.

"That console and the building full of equipnment that backs it and powers it was devel oped by a
proj ect the avowed purpose of which was to find and plunder earlier eras of Earth history, but
they would junp at this world just as fast and like it even better

"I showed you one of the heat-stun weapons fromthat world, Bass, denonstrated it on that pig,
renenmber? How | ong do you think even your fine cavalry could stand up against nmen armed w th such
weapons? No, every second that that device is turned on—and it nust be turned on, el se those poor
men and wonen woul d not have been projected here—+s a second that this world lies in the direst
form of danger.

"So | want you to take a small force, and those warrants, and ride as fast as horseflesh will bear
for Whyffler Hall. There you are to break the seals, have the masonry bl ocki ng that archway broken
down, descend to the old cellar, and ax the power cable in twain, thus pernmanently severing al
connection with ny own world as Emmett and | should have done when first we came here one hundred
and fifty-eight years ago."

* * *

Bass decided that the newconers could wait a bit longer. Gathering his | ancers, he rode back to
his canmp at a stiff clip. There he gave a staccato stream of orders and began to change fromhis
nmore formal clothing into attire nore suitable to a hell-for-1leather cross-country ride up to the
border and his estate of Wiyffler Hall

The Norfol k Lancers had nade a fine, brave, colorful mlitary show for the procession into York
but for the kind of ride he now planned, parts of it through the traditional haunts of outl aws,
brigands, and the like, an entirely different variety of nounted nan-at-arns was needed, so he had
ordered Sir Calumand Sir Liamto select fifty galloglaiches to acconpany him and the rest of his
gentl emen on the long, hard ride up to the Marches.

He only spared the necessary time to send a galloper over to the archbishop's estates to fetch
back Baron Mel choro and Don Di ego because he knew that did he not, his |lady-wife, Krystal, would
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nmost |ikely not see the jolly nobl enan again before he had to return to Portugal and his famly,
estates, and affairs.

They set out for Wayffler Hall in the manner in which he would have preferred to set out for York
from Norfol k—si xty-six armed nmen, no pack train, no servants, no tents; horse grain, powder, and
absol utely necessary equi pnent were packed on the spare horses' backs. Quickly inspecting the men
chosen fromthe gall ogl ai ches, Bass silently doubted that any brigands of sound mnd would risk a
tangl e with such specinens, and for the unpteenth tinme he thanked his stars that they and their
conrades of the Royal Tara Squadron of Gallowgl asses felt and evidenced such fanatic persona
loyalty to him

VWhat with wind and rain and m st, plus unseasonal chill in the nountains, Bass Foster had

occasi onal cause to regret forcing his unit to travel so light, but they did nake good speed and
on the only night of really hard, driving rain were able to canp in the partial shelter of the
crunbling, weed-grown ruin that had once been a place of cheer called Heron Hall.

Despite the sadness that Bass felt in the ruin, having many far nore pl easant nenories of the
place and its late owner, Sir John Heron, that sadness was allayed with a sense of satisfaction
for a dawn departure fromthe place would see themat Wyffler Hall by nidafternoon of the
fol | owi ng day.

"You do not |ove us, do you, Brother Prospero?" asked Pope Abdul in a mld tone tinged with
sadness.

Cardi nal Sicola, who had been sumoned by the pontiff within hours of his return to Rome from

Pal ernp, reflected that the faded blue eyes were radically incongruous in that lined, dark-olive-
hued face above that raptorial beak of a nose; they should rightly be black or at |east brown to
properly match so predatory a face

In reply, he shrugged, saying candidly, "No, | do not, your holiness, | never have. Nor did I |ove
your holiness'* predecessor . . . but he, at least, was properly elected."
"And you feel that we are not, Brother Prospero?" probed Abdul, in the sane mld, sad tone.

"Let us not fence, your holiness," said Sicola bluntly. "I know and your holiness knows that that
el ecti on which saw your holiness elevated was fraudulent; it flewin the very face of every
witten and oral agreenent that has held the various feuding, infighting factions of the Coll ege
of Cardinals together for above two hundred years.

"It was the sainted Khali 1 1, your holiness will recall, who personally hamered out that very

wi se and far-seeing policy: that the Papacy woul d alternate between the Morish-Spanish faction
and the Italian-Northern European faction, each faction also to have equal nunbers of cardinals
and bi shops. Khalil di G anada knew human nature, your holiness, he knew the power of not only the
Church, but of Ronme, the State. Rone's power is great, but power is based upon wealth and

i nfluence on other states, as well as upon internal cohesion and the willingness of all within to
work for and toward the state's good wi thout.

"Because of what was illegally done in electing your holiness, a mllenniumand a half of

pai nfully garnered wealth and power is being at best risked and at worst frittered away on causes
of a nost questionable nature. Because of your managed el ection, your holiness, the College of
Cardi nal s has today | ost every scintilla of proper cohesion; it is rather splintered into a dozen
or nore fractious factions all spending their every waking hour in plots, counterplots, amassing
private arm es and pl anni ng assassi nations of personal and political enenies, rather than

wor ki ng—as t hey shoul d—+together for Rone.

"Rone, the city, nay well be eternal, as is clainmed, your holiness; but the power of the Church
and the State of Rone is definitely not, nor should we del ude ourselves with clainms to the
contrary. Recall what happened three centuries ago to the Papacy of Al exandria; that could easily
happen to Ronme, like it or not. Til not besmirch the dead, but the treatnent of the Kingdom of

Engl and and Wal es and of King Arthur 111 Tudor and his famly by your holiness's predecessor and
your holiness hinmself was nost inprudent and unwi se, to put the matter in the nost charitabl e of
terms. At best, Crusades are very risky business, as should have been | earned fromthe sad exanpl e
of Galerian IV, the last Pontiff of Al exandria."
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The Pope snorted derisively, "Ch, surely this silly business abrew in York doesn't frighten a nan
li ke you, Brother? Rone has weathered nore and worse, over the centuries—Ariani sm Manichaei sm
Maxi m ani sm Rogatism Circon-cillianism Donatism Catharism Mnophysitism Baldarism and at

| east a score nore—this Yorkism too, will burn itself out, die, eventually be stanped out."

Si col a shook his bal ding head. "I think not, your holiness, not in this particular case. Roman
agents report that far nore than just England and WAl es are herein involved. Al save a few of the
Scottish bishops favor York over Rone, and over half of the Irish bishops do. Moreover, there is
firmsupport frommany of the Burgundi an bi shops, both |lay and ecclesiastical authorities of the
Enpire and its allies, as well as interested observers froma nunber of other as yet unconmmitted
states. Even Prince Sidonio of Portugal has comrented before his court that a Papacy | ocated
somewhere to the west

and north of Rone would surely breathe newlife into a patently noribund church-state.*

Abdul shook his head slowy. "So much does he then hate the other Spanish kingdons and
principalities. He could have no other reason for making so false a statenent in public, you know,
my brother.”

"Of course his inherited hatreds have sonmething to do with it, your holiness,"” Sicola agreed. "And
there also is the fact that the Princes of Portugal have al ways been on better ternms with the
Engli sh than have npbst of the other kings and princes and caliphs on that peninsula. But your
hol i ness nust al so recogni ze that regionalism nationalism these are but parts of a whole, snal
parts, really. The bigger, nore inportant parts of that dangerous whol e are w despread distaste
for the way in which Rone attenpted to nake a virtual satrapy of England and Wales, coupled with a
recognition of the fact that Ronme is becone, in the wake of the utter rout of the Crusaders in
Engl and and our proven inability to even resupply our fol k besieged in London, far weaker, poorer,
and less influential than at any tine in the last five centuries.

"W can expect nore defections, your holiness, unless we can quickly regroup and present to the
world a strong, united front, something that we cannot do, cannot show, cannot achieve or give any
aspect of achieving so long as we | eaders remain riven and thus keep our Roman State riven."

"W suppose that our brother has a plan of sone sort to achieve these ends?" was Abdul's response,
delivered with rai sed eyebrows.

Si col a nodded. "One formul ated not solely by nme, your holiness, but by a sizable body of the
Coll ege now in Ronme and participated in by letter by certain cardinals who are el sewhere."

"And just what are the salient points of this plan, Brother Prospero? For instance, what are its
provi sions for us?"

"It is felt in consensus, your holiness, that the first order of affairs nust be a lifting of the
excomuni cation of Arthur and of the interdiction of England and Wal es, these to be

coupled with i medi ate reestablishnent of normal relations betw xt Rome and t he Ki ngdom of

Engl and. "

"1 npossi bl e of acconplishnment, Brother," snapped Abdul. "In order to do that it were necessary to
wash our hands, withdraw all our support and protection of the rightful king and his nother, the
regent, leave themand their few renmaining faithful supporters to the nmercy of a ruthless usurper
No, we'll not see such done!"

Si col a sighed. "Yes, your holiness's unflagging hatred for King Arthur of England and Wales is
known far and wide, and that is one of the reasons that it is felt that overtures of friendship

of a reconciliatory nature, would be nore believable were they to emanate from a Papacy ot her than
that of Abdul. But nore on that subject anon

"As regards the abandonnent of the so-called regent and the boy who may or may not be the actua
son of Richard IV Tudor, they should never have been supported in the first place, not to the
ridicul ous extrenes that they were. It is a precedent that has earned Rone no friends and a

pl entitude of enemies."

"But," protested Abdul vociferously, she is the niece of —"
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"Your holiness's pardon if | interrupt. That your holiness's predecessor chose to have the
daughter he always called a niece wed to hi mwho then was Crown Prince of England and Wal es was
not a new or a novel idea. Many of his predecessors had arranged good, sonetines royal, narriages
for their offspring and relatives. But when King Richard IV died, Rome should have accepted the
choice of his brother to succeed him not tried to force a foreign-born wi dow and an heir that
many believe to be a non-Tudor bastard on the kingdom Sone pity can be felt for the
transgressi ons of the predecessor of your holiness, of course, because he was after all the father
of the wi dow and grandfather of the possible bastard in question

"But your holiness hinself has no such extenuating circunmstances to excuse his intenperate
actions. Your holiness had been nost well reded—as nany attenpted at that tinme, nyself included—to
resci nd the exconmuni cation of King Arthur, send congratul ati ons and Papal bl essings, invite him
to Rome and arrange to have himneet with a fatal accident sonewhere along the way. But no, your
holiness felt conpelled to conpound matters by first placing England and Wal es under interdict,
then by preaching a Crusade agai nst them

"And that Crusade of your holiness's concoction ... 1 think that never before in all history has a
mlitary operation been so ill coordinated and generally m smanaged. Granted, the English and

Wl sh were fighting on their own land and for it and the king they had chosen, but the conbi ned
strengths of the crusading forces shoul d have been overpowering, had there been any sort of timng
and coordination of the attack, the invasions of England. But no, the forces were allowed to

i nvade when and where and as they saw fit in no less than five integunments, which Arthur and his
arnmy easily defeated. Now, so nmany gall ons of Crusaders' blood have been absorbed by English
fields that few bishops fromR ga to Garama but are loath to continue to preach this Crusade, and
it is becone exceeding difficult for Rome to hire nmercenaries w thout signing agreements

bef orehand that service contracted will not include any possibility of fighting on English soil

"Nor can your holiness apparently learn fromhis mistakes. | herein refer to the Irish business.
Coul d your holiness not realize that such harsh measures over so petty a matter could do not hi ng,
woul d do not hing save drive the high king and nost of the petty kings into, directly into, the
Engl i sh canp?"

"What was done to Cardi nal Mustapha, a prelate whose very person is holy, a prince of the Church
a ..." Abdul was becone so angry that he fairly spluttered

"An ol d and personal friend of your holiness," added Sicola. "Yes, |I know But think, your
holiness, is the sacrifice of all of "Irland not too high a price to pay for a bit of salve for
the brui sed pride of his emn nence?"

"There will be no sacrifice of Irland, doubting brother," Abdul declared hotly. "The Crusaders of
God will—=

"—apst |ikely never make an appearance, this tinme around, your holiness. The ill-fated English
Crusade has virtually

exterm nated all the glory-seekers, the religious fanatics, the suicidal types fromthose | ands
over which Rone holds sway; the barrel scrapings who' Il crawl from behind the wainscoting now will
not be worth havi ng—unatics, thieves, brigands, and their unsavory ilk."

"If so," snapped Abdul, "we shall have His Holiness of the East have the Irland Crusade preached
to his people.”

"I't would not be wise, your holiness, to attenpt any such thing. For one reason, his holiness in
Const anti nopl e pronounced a pest on both houses, as it were, early on in the English debacl e,
feeling he said then that both your holiness and his predecessor had been and were using the
Church in what was a purely personal affair. Mre recently, his holiness of the East has had al
that he can do, this according to his letters and nessengers, to prevent a declaration of war
agai nst Rone by Sultan Omrar."

Abdul ' s puzzl enent appeared sincere. "But, Brother, why would Sultan Orar wi sh to declare war
agai nst us?"
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"Alittle matter,"” replied Sicola dryly, "of a Turkish galleon sent on a diplomatic mission to
Napl es, crippled and driven into a Roman port by a tenpest, then inpressed entire into the | ast
fleet sent to try to supply the besieged Cty of London. It was one of those fine four-nmasted
gall eons of Omar's, mounting a king's ransomin bronze guns and captai ned by one of his pashas.
That all would be enough, but it seens that a brace of the sultan's favorite nephews were aboard,
too."

Abdul shrugged. "This all is nmade right easily enough, Brother. Wen the fleet returns from
Engl and, we—

"No, your holiness, nothing about this is going to be easy. That fleet is not com ng back

ever, none save the one fast sloop that did make it back to bear the sad tale. The fleet was
brought to battle by the English fleet, and those that were not sunk in the Thanes River were al
captured. One of the | eading galleons blew up, and the captain of the surviving sloop thinks that
that galleon was the Turkish ship."

"But why, Brother?" queried Abdul fretfully. "Wy would any Ronan officer take it upon hinself to
cause us such trouble through inmpressing a Turkish ship?'*

Reput edly, your holiness, it was a brainstormof Anmiraglio Pietro hinmself. It seens that the
fleet was awaiting the arrival of a |eased French galleon, which ship was very |late. The now
deceased anmiraglio was loath to sail with I ess than four of the heavy-arned four-naster

gal l eons—for all the good they eventually did him Then came word of this Turkish ship in harbor
with relatively mnor damage. It was a piratical schene, but 1 suppose that he assuned that any

i nfamy was acceptable was it but done in the name or the cause of the Holy See. We'll never know,
really, just what he thought or planned, for he died at sea of a seizure of some sort, a day's
sailing out of Oporto."

"May the bastard rot in the deepest pit of hell!" snarled Abdul feelingly. "How we wi sh ..

"Were wi shes horses, your holiness, all the world woul d be neck-deep in horse dung," Sicola
attested. "What is done is done. What now nmust be done is to attenpt to extricate Church and Ronan
State, alike, fromthe sorry pass into which they have been cast by all the mistakes and excesses
of your holiness, his predecessor, and their various agents.

"Your holiness has two choices only. He may very quietly retire to a confortable, very secl uded
hermi tage, whereupon Ronme will announce his death and the College will be gathered to elect a new
pontiff."

"And if we choose to not do any such foolish thing, Sicola?" snapped Abdul. "Wat then? Wat can
you and the other malcontents do?"

"Regretfully see to it that your holiness expires in all truth . . . and with sonme rapidity. Your
qui et retirenent was ny own choi ce, your holiness; the second, nore violent option was supported
by a larger number in the beginning and still is favored by nost. This is why | feel it is so

i mportant that your holiness allow ne to change his nind, to persuade himto steal away and spend
his waning years in the confort of, perhaps, a small nonastery near to Tunis." * * *

The westering sun lay no nore than two fingers above the hilly horizon when Sir Sebastian Foster
Duke of Norfol k and Lord Conmander of the Royal Horse, rode at the head of his columm of dusty,
dog-dirty, dead-tired horsemen al ong the w nding way through the cannon enpl acenents stil

remai ning fromthe invasion of King Al exander's Scots Army. Next, they passed through the gate in
the stone walls that enclosed what had | ong ago been the outer bailey of an earlier fortified
dwel I'i ng place, wal ked their stunbling nmounts up the graveled carriage drive to cone at last to
and draw rein before the gracious mansion called Wiyffler Hall

CHAPTER
THE SEVENTH

"Sir Geoff," her grace, Krystal Foster, Duchess of Norfolk, replied in answer to her newcone
husband's question as to the whereabouts of his steward and castellan for this his barony, "is
away these last five days with his I ances and those of Laird M chael Scott on a hunt for a band of
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bri gands who robbed, blinded, and viciously mutilated a wandering chapman | ately, and have
otherw se been afflicting both sides of the border. | thought you'd approve, so | gave him
perm ssion to go so long as he left half the | ances here.”

"Dam right | approve, honey," Bass said. "It's a sign of these new tines, you know, English
borderers and Scots borderers working together for the comon good. Less than five years back
each woul d have blaned the other for the atrocities of those brigands, and eventually, reivings or
rai di ngs woul d have been the result, followed by vengeful burnings and anbushes and battles and
then the whol e dammed bl oody border m ght well have gotten involved. And of course, Sir CGeoff had
no way of knowing |I'd be riding up here . . . hell, | didn't know it nyself, hardly, before | was
on ny way."

She squeezed her husband's hand. "I nust say, |I'mflattered, Bass. | know that's not an easy ride,
even in slow stages, and fromthe | ooks of you, your nen and your nounts, you canme damed fast. O
was it little Joe you rode up to see? | doubt he'll know who you are—he hasn't seen you in a year
and that's,a long time to a child as young as he is."

Bass squirmed in his chair. "Krystal, honey, you know how nmuch | miss you and the baby, the only
son |'ve ever had, but ny duty keeps ne down south, nmostly, and you're up here. Much as | wi sh
could say differently, it was duty brought ne up here, this tine—a royal warrant at Hal's request.
Somebody or sonet hing has been screwing around with that devilish machi ne down under the ol d tower
keep, and Hal has ordered ne to break down the wall sealing the doorway, ax through the cable
connecting it to his former world, and end the nenace forever."

"You seemto be able to find time, Bass," said Krystal coolly, "to sail off playing pirate
whenever the nood strikes you. I'mtold that it's a far shorter and easier journey by sea up to
one of the Northunmberland ports, then only a week or less by horse to arrive here ... if you
really wanted to cone."

Bass sighed. "Honey, there's still a war going on, you know, and I'mstill a soldier of the king
Every ship 1 prize goes either directly or indirectly into King Arthur's service, every cargo
benefits not only ne but the kingdom which has been starved of foreign inports for years now. |

don't enjoy the bloodshed and the killing at sea any better than | did ashore. | just do what |
have to do to keep faith with King Arthur and with England. 1'd thought . . . that is, |I'd hoped
you under st ood, but "

She took his hand back in hers, |ooked at himlevelly, and said, "I do understand, Bass. | hate
mysel f when | start to slide into bitchiness, but ... but | just get so goddammed | onely up here

or down at Rutland, for that matter. There's nothing but the boy and your letters for conpany.
And t he gal |l owgl asses you use for post riders all speak such a garbled, guttural dialect that I
can't talk to themw thout Sir Ceoff or soneone to translate for ne."

"Can't you talk to your household staff, honey? Your |adies? What about those two mmids you used

to get on so well with, aren't they still here? Trina and Meg, wasn't it?"

Krystal grimaced. "There were three of themJrina, Bella, and Meg—but only one still is here and
she's becone as big a yes-nan as any of ny ladies, since you becane a goddamed

duke. | think I'd have beconme insane if dear Wl f hadn't cone up here to hunt a couple of tines.
It was he who told ne of how well you're doing as a pirate, you know. Your letters never say one
damed t hing about all your ships and ill-gotten gains. Just howrich are you now, Bass?"

He shrugged. "I"'msure | don't know, Krys. Sir Ali and Nugai night be able to tell you, though

They both seemto delight in keeping track of things |ike that."

"I"'msure | don't know, Krys." She postured, nocking his tone and mannerisns. "Bass Foster, you're
becom ng as arrogant as any of the born nobility, dammit! Do you ever try to recall just who and
what you really are anynore?"

"Krys, ny lady-wife," he said soberly, "what | and you really are, who we are, is the Duke and
Duchess of Norfol k, Markgraf und Markgrafin von Vel egrad, Earl and Countess of Rutland, and Baron

and Baroness of Strathtyne; there is and will never be any going back, honey. W'IIl live out the
rest of our lives in this world, and we'd best learn to live and behave as we are expected to, as
our peers do, as our subordinates expect us to; |'ve accepted these truths and I"'mstriving to
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adapt. You nust too."

"Ch, | know, | know, Bass," she answered dispiritedly. "All you've said is true, | know that, but
that doesn't nake nme like it, any of it, any better. Being what | know |'m going to have to be for
the rest of ny life around nost people doesn't cone easily to nme, and | get frustrated and angry
when | see you adapting faster than ne.

"l guess it all boils down to the differences in our backgrounds. From what you've told ne about
your life and your famly, you cane of what sone people in that other world refer to as 'the

Ti dewater Aristocracy,' families who'd been in Arerica for two or three hundred years, owned a | ot
of land and farns, rode horses, lived on inherited noney, and supported the Republican Party,
nostly. You were an officer in the arnmy, too. So all this would naturally be easier for you to
stomach and beconme a part of.

"Bass, all of nmy grandparents were immigrants, from Russia and from Latvia; ny father was even
born there. He grewup in this country— mean, in the Anerica of that other world—hough, and he
lived his denocratic and fanatically egalitarian ideals. And he instilled themin ne, Bass, to a
degree that | hadn't really known or realized until 1 started trying to act the part of a great

| ady, here. 1 truly hate what | am beconing, what 1 am expected to becone, what | nust becone; |
m ss people disagreeing with ne, telling me I'mfull of shit, sonetines. | just want to be a
nornal, average human bei ng again, Bass."

Seei ng her dark eyes swimmnng with tears, Bass Foster slipped fromhis chair—albeit a bit stiffly,
his nmuscles sore fromall the Iong, hard days in the saddl e—to kneel beside her and take both her
hands in his own.

"Look here, Krys, why don't you plan to | eave here when 1 do? Wth ny force and sonme of Sir Ceoff
s lances to escort us, we should be in no danger taking the old wagon track to York. Hal's pal ace
is overrun with delegates to this religious thing he's presiding over just now, but Buddy Wbster
is just rattling around on Hal's country estate. You could live there for a while, until the

weat her warns up, then cone down to Norw ch."

"Anot her cold, drafty, snelly nmedieval castle, |ike Rutland?" she demanded.

"It was when first | noved in, still is, in some ways, honey," he replied, adding, "but it's being
made nore nodern, nore livable, every day, Krys. At least, it would nean we'd be together nore."

She sighed, then nodded. 'Til think about it, Bass. But, God, how | miss the other world, mss al
the sinple, beautiful things | and everyone el se there took for granted—entral heat, flush
toilets, hot showers, cars and decent roads to run themon, good |lighting, running water, people
to talk to, argue with, new books to read whenever you wanted.

"I love you, Bass, and | know that if | hadn't come . . . been brought here, 1'd never ever have
had you and our little son, but if only there were a way for us all three to go back together ..."

Col onel Dr. Jane Stone strode out of the lift on the |level housing the projection |aboratory, then
went the few paces down the wide corridor to the pair of steel-sheathed doors flanked by well -
armed guards. She reflected that basic hunman nature had not changed rmuch over the years. It had
taken the defections of Drs. Kennore and O Malley to get her superiors to heed her often-
reiterated denands to beef up internal security neasures at the facilities here and across the

river. Locking the barn door after the horse was stolen. She tried to recall if she ever had seen
a horse in the flesh, wondered if they, |ike so many species of once-plentiful animals, were now
extinct.

The guard officer saluted smartly, then opened the door for her. Inside the anteroom she paced
directly over to the desk of the director on duty. The bal di ng, cadaverous-1ooking man came to his
feet at her approach.

"Wel |, Ackerman," she snapped, "have your people gotten the |ocation of that stolen consol e | ocked
in yet?"

H s head bobbed up and down on his skinny neck, and she noted that his sunken, dark-rinmed eyes
contai ned the proper anounts of respect and outright fear of her; she noted these things with a
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sense of satisfaction.

"Has anyone bothered to check out the | ocation of the console? | don't enjoy the prospect of
possi bly projecting into three or four neters' depth of water."

Hi s al nost fleshless lips slightly aquiver, the man nodded again. "Yes, Colonel Doctor, | have
just cone back from checking out the site. The console is sitting near one wall of a large, high-
ceilinged space with a floor of packed earth, stone-walled, w ndow ess, unlit save by the gl ow of
the console. It appears to be possibly the cellar or ground floor of sone sizable building."

"How about doors, Ackerman? How am | to get out of this place? Any signs of life there?" She
deliberately injected a note of exasperation she did not really feel just for the pleasure of
wat chi ng the al ready abject nan cringe still nore.

The effect was gratifying. He al nbst stuttered the reply. "It . . .a stairway . . . thereis a
stairway angling steeply up two walls and ending at a recessed archway on the next |level. The only
life | could see was traces of rodents."

She nodded curtly, w thout thanks for the report, and strode on into the main roomof the

| aboratory and directly over to the circular silvery plate set in the floor. Deferentially, the
seni or technician situated her at neasured di stances fromthe edge and center of that plate, then
st epped back to place his hands on a bank of controls.

"Col onel Doctor, as the receiver plate seens to be sone seven and one-quarter centineters |ower
than is this projector plate, it mght be wise to flex your knees so as to absorb the shock of
i npact. Please indicate the nonent you are ready to be projected.”

"I was ready for projection when | cane in," she half snarled. "Get on with it!"

The man's hands noved over the bank of knobs and buttons and | evers, as she watched. Then he and
everything else within her sight becane wavery, cloudy, msted, hard to focus upon. For a brief
tinme that seened to last for an eternity, there was utter, unrelieved darkness—a darkness even

dar ker than darkness, enpty form ess nothi ngness, eons old, imortal +then, fromout a wavery, mnt-
green mist, appeared one of the small consoles and, behind it, big blocks of black and gray
rectangul ar stones. A wall reached up beyond the limts of light, all streaky with slinme and

niter. Slowy, she turned about, then her right hand went to the grip of her heat-stun weapon, her
forefinger seeking the activator, while she stepped off the plate, recalling that the field of the
proj ector had been found to deflect sone other types of beam ngs.

"Dam that Ackerman!" she snarled under her breath. "I'Il have that bunbler strapped onto a shock
table until his brains, if any, congeal! Nothing but rodents, hey? |I wonder what he'd call those."

Those were six or eight nmen clad in archaic clothing, bearing swords, what were probably sone sort
of primitive firearm and at |east one big, broad-bladed ax. Two or three of them were carrying

bl azi ng torches, and nore torchbearers were com ng down the steps behind them Even as she brought
up her weapon and stepped forward, the forenpst of the nen drew his sword with a sibilant zweeep
and a silvery-blue flash of fine steel bl ade.

The royal seals were first chiseled off, entire, and set aside, then the galloglaiches went at the
wal | ed-up doorway with picks and sl edges and coarse, hoarse Gaelic curses and obscenities. These
becane | ouder and nore vehenent when a second wall, every bit as carefully laid and well nortared
as the first, was found some foot behind the outer one. It proved to be slow, hot, very exhausting
work in the confinenent of the archway, which was too narrowto allow for a full-armsw ng of the
tools, so Bass had the initial crew of wall-breakers replaced with a second when the first wal

had been cl eared away. Even so, it was nearing mdnight before the |ast stones of the second wall
had been dragged fromtheir places and the open passage, pulsing with a faint, greenish, eldritch
gl ow, yawned before them

Bass had patiently explained to all of themwell beforehand that the device that |ay down the

stai rway beyond the wall ed-up doorway was lifeless, soulless, only a nachine no whit different
fromsuch fanmliar machi nery as wheel |l ock actions, clocks, and mills, that the glow ng was sinply
akin to the glowing of heated iron. Still, when the first dimradiance welled up out of the |ong-
deserted space, there was a ripple of novenent as the hard-bitten warriors crowded back toward the
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honest Christian Iight of the torches, crossing thenselves or clasping tightly the silver
crucifixes strung about their sinewy necks.

But regardl ess of their evident fright—these men who feared nothing |iving—when Bass, Sir Ali,
Nugai, Don Diego, Sir Calum Sir Liam and Fahrooq entered the archway and started slowy,
carefully, down the steep, unrailed stone stairs, every one of the galloglaiches took up weapon,
heavy tool, or torch and foll owed their chosen war | eader

Just as Bass reached the foot of the dangerous stairs and took a step toward the brightly gl ow ng,
green-gray, box like device and the silvery plate on which it crouched, uttering

barely hearabl e sounds that seened to raise the hairs on his nape and set his teeth on edge like a
thunbnai | dragged across a slate, everything changed. The noi se becane truly audi bl e—a whi ni ng-
hunm ng—and the gl ow heightened to fully illumnate every cubic inch of the earth-fl oored room—
side to side and top to bottom+then, for the barest eyelid-flicker of a nonment, conplete and
utterly black darkness envel oped the roomand the men within it, bringing a gasp of surprise from
Bass and a chorus of terrified nmoans from nmen who saw that not even the brightest torch would
penetrate the suddenly stygian place into which they had trespassed.

But then, just as suddenly, the too-bright green light returned and, along with it, something new
had been added. A tall, slender personage stood upon the silvery disk close beside the boxlike
device, but facing away fromthemall, facing toward the bare stone wall. The figure was cl othed
in sone gray-green garment that covered it fromneck to wists and to just above its ankles, where
the legs of it met its |owtopped boots. It wore no sword, but was hung all about w th pouches of
vari ous shapes and sizes, from anong which jutted the ponmel and ridged hilt of a knife or dagger
Anot her, smaller hilt stuck out fromthe top of the figure's right boot.

Slowy, the figure turned, stood for a nonent staring at themall while its |ips noved
soundl essly. Then, bringing up a sonething hung fromits right side to point a slightly belled
I ength of netal ahead, it stepped off the disk and strode toward Bass and the rest.

He cursed hinself for not bringing down at |east one pistol. The others night not recognize the
thing being pointed as a deadly weapon, but he certainly did. It was probably one of those things
that Hal had called a heat-stunner, and here he was with only a sword and a coupl e of daggers and
none of them properly bal anced for accurate throw ng. Nonethel ess, he inpulsively drew his Tara-
steel sword fromout its sheath, stepping out to nmeet the figure with his weapon at |ow guard. It
was not until the flat-chested creature spoke that he realized he was facing a woman.

The dial ect was not too different fromhis own 1970s Anmerican English, far less different and nore
under st andabl e t han had been the English of this world when he first came here. "Drop that sword,
man, or I'll kill you! Drop it, I say! Al right, you--------- P

The final word was unfamliar to him but it its neaning was as crystal-clear as the tightening of
her finger on what he deci ded nust be the trigger of that strange weapon. Bass | eaped sideways,
then lunged forward, his body in a sidling crouch, his sword pointed very high, his intent to stun
the nenacing woman with a sword flat to the tenple while he used his free hand to jerk the weapon
from her grasp.

But a split second before he had come within range to try to acconplish his risky purpose, the
famliar-looking hilt of a kindjal was standing out fromher chest, a | ook of shocked pain was on
her face, and she was falling backward onto the fl oor

Bass, however, had not lived through many a hard-fought battle through allowi ng nere surprise to
sl ow hi m down. He continued his forward novenment until he had his |left hand clasped on the short
barrel of the woman's weapon, but when he essayed to jerk it fromout her grasp, he discovered it
to be fastened to the webbing belt cinching her waist. Dropping his sword, he used his freed right
hand to unsnap the clip, then tore the buttstock fromher weakened grip and hurled it beyond her
reach. Wien her enptied hand i nmedi ately started to nove jerkily toward the square butt of what

ni ght have been some variety of automatic pistol, bolstered at her right hip, he beat her to it,
drewit, and threw it in the wake of the |arger weapon.

The gaze she fixed on himfor a nonment was distilled of pure, unadulterated hatred, but then she
sagged back in defeat, npaning, "Please . . . ? Take ... it ... out ... never . . . felt such .
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pain."
"You won't feel it long, either," said Bass bluntly, "That's a deathwound. You'll be dead in five
mnutes . . . maybe less, if | try to pull that blade out of you now "
A voi ce spoke fromjust above himthen. "lIss vay, nein Heir Herzog . . . might be. Blade did not

directly into zee heart to go. Iss strange, for to at distance so short, mss." The squat little
man knelt beside his victim placed one yell ow brown hand pal m down on her chest, and grasped the
hilt of the kindjal with the other, gingerly, at first, exerting just enough pressure to see how
deeply the bl ade was i nbedded and to ascertain if point or edge was stuck in bone. He nodded to
hi nsel f, then took a better grip on the hilt and drew out the full Ilength of the blood-slinmed

bl ade in one snooth, swift notion, seeming to not hear the gurgling screamof the woman as the
steel came free of her chest.

Carefully cleaning the kindjal blade on the I eg of her breeches, he then returned it to its
scabbard at his waist. That done, he retrieved the sword Bass had dropped, checked it fromend to
end for possible danmages, then held it until his master mght again require it.

"How | ong do you think she'll live now, Nugai ?" asked Bass.
The little nomad shrugged. "M ght be two minutes, nein Herr Herzog, no nore than four."

Wth Nugai's assistance, Bass unsnapped the dying wonan's belt and harness and, as gently as was
possi bl e, renoved them and t he various packs and pouches they held from her body. He beckoned over
Sir Calum and said, "See that black thing at the base of that box, the thing that |ooks Iike a

t hi ck, shiny rope? Take your ax and sever it as close to the box as you can. Do it now, at once!
Do it before another of these nurderous people is projected into here."

Turni ng back to the woman, he noted for the first time the silver oak | eaves on her
shoul der boards, which previously had been obscured by the straps of her harness. These insignia,
coupled with the nane strip affixed above the right breast pocket of her coveral | -STONE. DR
JANE— ogged his nmenory.

"You' re Col onel Doctor Jane Stone fromthe Ganebird Project, aren't you? You cane after Ha
that is, Dr. Harold Kennore, didn't you?"

Her reply, though weak of voice, was perfectly clear

"Yes, but who are you? | don't think you're of this tinme, but then I know you're not of mine
either.”

"You're right. Dr. Stone," he replied, "but it's a longer tale than you have tine left to hear
Suffice it to say that | was sent here by the nman you knew as Kennore to break the connection of
that box to your world, |est someone like you cane into this world. Needless to say, | was al nost
too late."

She tried to snort a scornful |augh, but ended noaning with agony, then after a nonent said, in a
weaker voice yet, "Cut that cable through if you wi sh, whoever you are, but it will do you no good
now. The lab has a firmlock on the coordinates of this console and can project through another if
this one fades out, disappears fromthe scanning instrunents.

"You say Kennore sent you? Well, why didn't the traitor conme hinsel f?"

"For one thing, Dr. Stone, it's a long, hard journey and he is a very old man," sai d Bass
"Per haps you are unaware of just how nuch he has aged since you saw himlast."

"How much can anyone age in two nonths, nan? Tal k sense. Were is Kennore? Wiere is that other
traitor, Emnmett O Malley?"

"Hal thought sonething like this, and he once told ne about it. Dr. Stone. Tine nust be different
in your world fromtine in this one. Your two nonths there has been nore than a hundred and fifty
years here. As for O Malley, the evidence is that he's dead, killed in a battle several years ago.
Even had they both been alive and you had gotten out of here and sought them out, you'd hardly
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have recogni zed them either of them They |lost nost of their |ongevity boosters, you see, and

He fell silent when he realized that he was speaking to a corpse. Col onel Doctor Jane Stone was
dead.

Sitting on the ground between the old tower keep and the hall stables in the bright sunlight, with
a sack containing the effects and clothing of the late Col onel Doctor Jane Stone atop it and the
silvery disk |l eaning against it, the console did not |ook one whit so inposing as it had in the
beni ght ed subterranean room Mbreover, the greeni sh glow had faded so much with exposure to the
sun as to be al nost invisible.

A party of the galloglaiches had hoisted the heavy, bul ky device up to the first floor of the
tower, while another group painfully pried up the disk on which it had rested. Bass neant to
deliver both to the archbishop in York; if he didn't want them maybe Pete Fairley could nake use
of the netal alloys and wire. Recalling another thing that Hal had told himof that sinister world
fromwhich Hal, O Malley, and the dead woman had come, Bass and Nugai had stripped her to the very
skin, then poked and probed at her cooling flesh until they had found what they sought—a tiny
metallic disk inplanted just under the skin of one inner thigh.

After giving the corpse to the galloglaiches to bury, he ordered the walls rebuilt in the archway.
Wth the walls once nore firmy in place, he reset the royal seals in the fresh nortar, then went
out to order the organization of transport for his wife and son, her household, and the other-
world items down to York. He had now successfully carried out yet another mssion for King Arthur.
He wondered where the next one would take him and he was beginning to wish that Hal and the
monar ch woul d find another errand boy before |oneliness bred of protracted separation conpletely
soured his relationship with Krystal

Har ol d, Archbi shop of York, sat in the study cum al chemical |aboratory of his palace facing the
newly returned Duke of Norfolk across the width of a heavy, nuch-scarred table. The top of that
table was cluttered, end to end, with the effects of the |ate Col onel Doctor Jane Stone. Directly
before the cleric lay an opened case contai ning row upon row of small green-and-yell ow capsul es.
Beside it, a sinmlar case held two transparent anpoul es and four hypodernic syringes.

The old, old man shook his white-haired head yet again. "I do not understand, Bass. | can
under stand why she ni ght have brought the four dozen booster capsules, since they can be very
useful as general antibiotics and she had no idea just what kind of a world she was projecting
into. But why in God's holy nane she brought al ong enough | ongevity serum for four initial
dosages, | cannot imagi ne?"

"WIIl they help you, Hal?" asked Bass.

The archbi shop nodded slowy, his lips turning upward in a faint snile. "Ch, yes, ny good friend,
the capsules would prolong nmy life ... if | choose to take them that is. An intravenous injection
of an eighth to a fourth of an initial dosage of the serumw |l do even nore, serving to partially
reverse the effects of aging already present in the body. It was to obtain the |ab equi pnent and
supplies to nake this that poor Emmett O Malley attenpted to project the drug and chemica

| aboratory building fromthe Ganebird Project into this world and ended in what appeared tota
failure but actually succeeded in bringing you and the others here, years ago. Youth, the
appearance at |east of youth, meant so nuch to Ermett. It doesn't to ne.

"So, no, Bass, I'll nost likely just keep these |longevity treatnments and booster capsules as | did
my own supply, years agone, for nedical energencies. Mst of these other itens she brought al ong
are weapons of one sort or another, sonme of which | may be able to teach you the use of. You m ght
want her canteen, too—t's unbreakable to the extent that | doubt even an arquebus ball would hole
it.

"The thick brownish disks in the tubes are food concentrates spiked heavily with vitam ns,
m nerals, and a powerful stinulant. A soldier such as you are may find them hel pful, on occasion."

Bass fingered one of the di sks—about the circunference of a dinme and sonme four millimeters
t hi ck—dubi ously; it did not |ook or feel or snmell very appetizing to a well-fed nman, but if he
were hungry, now. . . "Wiat do you do with these, Hal —ehew them first or swal |l ow t hem whol e?"
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"Ei ther, Bass, though chew ng them probably puts the stinulant into the bl oodstream nore quickly.
They taste far better than you woul d suspect fromsniffing them incidentally. You should drink at
| east a pint of fluid after taking one.

"I think it best that | keep her witers, Bass. An archbi shop stands less likely to be accused of
witchcraft than do you. That is the sanme reason |'m keeping a nunber of other itens for which I
really have little or no use. But 1 amturning a couple of the heat-stunners over to you, along
with an adnonition to use themw th due circunspection. Til give you a supply of the power
units—ene size fits all the weapons, fromthe largest to the smallest—and I'll show you how to
change them never throw an expended one away, Bass, for a few days of exposure to strong sunlight
will recharge them"

"I have a favor to ask of you, Hal," said Bass, "a very personal one. I'd like to park ny w fe and
her household and ny little son out on your estates, where Buddy Wbster is, until the weather has
war ned up enough to nake Norwi ch Castle a little nore habitable."

The archbi shop di splayed still-strong, though yellowed, teeth in a broad snmile. "It will be ny
very own pleasure to have the delightful Dr. Krystal Kent Foster guesting at the estates for as
I ong as she and you wi sh, Bass. | have always enjoyed her conversation, and it will be far easier

for me to journey out to the estates for a few days than to find enough tinme for the long trip up
to the Border Country. Wiy don't you plan to have her live there until you get back fromlrel and?"

"Until | get back fromlIrel and?" shouted Bass. "Since when am| going to Ireland, danmit? Pl ease,

Hal , please tell ne this is just a sick-hunorous joke, please\ Because if it's not, it's going to
be your job to tell Krystal the when and where and, nost inportantly, the why of it all. Wat good
am| to anyone in Ireland, Hal ? Wiy, | can't even speak the |anguage."

"You are a proven superlative mlitary strategist and tactician, friend Bass," replied the

archbi shop soberly. "In addition, you are a fine warrior, personally brave, considerate of those
under your command, and you therefore inspire loyalty. War | eaders of your caliber are a rare and
a precious treasure to nonarchs, you nust understand, living gens, as it were. And as you or |

m ght |loan a relative a bauble he admred, so is King Arthur | oaning you—your unmatched abilities,
that is—+o his cousin King Brian VIIl for a particular mission."

"What kind of mssion, Hal?" demanded Bass, grimfaced.

"I really don't know, " the archbi shop answered. "Perhaps his majesty does, but if so his letter
did not contain informati on of that nature—which is understandable, considering that he and | are
not the only persons who can read Latin and this is, after all, a natter of state.”

Bass stared hard at the aged man for a nonent, then asked, "Hal, what would likely happen to ne
and ny famly if | refused to go? After all, |I've been constantly at war or at least in the field
every spring, sumer, autumm, and sonetinmes winter since | got to this world. | think | deserve
sone years of peace and relaxation with ny wife and nmy son. Poor Krys is beconmng a bitch because
of my long absences and her resultant |oneliness, plus her difficulties in adapting to this world

and her new station in life. Joe, nmy son, didn't even know who the hell | was after not seeing me
for a year or nore. Hal, |I think | owe Krys and Joe as much as 1 owe Arthur . . . and a whol e hel
of alot nore than I'Il ever owe the ard-righ, Brian. Brian the Burly, my galloglaiches call him"

"Bass, before | answer your |ast questions, let ne say this: You say that you do not even speak
the Irish | anguage, yet you have just used two Irish ternms, ard-righ and gall ogl ai ches, and
furthernmore spoken themw th exactly the proper accent; nor have you ever seenmed to experience
difficulty in mastering the various regional dialects of this English | anguage, dissinmlar as many
of themare, one to the other. Sir Ali feels that you are well on the way to becoming fluent in
basi ¢ Arabic. You seemto have acquired a decent command of Gernan and not a little Khazan and

Kal myk from your nman, Nugai, and fromthe Baron Melchoro a smattering of Portuguese and Spani sh.
You, ny friend, are blessed with an ear for |anguages; you may not truly speak Irish, now, this

m nute, but if you put yourself to it, you will in short order.

"You have earned his majesty's gratitude nmany tines over in your service to him his just cause,
and the kingdom Bass, so | doubt that he would be overharsh were you to refuse his request in
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this instance . . . had you a reasonable reason to so refuse. But you do not, Bass. . . . Now,
hol d your tongue, let ne finish, please.

"You, at least, have a living family to which to return at the eventual conclusion of hostilities.
Arthur, alas, has only his nenories of his young wife and infant children, all of themdone to

hi deous deaths by his sister-in-law, Angela, his dead brother's denonic wi dow and her mi nions.

Thi nk you, also, on how nmany others of his majesty's |oyal supporters have been as much or even
nore absent fromtheir own famlies and | ands as have you from yours.

"No, friend Bass, | strongly urge you to accept and carry out his mjesty's request, in this
instance. It is a reasonable assunption that you won't be in Brian's service long, in any case,
for London soon nust fall; that will be the bitter end of war in England, and Arthur nost

assuredly will want all his great captains and high nobility hard by himto aid himin setting the
ki ngdom ari ght once nore.

"So far as concerns her grace, your lady-wife, | have |learned a great deal concerning human nature
in nore than two centuries of living and dealing with human beings, so trust ne to win her over in
your absence.”

CHAPTER
THE ElI GATH

When his grace, the Duke of Norfolk, and his road-weary colum arrived back at Norwich Castle, Sir
Ri chard Cromael | was awaiting themwi th an order to escort his grace to the presence of King
Arthur 111, at Geenwich Castle, his majesty's current residence.

But while sitting at meat with his own officers and Sir R chard, Bass declared, "1 have just
saddl e- pounded ny poor arse fromhere to the Scottish border and back by way of York, and |I'm
dammed if | mean to further tenderize said arse so soon after such a ride, not when |'ve sone
fine, large, confortable, and speedy ships noored half a day away from Norwi ch. The king did not
say specifically that you bear me to himon the back of a horse, now did he, Sir Richard?"

The king's enissary |laid aside his knife, dabbed at his lips with a fine, |linen panolino, and
replied, "Wuy, no, your grace, no nethod of transport was specified in the royal orders. And
speaki ng personal |l y"—he grinned—1 would dearly love to go to Greenwi ch aboard one of the rightly

renowned warshi ps of your grace's flotilla. My troopers can take the horses back by land."

The matter was thus decided, and within the hour, Bass had dispatched a galloper to Walid Pasha,
that Revenge might be ready to |ift anchor and sail when he and his party arrived at the port.

Forewarned by Hal as to the reason for this royal summons, he left many of his usual entourage
behind to attend to the preparation of the Squadron of Royal Tara Gall owgl asses for what woul d
nmost |ikely be another campai gn—+this one, however, on |and and on horseback rather than at sea and
aboard shi ps, though they ail mght do some of the latter too, for all he knew

Abbot Fergus felt it to be his holy duty to personally escort the patently nurderous, thankfully
recaptured Sassenach madman to his nursing order's parent house, for all that the journey would
take him across the wi dest width of the Kingdom of Scotland to the Western Isles. Having | ost four
brothers, some of his structures, and a nunber of his animals, the abbot sinply felt that so
proven-dangerous an afflicted one as Ui lleam Kaw yer would be far better off in the larger, ol der
better-staffed parent house on the Holy Isle of lona. Immuring himon |ona would serve a further
pur pose: Should he nmanage to again escape, there would be nowhere for himto go, precious few

hi di ng pl aces fromwhich he might again stalk and nurder the unwary, which was precisely how he
had subsisted during his weeks at |arge.

The trip was made some easier for Fergus and the brothers who rode with himin that Sir Tornod,
the Laird of MacGarai dh, had generously offered the |oan of not only the five fine riding nules
they all now forked, but an ancient wheel ed bear cage in which to safely transport the madman to
the far west, a span of sturdy draft oxen to draw it, and a sturdy lad to goad and tend the oxen
and nules. The influential laird also had arranged for the defensel ess nonks to acconpany a party
of MacChille Eoin clansnen back to Mull, the clansmen having served out the tine that their chief
had pledged themto the mlitary service of King Janes. The nonconbatants were to return in
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conmpany with a simlar party of MacDhughaill clansmen bound to Edi nburgh to comence their year
and a day of pledged servi ce—which would protect them (and, incidentally, Sir Tornod s nules,
oxen, bear cage, and serving lad) in traversing the still-wild stretches of the | ow ands. Abbot

Fergus was nost thankful for the laird's generosity, and he had silently vowed to pray thrice
every day for himand his.

The filthy, stinking, rag-clad madman spent nost of the journey crouched in one corner of the tal
i ron-bound cage, nuttering to hinself in what either was gi bberish or sone heathen tongue which
Fergus coul d not understand. Cccasionally the lunatic would stand erect and scream out at the
world in that same or sone other variety of inconprehensible speech. But he did not often try to
stand, for staying on his feet in the springless conveyance as it bounced and jounced fromrut to
rock to pothole along the ill-tended track was an effort foredooned to failure, even given a

pl eni tude of thick, stout oaken bars to which to cling.

To the know edge of Abbot Fergus, this particular madnman had never spoken an intelligible word to
anyone fromthe very first day he had been brought to and placed in the care of the nursing order.
Therefore, it was a distinct shock to the good abbot to hear hinmself addressed as he wal ked past
the cage at dusk one day, addressed in excellent, if strangely accented, Latin.

Looki ng qui ckly about, he inmediately realized that there was no one of the nonks nearby and that
the words could have cone from none but the chained and caged Sassenach nadnman.

"You called ne, my son?" he replied in the sane tongue, still nore than half convinced that the
syl lables uttered by the poor, nmurderous lunatic had only accidentally resenbled Latin words.

"I's it your intention, Holy Father, that | die of the effects of exposure?' the madman inquired,
soundi ng as sane and rational as any nan Abbot Fergus had ever heard speak. "If you have no

bl ankets to spare, can you not at |east have this cage lined in straw or dried grass, wherein |
can burrow when the cold wi nds of night beset me?"

The abbot caught hinmsel f beginning to nove closer to the cage and hastily fell back a few paces,
recalling that this pleasant-spoken man had, with only his bare hands, nurdered a priest of God
and at | east seven other persons. "You are nmad," he replied. "Lunatics, like beasts of the fields,
feel not the ravages of weather, everyone knows that. Heat afflicts themnot, nor cold."

Wth a rattling of chains, the nadnan shook his shaggy head and said, "Not so, good Father, there
is no truth in that old, outnoded adage. And, in any case, | amnot nad."

"Ah, but you are, ny son, ny poor son." Fergus assured the madnman. "If anyone should know it is I,
who heard you raving fromthe cell you inhabited in ny order's house night after night for years.
Yes, my son, you are indeed mad, alas." " Have you any idea, Father, just who and what 1 an®"
queried the nadnan.

Fergus nodded gravely. "I know that you are a Sassenach, nost likely of noble birth, else the
power ful men who send silver each year to defray the expenses of your care would not so do."

"Then know you this truth, as well, Father," said the nadnan, just as gravely, "I amWIIiam
Collier, Earl of Sussex and |oyal subject of the one and the only rightful King of England and

Wal es, Richard V. At great personal danger, | pretended loyalty to and liking for that disgusting
thing, the Usurper who styles hinself Arthur 111, but through mischance, | was found out. Wile
spurring hard for the border, | nade the error of seeking a night's shelter, a sup of food, and a
fresh nount at the hall of an old and trusted friend. My friend betrayed ny trust and I was taken
But then, with ne in custody, ny captors thought nore deeply on the matter and decided that'a nere
killing were too mld a punishnent for ne.

"Fat her, though you may know it not, for it is sonmewhat of a secret, the usurper is a foul

godl ess, Satan-serving warl ock, and right many of his denon spawn serve him The | eader of ny
captors was one such he-witch, and there, that cursed night, did he weak his evil wll upon ne,
ensorcelling me, laying upon ne a foul curse of nadness to enconpass nost of nmy waking life, with
brief snatches of sanity interspersing to torture me further with the realization of what | had
becone. "

At the first nmention of witchcraft, the old nmonk had crossed hinself, an act he rapidly repeated
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each tine any allusion to sorcery was made. Through |ips becone pale and trenul ous, he hal f-
whi spered, "Cch, ny lord, | didnae ken!" His educated Latin was clear forgotten in his shock and
horror at the revel ations.

The man | ong supposed mad continued in a sad, wistful tone, "As for the how ing of nights, Father
i magi ne how a man nust feel when he awakens from dreans of the bygone days when he was a rich,

respected peer, owning | ands both broad and fair, living in confort, faith, loyalty, and God-given
peace with those he loved all about hin when such a man awakens shivering in cold, dark squal or
imured in a tiny, stone-walled cell, near naked and filthy, with no furnishings save a nal odorous

tick of straw and no conpani ons save the vermin infesting his body, what then can such a nan do
but how the long nights of torment away?"

Fergus had noved cl oser and closer as the sorry tale was spun. Now he was hard by the cage;
extending a hand, he laid it upon the bony shoul der of the nan he had thought nad and asked, "My
poor, persecuted lord, what can | do to ease your unwarranted tornment?"

"First of all, Father," replied the caged man, "withdraw to a safer distance, for such is ny curse
that reason can depart in a bare tw nkling and nadness return, and | would not have your bl ood on
ny hands.

"I would like to be let out and unchai ned | ong enough to wash. Surely, with four nobnks and
twoscore nen about you can nmount sufficient guard to restrain nme should the unholy nadness
suddenly reafflict nme the while.

"I will be in far nore confort can this cage be scoured and a foot or so of straw or dried grass
placed within it. And cannot one of the brothers trimny beard and hair and pick out sone of the
lice? Even the lowy ass sonetimes is curried. Pleasant, also, would it be to have a cl ean cassock
and a bl anket or woolen war tartan in which to wap ny body of cold nights.”

Three days after Bass Foster's departure for Norwich on the heels of a storny final neeting and
"di scussion"” with his wife, the Archbishop of York nade one of his excessively rare visits to that
portion of his estates being currently used by former Captain Buddy Webster and, nost recently, by
the Duchess of Norfolk, her son, and her household. Hi s grace made the journey in a horse litter

sl ung between two huge shire horses, while his capaci ous coach trundl ed al ong behind, crowded with
ten nen and wonen he had had brought in fromthe Abbey of St. daf; the other four, who seened to
know one end of a horse fromthe other, rode al ong behind the coach on rounseys.

Arrived at long last at their destination, the archbi shop had his "guests" ushered into two
connecting suites of rooms on the second floor of the wing he had sent retainers ahead to cl ean
and open for his use. After personally ordering cold food, ale, and water for washing for them he
sent for the eldest and apparently nost sensible of the |ot.

Rupen Ademi an, for all his fifty-odd years, was still a thick-linbed, powerful, intensely vita
man; his hands were big and square, his palns and blunt fingers hard with callus. He was rapidly
balding in the scalp area, but his beard and flaring nustache were thick and bl ue-black and a
little curly, and he grew nore and denser body hair than any hunman bei ng that the archbi shop had
seen in nmore than two hundred years.

Judging solely frombrief earlier conversations with him Harold of York had hopes for this el der
of the two Ademians. Unlike his nephew, Rupen was open-m nded, adaptable, and, though clearly no
stranger to violence, not easily prone to weaking it.

Harol d had thought on the nmatter and had decided that quite probably the answer to this man's
easygoi ng nature and willingness to try new and different things, to do things in novel ways, or
to rearrange his thinking nodes to consider the possibility of the once-inpossible derived of his
background rather than of fornmal education, of which he had partaken but little.

Rupen had been born in Danascus, Syria, in 1920, of parents who had been prosperous farners before
Tur ks and Kurds butchered nost of their kin, took their land and all that was on it, and
transported themand nillions nore to Syria, then—n 1916—a Turkish province. That fraction of
those who had been torn fromout Armenia strong enough or |ucky enough to make it to Syria alive
had been sinply abandoned there with only the pitiful bits and pieces of their previous lives to
sustain them
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In 1923, Rupen's famly enjoyed the extrene good fortune of being one of the families chosen to go
to Anerica, sponsored and provided tickets by Arnenians already resident in that Land of Prom se
Arrived in New York, however, with alnost no English or noney, only train tickets, they had
somehow wound up in Orange, Virginia, rather than the M dwest |ocation to which they had been
bound.

But it worked out well for the inmgrants who had suffered so nuch for so | ong. Orange County,
Virginia, breeds some of the finest horseflesh in the nation if not the world, and in addition to
being an expert farrier, Rupen's father knew horses and had a God-given "way" with them So, once
more, the little fanm |y began to prosper and grow in size, now safe from Turks and Kurds. They
never grew wealthy, even after the famly farrier supply and hardware business in Fredericksburg,
Virginia, began to do as well as the horse-trading sideline, for Rupen's parents squirrel ed away
every spare dollar to bring over those relatives and friends who had survived the atrocious
treatment to which the Arnenians had been subjected.

In the depths of the Great Depression, Rupen's father had nortgaged his business and even the
small truck farmon which they then resided in order to invest in and keep operating a small |oca
factory that just then gave enploynent to nany of the selfsane inmgrants his hard-earned dollars
had brought to Virginia.

As the nation girded itself for the certain onslaught of a second worldwi de war, that little
factory, which had been neking brass curtain rods, |anps, and the like, was visited by governnent
men; shortly, adjoining | and had been purchased with | owinterest governnment |oans which al so were
funding a rapid expansi on and noderni zation of existing facilities, the road was w dened and
resurfaced to take frequent and very weighty traffic, and the railroad built a spur fromthe nmain
line to the factory. Half a year before the Japanese, in support of their so-called Geater East
Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, tried to destroy the United States' Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, the
Frederi cksburg Factory #1 of Adem an Enterprises, Incorporated, was already turning out brass
shel | casings under contract to the Departnment of Defense.

Rupen had not had rmuch chil dhood; he had grown up working. Al of the Ademian fam |y worked and,
regardl ess of their actual ages, were expected to be as responsible as adults. Rupen had operated
the roadside stand at which vegetables and eggs fromthe Adenian famly farmwere sold until the
twi ns—Hai gh and Mariya—were ol d enough to take his place. Then he had gone to work in the factory.
Rupen's father did not believe in coddling anything except eggs and sick horses. Therefore,

nei ther his eldest nor Haigh, who later joined him received any preference in their enploynent;
they started at rock bottom drawi ng no nore wage than did any other begi nner—+two dollars a day
for eleven and a half hours of work, when Rupen started, though it had increased to al nost three
dollars by the tinme Haigh cane.

The Arnenian enpl oyees afforded the brothers a nmeasure of respect initially sinply because they
were the sons of Der Vasil Adem an, but the two soon enough earned respect and friendship on their
own. As the plant grew in size, however, the workers of Arneni an antecedents becane a snaller and
even smal |l er percentage of the total work force and Rupen began to make friends not related to him
by et hnic background or race, just as he had in the public schools; he nade friends easily, always
had, fighting only when he had to do so as a last resort, but then hard, to win.

At the tine of the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor, Rupen was twenty-one years of age and Hai gh had
just turned nineteen. Due to the nature of their enploynment—n a vital defense

i ndust ry—ei ther expected to be drafted, and they possibly would not have been, at |east not unti
much later in the war, but war fever was gripping the nation, governnent and citizenry as well.
And on a snowy day in January 1942, Rupen's father sunmoned himand his brother to the executive
offices, newy refurbished, refurnished, and extensively nodernized, in the older part of the

pl ant .

"Sit down, ny sons," he said in his heavily accented English. Wen they were seated, he set a
smal |l gl ass before each of themand hinself and filled all three froma bottle of fiery arrack. He
of fered the dark, strong Egyptian cigarettes he preferred, lit Rupen's and his own, then spoke
agai n.

"It is tinme that we speak now of debts and of the repaynent of debts.™
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Rupen had squirned and forced a straight face, wondering just howin hell the old man had found
out about his highly profitable snmall-scal e ganbling enterprises.

After a long drag on his cigarette, Vasil Adem an said, "My sons, the accursed Turks and the
Kurds, they took all that we had, your nother and ne, they tore the girlchild, the infant, who was
our firstborn, fromyour nother's arns and threw her tiny body high into the air, catching it on
their sharp bayonets. They drove us all like cattle fromoff our land to the deserts of Syria,
where you two and your sister, Mariya, were born, given to your nother and ne in the nmercy of God
that our famly and race live on and become again strong. It was al so through divine mercy that we
were able to |l eave Syria and cone to America.

"As you both know of old tellings, when we cane first to Orange County, | had in ny pockets |ess
than six dollars and your nother had ten dollars in gold hidden on her person. But the country was
good to us all, the people and the | and, they gave us all we now have, and now the tinme cones to

repay that debt, that just debt.

"These Nazis and Japs, ny sons, they are evil, evil people. They are just like the Turks and the
Kurds, and they nust be both stopped before we find themtrying to drive us from Anerica, too.
These Nazis may even have | earned their evi

fromthe Turks, for | amtold that these Nazis are nostly Germans and | renenber that the Kaiser
of Germany was a friend and ally of the sultan in the last war. Fromall that | amtold of the
brut al nesses of these Nazis, they sound very Turkish to mne.

"I have but just this norning earlier returned fromthe place where they take nmen for soldiers to
fight these Nazis and Japs and keep their evil fromout of this fine country that has been so very
good to us all. But they will not have me, ny sons, they say that | amtoo old for their use, even
though 1 amnore man at ny age than nany they said they would have for soldiers.

"And so, ny dear sons, since | cannot go to repay the debt that the Ademi ans owe to this great and
generous United States of America, you must go in ny place.*

There was never any questioning the dictates of Vasil Adenmi an, not by his progeny; they went—Rupen
into the Arnmy, Haigh into the Marine Corps—and by the tine that Corporal Adeni an, Rupen S., |anded
in North Africa, Marine Private Adem an, Haigh R, was already dead at Bl oody R dge on

Guadal canal

By the tine of the Sicilian invasion, Rupen was a platoon sergeant. His sister, Mriya, having
conpl eted her nurse training at the Medical College of Virginia, had been ordered by their father
into the U S. Navy Nurse Corps, and seventeen-year-old Kogh Adeni an had forged his father's
signature and followed his dead brother into the Marine Corps before Vasil knew anything about it
all. Inthe fierce fighting on the drive from Palernb to Messina, Rupen becane by attrition first
pl at oon | eader, then conpany commander, was awarded a battlefield comm ssion of second |ieutenant
by his own arny and a 7.9mmrifle bullet by sone rifleman of the Hermann CGoring Division, but had
recovered in time to |l ead his platoon ashore into the hell that they called Anzio. Mre than half
his platoon were killed or wounded, but Rupen lived to see Rone.

Conmandi ng a conpany of infantry in the bitter, nmuddy, rainy nountain canpaign that followed the
fall of Rone, First Lieutenant Adeni an, Rupen S., received another German gift, this one so

meani ngf ul that he was shi pped back to a hospital in the United States. By the tinme they were
ready to release himfromthat facility, the war for Europe was ended and that agai nst Japan on
its last legs, and the United States Arny seenmed not at all anxious to retain the services of one
slightly battered citizen-soldier who still was nore or |ess conval escent and consequently in no
shape to be considered for the upconing invasion of the Japanese honel and.

A week after he arrived back hone, his sister's ship docked at Norfolk, Virginia, and Lieutenant
j.g. Adem an, Mariya Z., canme up to Fredericksburg with her friend, Lieutenant j.g. Bedrosian
Margaret L., the first blond Armeni an woman Rupen had ever seen. She was not pure Arnenian, of
course, only a quarter Arnmenian, in fact; her father's father's fanmily had conme to Anerica in the
ni neteenth century and she did not even speak Arnenian, but she was beautiful, charm ng, and

vi vaci ous, and Rupen had nmade up his nmind less than a full day after he first net her
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Marge seenmed to |ike Rupen, too, and she wote often to himduring the five nonths that she and
Mariya nursed aboard ship ferrying ill and wounded servicenen hone fromthe European Theater of
Oper at i ons.

Meanwhi | e, Japan had surrendered and Vasil inforned Rupen that for all that he fully approved of
t he proposed union, no marriage could or would take place until the younger Aden ans, Kogh and
Bagrat, had returned to witness the cerenony, and that was that.

It was during the preparations for his wedding, which finally was cel ebrated in the sumer of
1946, that Rupen first got the idea of organizing and formng talented and mnusically m nded | ocal
Armmeni ans into an ethnic-type band; his father had had to pay to bring one down from
Massachusetts. But it was years before Rupen did any nore than think or occasionally talk about
that idea

It was at the wedding itself that Vasil, chock full of arrak, vodka, and old-country spirit, made
an announcenent to his three sons who had managed to survive the war that was to have consi derable
i nfluence on the future of Rupen's narriage and life.

"My sons, ny brave sons, you don't knowit, of course, and that's why |I tell you now, but Adem an
Enterprises is worth ten million dollars, the lawers tell me. And | told the lawers and nowit's
down in witing with themand |'ve signed it that the whole danm business will go to the first one
of you who gives me a grandson and nanes hi m Haigh, in nmenory of not only your brother what the
Japs killed but my brother, your uncle, what was nurdered by the dammed Turks."

"Goddam it all, Papa," Kogh had burst out, nomentarily forgetting just to whom he spoke, "that
ain't fair! Rupen, here, you're giving himthe fucking edge on us both, nme and Bagrat . . . and
Mariya, too, we ain't even married yet!"

Vasil| allowed the red-faced young man to get all of two sentences out before his still-hard fists
cl ubbed himdown. "This is a day for joy, Kogh," he addressed the stunned, dazed man where he half
sat, half lay getting grass stains on his flashy dress uniform "so you should not have nade nme to
do such a thing on this day. Perhaps it is because you have been I ong away in the conpany of nen
who had no respect for their elders, but your people, the Armenians, and especially the Adem ans,
do and have al ways done and you will do as long as there is strength in ny right arm Do you
under st and nme?"

Rupen had pulled his brother to his feet while Vasil was speaking, and while Bagrat's khaki nuslin
handker chi ef absorbed the blood that trickled fromthe corner of Kogh's mouth, the old man went on
in jovial tones such as he had used before their sibling' s exercise in insubordination

"What |'ve said, nmy sons, is the way it's going to be. As for Rupen having a what you say edge,
maybe so, maybe not. If the girl he was married to was pure Armeni an, yes he would, but this new
daughter of mine, she's only one part Arnmenian to three parts English, and you know t hese English
they don't get kids very fast, nostly. So you two | ook around here today, find yourself a good,
strong, healthy Arnenian girl, and bring her to ne. Don't worry none about a dowy, us Adeni ans
don't need one anynore.

"Your sister, Mariya, she's already brought a nedical doctor over to neet ne, earlier today. She
met hi mwhen the both of themwere |earning at the Medical College of the Comobnweal th of

Virginia, in Richnond, and he will live and work there now that the war is over. He is of the
Panoshi ans, his father and nother came to America fromVan in 1917, and he is their ol dest son. He
will make a good brother to you all, | think, and it will be good to have a nedi cal doctor in the
famly."

Vasi| Adem an's pronouncenent at Rupen's wedding festival made the year that followed a very bad
one for sheep, lanmb being the nmeat of choice for Arnenian festivities; there were three Adem an
weddi ngs within el even nonths. But the Massachusetts-based Arnenian mnusicians and the railroad
that shuttled them back and forth had reason to rejoice. So did the enpl oyees of the Adeni an
Enterprises, Incorporated, Plant #1 and Plant #1 Annex, as they all were given a paid day off in
order that they might attend the huge, raucous outdoor weddi ng receptions and gorge on Arnenian
foods, American barbecue, and Brunsw ck stew, w th unnunbered gallons of draft beer to wash it al
down.
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Rupen and Marge tried their damedest to produce a grandchild for Vasil, but fourteen nonths of
nore than nerely frequent sexual athletics left themexactly where they had started. So Rupen nade
an appointment, then he and his wife drove down to Richnond and avail ed thensel ves of the services
of their new brother-in-law, Boghos Panoshi an. He exam ned them both thoroughly, took some
assorted specinmens, and said he would be in touch. A week later, he tel ephoned Rupen and suggest ed
that he come back down to Ri chrnond

In his deserted office, after his normal hours, Boghos had Rupen strip for a second exanination
"These scars in the neck of your scrotum Rupen—do you know what ni ght have caused them and when?"

"Shrapnel ," said Rupen casually. "In Italy, back in '44. Mst of it got nme in the ass and the
backs of my legs, but a couple of little bitty pieces did have to be taken out of ny scrotum too,
as | recall. Wiwy? | can tell you plain, it never affected nmy performance in bed or anywhere el se,

that's for damm sure."

"Cet dressed." Boghos sidestepped the question. |I'd rather | ook at your ugly face than your hairy
ass. Did you ever consider applying to replace Gargantua? You' ve got as much body hair as any ape
I've ever seen. Conme to ny office when you're dressed and we can have a drink or three."

A quarter hour later, Rupen swirled the ice cubes in his vodka and asked, "And just what the hel
do you do if you have this a-zoo-spernia, Boghos?"

The doctor shook his head slowy. "To be truthful, Rupen, | nmay not be able to do anything. You
may just have to live with the know edge that you're sterile, to all intents and purposes, that
you and Marge are out of the running in your father's silly little race. O course, the only way |
can tell for sure is to get a good |ook at the inside of your scrotum and that nmeans sone

expl oratory surgery. It's entirely up to you."

"So far as Papa's baby derby is concerned, Boghos, you may consider ten nmillion plus dollars
silly, but dammed few other folks do. Not that any of us, baby or no baby, is going to get it
anytime soon; the old man conmes of fol ks who always lived a good, long tine if sonebody didn't

kill themfirst, and just look at the little guy: he's nearly twice my age and still strong as a
fucking ox. Wiy, at ny weddi ng feast, Kogh gave himsonme |ip and the old nan just reached up and
knocked that kid silly and flat on his back. No, anybody who is crazy enough to sit around waiting
for the old man's pile to drop into his lap will die of starvation |ong before Vasil Adem an ki cks
of f."

"Mariya and | do worry about him though, Rupen. He drinks far too much al cohol and he snopkes
those foul, stinking Egyptian cigarettes at such a rate you'd think he owned stock in the Egyptian
nmonarchy." The doctor's real concern was evident.

"Knowi ng the old man, he just nmay own that stock, Boghos.
you want to cut?”

Rupen grinned. "But back to ne, when do

Boghos shrugged. "Wenever you' re ready, let me know and you can drive down here and check into a
hospital ; al nost any of them take your pick—MV, Grace, Johnston-WIllis."

Rupen did and Boghos did but none of it did any good; Rupen sinply would never be able to sire
children. The first person Rupen told was, of course, Marge. The second person he told was Vasil.
It was the first tine that he could renenber having seen his father cry, and Rupen coul d have

wi shed to be al nbost anywhere other than in that roomon that day, watching the tears strean ng
between the fingers of the thick, scarred, hairy hands that covered Vasil's face, seeing the

massi ve, corded shoul ders heave and shake spasnodically, hearing the whipped-child sobs tearing up
fromout that horselike chest. In that terrible tine, he cane to. the full realization of just how
intensely he loved his father

A few days later, Vasil sought out his eldest son and led himto the little tranway which bore
themto the new executive office building in the annex section of the plant. Seated once nore in
his father's new office, which reeked of strong, acrid tobacco snoke and ani se, just as had al
his earlier offices, Rupen was apprised of Vasil's decision.

"My son, it was not really the Turks . . . ahem the Nazis who did this maiming to you, no, it was
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me, Vasil Ademian. No, no." He held up a broad hand, pal moutward. "You will please to let me to
finish before you speak, Rupen

"I't is true, what | just said. The life of your brother, Haigh, and this thing that has been done
to you, they are the price that was given to repay all the good things that America gave to ne and
your nother and your brothers and sisters. Because you have given so nuch to Anerica and to ne, ny
debt, it is not right that | should not give to you something in return, sonething nore than

woul d gi ve Kogh and Bagrat and Mariya, who cane from out of the war whole.

"My offer still stands . . . so far as the others are concerned, but themonly, Rupen. | have this
nmorni ng had transferred to your name a substantial anobunt of Ademi en Enterprises stock, enough of
it to pay you a mnimm of six thousand dollars a year, so that no matter what you do, Margaret
will not have to work and can stay at home and rear your children properly."

Rupen could not maintain silence at this. "Wat children, Papa? Ch, | get it now, you' ve changed
your mnd about the artificial insemnation/'

"I have not!" declared Vasil bluntly. "Still do | say that this artificial in ... this nastiness
that Dr. Panoshian told you about is, nust be, just another new nanme for a kind of adultery; and
adultery is a sin, Rupen! Go ask Der Mesrop, if you don't believe ne.

"No, | have arranged for two Arneni an orphans to be brought to you from Syria. The boy is two
years of age, the girl is still an infant. A man needs a fanmily, it is good for him better for
his wife. You will see, nmy son, you will see.'1l

It was probably fitting that it was the dead Haigh's twin sister, Mariya, who first gave birth to
a son and, of course, named the boy Hai gh Vasil Panoshian. But Boghos politely declined the
controlling share of Adem an Enterprises, which finally went to Kogh on the birth of his
firstborn, Arsen David Adeni an

CHAPTER
THE NI NTH

The aged archbi shop conbed at his long white beard with his fingers. "Qur |ast conversation was, |
bel i eve, abruptly ended by sone crisis that called nme away, M. Adem an, but | recall all that you
had told me of yourself up to that point. Your father had arranged for your adoption of two
orphans and had settled a sum of sone six thousand dollars per annum on you. Was that a goodly

i ncone, then?"

Rupen sipped at the gobl et of sweet honey nead, savoring the barely perceptible tang of herbs. He

nodded. "Der Hal, in 1948, fifteen hundred dollars every quarter was a princely sumindeed. Not
that | intended to take it any longer than was absolutely necessary. | was at last able to talk ny
father into holding off on his ready-made famly for ne and Marge until | got an education of some

kind better than just a high-school diplona.

"W nmoved down to Richnond, Marge and nme, and | enrolled at a college there, under the d Bill.
She got a job as a nurse at one of the hospitals, and she and | both joined reserve units—active
units, so as to draw a day's pay for each weekly drill. It worked out fine for about a year, but
I"'mno scholar, not in any fornmal sense; when | found that | needed every available night to
study, | started mssing drills, and after a while they gave up on nme and transferred ne to the

i nactive reserves. | wasn't even aware of it at the tine, | was working nmy tail off trying to keep
up acadenically, with classes full of bright kids just out of high school. | was succeeding, too,
Der Hal. In June of 1950, | finished nmy sophonmore year with really good grades. But then, all hel
broke | oose on me and a whole hell of a lot of other poor folks around the world, and by the tine
it was done, none of us and none of our |lives was ever the sane again/'

The Archbi shop of York had been right about the desire of the king that Bass and his condotta go
to Ireland, but the old man either had not known or had not bothered to tell Bass that the nonarch
had another task for himfirst, this one involving his flotilla.

Now, in company with Adnmiral Sir Paul Bigod and a sizable portion of his Royal Navy, the Norfolk
Squadron was beating down toward Cape Penas and the Port of Gjon, which lay a little alee of that
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pronontory.

"This Grand Duke of Le6n calls it a continuation of the Spanish portion of the Crusade of Abdul,"
King Arthur had said, "but, gentles, it truly is nore in the matter of a fam |y and persona
vendett a—vengeance agai nst us for the death in battle of the elder brother of the grand duke, the
| ate and unl anented Principe Al berto, who so disastrously |l ed and wasted the cavalry of Count
Wencesl aus' s arny of Crusaders |ast year

"Now the Crusade has cost Spain heavily, gentles, not only in treasure, but in noblenen, soldiers,
horses, supplies, and equi pnent, not even to nmention the three ships prized and generously
presented to us by our valiant Lord Conmander of the Royal Horse |ast year, or the several others
taken by our Lord Admral's ships whilst the Spanishers tried to run up the Thames to resupply
London.

"Now true, gentles, the Spanishers are possessed of a large fleet of ships, well found and nodern
but the nost of these are located in and about the waters of New Spain, whence cones the bul k of
Spani sh wealth. And if there had been any thought of bringing any of those warshi ps eastward,
despite the constant pressure put upon portions of New Spain by the Irish, French, Norse, and
Portugees, who encroach further and ever further on the | ands which the Spanishers falsely claim
to own entire, that thought was forgotten conpletely after recent events.

"I't would seemthat several privately financed groups—predoni nantly French, though not
representing the French Crown, at |east not openly—dispatched to the west a nunber of heavily
armed, heavily nmanned |arge galleons to cruise for prizes of opportunity, mount raids on coasta
and riverine settlenents, and suchlike. W know this for fact, because our own Duke of Norfol k and
his flotilla overhaul ed, fought, and prized one such of these French pirates, and what little her
|l og and papers failed to tell, the freed prisoners fromher hold did.

"I'n consequence, gentles, this grand duke has been hard-pressed to find not only nen, horses, and
the sinews of war, but bottons to bear what he could scrape up to our shores. The only thing for
whi ch he does not seemto lack in this venture -is noney, it being a secret but ill kept that the
Spani sh Crown, the Caliph of Granada, the King of Mdrocco, and eke certain well-heel ed, red-
behatted clerics have been surreptitiously, albeit generously, befunding him™"

Burly Rei chsherzog Wl f gang—brother-in-law to King Arthur by way of the nmonarch's murdered wife,
uncl e of the present Holy Ronman Enperor, Egon-snorted, "But tcheap at zee price, nonezeel ess, nein
Briider King. Gained hass Engel andt in zee |last few years, zee appellation der Hacknesser ... no,
meat gri nder of armies. No matter how supposedly holy zee cause, no nonarch his own subjects to
cast unto such a certain death desires, now, | think."

"Must so," agreed King Arthur, "and in such a pass, a lunatic of the grand duke's water is doubly
val uabl e to those desirous of feeling to do sonmething while actually doing nothing injurious to
ki ngdom or subjects. Even so, gentles, the case of the grand duke's project is a mte precarious,
for one may not sail the seas aboard gol den onzas, nor yet place arnored ducatos astride dirhans,
nor expect pesos to learn pike drill.

"He has, we have heard, enptied jails, freed slaves, inpressed freemen of nearly every nonnobl e
rank and age, vainly offered unheard-of sums for nercenaries, and even offered amesties to

bri gands and condemmed felons in return for service. Now he does have a force of a sorry sort,
nmost of which is presently encanped around and about the Basque coast port of G jon.

"“In order to transport his choice collection of gaol scrapings and gutter scum the grand duke has
bought and brought to Gjon the nost conplete assortnent of antique ships recently assenbled. It

is said that sone few of themsailed or were rowed into G j6n unaided, but many had to be towed.

He has truly scoured the sides and the bottom of the barrel to get these ships, and should he | ose
even a few of them he can never hope to replace themand so nust cancel, perforce, his entire ill-
starred schene.

"W have a plan, gentles, to bring to pass such a cancellation.”

When Bass got back to Norwi ch and placed their assignnent to his own staff, he once nore thanked
the lucky star under which he had captured the then-Crusader Baron Ml choro years ago, for the
Port uguese nobl eman averred to know the Port of Gjon quite well and was able to elucidate certain
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things | eft unclear by the charts furni shed Bass by agents of the king.

"It once was the Freeport of Gjon, friend Bass, a place in which any honest seaman—and many a one
not so honest, as well—eould sail in to take on water and victuals, sell |oot or other cargoes,
trade goods, and even careen ships or repair battle-wought damages. Mreover, all these things

m ght be acconplished in Gjon-port without worry of the unwel cone attentions of the Spanish
GQuarda Costa or paynents of the heavy inport-export |evies exacted by Spanish custons of ficial dom
During a few years at sea in nmy wild and tenpestuous youth, ny shipmates and | made right frequent
use of Gjon-port. O course, that was a score of years agone, back when el Conde Don Hernan
Padilla and his issue still held their patrinonial |ands thereabouts."”

"They lost their lands in war, then?" asked Bass.

"No, nmy friend." Melchoro shook his head. "Their relatives would never have permitted that; the
family was quite old and was related to the royal houses of Castilla, Le6n, G anada, and Navarre
Agents of the nonarchs then reigning thoroughly investigated the sudden extinction of La Casa de
Padi |l a and concluded that they all died along with not a few of their servants and retainers in
the space of a bare fortnight of the effects of sone rare and nost deadly pest. For sone year or
nore, the condado was adm nistered for the King of Leon and Catal onia by a royal comm ssioner
then was added to the hol dings of the ducado grande, which lands it abutted.

"Purely in the cause of sentinent, | had the ship that bore me and ny party to Scotland enter the
Port of Gj6n, and | spied nuch activity, even then, |ast year, though of course | did not know or
guess its purpose.”

Walid Pasha, who still had somewhat | ess understandable English than did his captain of marines,
spoke r Ily in Arabic, and Sir Ali translated. "The Pasha woul d know just what sort of harbor
defenses this G jon-port nounts, nmy lord Baron."

"At one tinme, years ago, under the rule of the condes" replied Melchoro, "they were nuito

form dable, they then had to be, when one is to consider the varieties of clientele entertai ned by
the port, then. But | noted |last year that the snaller forteleza is becone little nore than a
crunmbl ing and uncared-for ruin, bare of any ordnance, while the larger, the nain castillo, though
in fair repair, has been stripped of all save only the very |argest pieces, nostly aged bonbards
not suitable for shipboard use, though very dangerous enough if one chances to sail within range
of the stones they cast.

"I could not understand the decrepitude of the port defenses then, but | do now If Gj6n is
becone no |l onger a trade port but rather a naval basin, marshaling port, and enbarkation facility,
then there is scant need to defend it with land fortifications, not with the intelligence abroad
in Europe that all of the larger ships of the navy of England either were destroyed fighting each
other in the early days of the civil war that preceded the crusade or were scuttled to prevent
capture by one or the other side years agone.

"Naturally, his grace, the duque grande, |acks the current information of the nunbers of gall eons,
carracks, flutes, and other larger ships now owned by or at the use of his nmgjesty, King Arthur.
And he, | take it, means to have G j6n attacked and razed before any Crusade can fromthere be

| aunched? Therefore, when, ny good friend, your grace, do we to set sail?"

O a dark and rainy night, sone of Paul Bigod' s snmaller vessels sailed into a tiny rockbound bay,
hol ding their positions in the chop with sea anchors while the |onghoats they had towed ferried a
wel | -armed party of three hundred gall ogl ai ches onto the beach at the foot of the eroded cliffs.

The retai ner who had drawn the chancy m ssion of awakening his grace, the nost illustrious Don
Est eban de Al caboria, Duque Grande de Le6n, did so by voice alone and froma fair distance, for
the grand duke had been known to strike out at those who awakened hi m on many past occasions with
pillow sword or hanger, often following up the slashes with a thrown dagger . . . and ofttines he
did not miss.

When t he nobl eman had shoved and ki cked away his bed mate—a pl unp young girl—and struggled nore or
| ess erect in the deep feather bed, to sit glaring out of bleary eyes at the man in the doorway,
the retainer said, "Your grace, a coaster reports that a Papal fleet—five or six big galleons, at
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the least, with nunmerous smaller sail in conmpany—are bearing in fromthe west, clearly bound for
Gjon-port." |

"Capital!" Don Esteban crowed, showing very bad teeth in a very broad smle that split his
scarred, pox-ravaged face above his red-blond chin beard. "At last, the Holy See has recogni zed mny
efforts to enforce the will of his holiness upon the heretical ingltses. Wth even four gall eons,

I can forget repairing and refining that woebegone coll ection of hulks down in the harbor and get
to the holy business of crusading on eneny soil.

"Fernando, notify ny captains to get their troops ready to go aboard ships upon my inm nent
command. My gentlenen and ny guards are to assenble in the courtyard in parade dress, inmediately;
we will be on the quay to neet and to greet and to render all due honors to these, our brothers in
the Faith."

"Uhhh . . . your grace, the castillo should long since have seen the fleet and at |east signaled
as nmuch, but they have not." Fernando sounded worried, fearing the certain violent outburst should
t he Papal ships bypass Gjon-port as he secretly suspected that they woul d.

But Don Esteban shrugged even as he threw off the down coverlet and swung his hairy | egs over the
edge of the high bedstead. "Fret not, ny old, you know as well as do | how often Don Pedro strives

toclinb into a bottle of brandy of nights and howlong it takes himto resune normal life on the
nmorni ngs after. Have a galloper sent to the castillo with my orders to draw the stones from out
the guns and replace themw th thick wads. | want salutes fired as the Papal fleet enters ny

harbor. Every ship with nounted guns is to do the sane, you hear? That is ny order, Fernando."

The entry channel to G j6n-port was well marked wi th buoys and wi de enough for two galleons to
sai|l abreast safely, so that was how t hey headed i n—Revenge to starboard and Bigod's four-nasted
Royal Arthur to port, sails filled and draw ng, enbroidered, silken Papal ensigns and banners
snapping in the stiff breeze, freshly painted and regilded upper works and hulls sparkling and
gleanming brightly in the nmorning sun

The | eading pair were followed cl osely by another brace—the recently prized French four-naster
now Thunderer, and another of Bigod' s royal galleons, Honor of Wales.

They had lain off the harbor nmouth as long as they thought they could wthout arousing wonder or
suspicion while vainly awaiting the prearranged signals that would reassure themthat the squat
castillo had fallen to the gallogl ai ches, but now they sinply sailed into Gjon-port, |eaving the
other galleon and the carracks to guard their rear and perhaps keep the castillo gunners so busy
dodgi ng balls and stone shards that the four galleons mght energe intact after doing their work
in the harbor basin.

Inside the harbor, it was i mediately clear that there would be but precious little space for
maneuver of the huge gall eons. The right side of the alnpbst circular basin was all old stone
quays, new wooden wharfs, and ships of every conceivable size, age, type, and degree of
decrepitude tied up to those quays and wharves. The left side was a new y expanded careening yard
and dry docking facility, and between right and left sides lay a section of some score or nore of
tenporary floating wharves, these as crowded with ancient, battered, rotting ships as any of the
other, nore pernmanent structures. Mreover, those ships for which there was as yet no room at quay
or wharf or drydock, as well as the few either not needing extensive work or with repairs and
refitting conpleted, |ay anchored wherever space existed for them nost of themlashed gunwal e to
gunwal e in order to conserve to the utnost that precious space

Anxi ously scanni ng, searching the shores to either side with the one pair of binoculars and
several |ong-glasses, Bass and the sailing nmasters could spot no earthworks or any enpl aced guns
of any description. Apparently, the only, the sole fortification that Gj6én-port any |onger owned
was that afforded by the castillo. Not that that neasure of nenace to the invading ships should be
underestimated or discounted, for it was real, within narrow linits, true, but real nonetheless,
that nenace.

Stripped as the castillo now lay of the snaller-caliber, nore accurate | ong guns—probably by the
present lord of Gj6n, the grand duke, so that he could nount them on his heterogenous fleet—the
fortification could return nothing nore than arquebus fire so long as the galleons stayed within
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the harbor basin. It was when they essayed the exit-entrance channel again that the danger of
those yawni ng netal maws grinning down fromout their enplacenents in those ancient stone walls
woul d becone nost real and pressing.

Large as those black nuzzles seenmed at the distance, they were assuredly nostly the

bonbar ds—archai c, |arge-bored, primtive guns antedati ng true cannon and heavy, clumsy to handl e,
with barrel walls and breeches too weak to throwiron balls. Even so, if they happened to be
manned and conmanded by gunners of sufficient conpetence to hold fire until the targets cane to
bear, they were quite capable of achieving horrific danage to a galleon with but a single hit of a
stone ball that might weigh as nuch as a quarter ton and be a foot or nore in dianeter. And there
were at least a score of these nonstrosities enplaced on the three | owest levels so as to cover
the channel to and from G j6n-port, which fact stood to conpensate partially for their slowrate
of rel oaded fire.

"And you can bet your arse," thought Bass, instinctively giving his arnor-clad arns a rub to |ay
the goose flesh he felt arising on them "that those castillo gunners know the ranges from shore
to shore to the inch. Al it will take themis one shot, no overs or unders, just one and we'll be
either mnus a galleon or, at best, nursing a crippled ship back toward England . . . and it could
just be one of mne as easily as not."

The castillo had been described in sonme detail to Bass, Sir Paul Bigod, their sailing nasters,
captains, gentlenen, and staffs by Bar6én Mel choro, and in light of his descriptions—he had nany
tinmes over the years been entertained by various of the Castillo's commanders—t had been deci ded
that should the landing party of galloglaiches sonehow fail to take the place by night, no open
attack by day woul d be essayed, |est they get thensel ves bogged down before those strong walls in
a lengthy siege. For they nust always recall that the King of Leon and Catal onia had troops not
too far distant from G j6n and that San Sebastian, a short sail to eastward, was that nonarch's
princi pal naval base on the Bay of Biscay, with not a few fine, nodern, well-found warships at

i nstant readi ness should word cone of English pirates raiding this coast. And one of King Arthur's
closing injunctions had been to the effect that until natters within his kingdomwere nore stabl e,
he wanted no fornal troubles with other secul ar nonarchs; a general crusade was one thing, a

decl aration of war for cause was another thing entirely. Should any of the ships involved in the
attack on Gjon be sunk or run aground or prized, should any of the soldiers or crewnen or nobles
be captured, they were conpletely on their own and King Arthur woul d di savow any sli ghtest

know edge of them and their nefarious ventures into kingdons with which the Crown was at peace. He
was in no position to do or to say other

As the grand duke, Don Esteban de Al cab6ria, neticulously inspected his personal guards, at the
same tine rapping out a streamof orders to three clerks concerning matters mlitary, matters
nautical, and matters donestic (that is, just what he wished served at the great feast for the
newly arrived Papal allies), the town that rose up the terraces bel ow the pal ace was aboil wth
its own preparations for the com ng custom

I nnkeepers rolled out barrels and pi pes of wines of varying qualities, slaughtered beasts and
fow, and heated up ovens for the baking of breadstuffs. Wores donned their finest and nost
reveal ing garnents, and sone of them even washed before dousing thenselves with strong scents. As
ordered by the agents of their grand duke, all househol ds hung out brightly colored cloths from
upper w ndows and bal coni es, while nusicians and dancers gathered in the squares to await the

of ficial conmmencenent of this unexpected fiesta.

In the basin, all of the ships were aswarmwith life as flags and ensigns and banners and bunti ngs
of every description and a veritable rai nbow of color were run up hal yards and draped here and
there, guns were polished, |oaded with powder and waddi ngs, run out ready for salutes of honor

The faithful retainer, Fernando, pulled deferentially at his lord' s sleeve. "Your grace, the
gal | oper has not yet returned fromthe casiillo and 1 feel ... | fear that sonmething is amss with
Don Pedro . . . ?"

The grand duke shrugged inpatiently, foot already in stirrup, groomwaiting to give hima leg up
into the gilded saddl e of his prancing, showy gol den-chestnut barb. "Fernando, you maunder I|ike

some old crone! You know that the casiillo garrison is understrength; no doubt Don Pedro kept the
gal loper to fill out a guncrew. Or the nman m ght have stopped at any of a score of places for any
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of a hundred reasons. Get you gone about your duties. If you have none, |'Il give you sone, and
that right speedily!"

But i medi ately the grand duke and his party had departed the pal ace environs, the still-worried
Fernando di spatched a second, conpletely unauthorized galloper—this one a grizzled veteran—with
orders to cautiously spy out the place at close range before making to enter it.

Down on Cal | e Enbarcadero, Don Esteban drew up his guards and gentlenmen in ranks and waited
patiently, trying to ignore heat and sweat and insects while the four huge, elegant, high-nasted
gal l eons slowy maneuvered thensel ves about the cranped harbor in search of anchorages that suited
their masters. At sone length, they arranged thenselves in an extended crescent, with one four-
mast ed gal |l eon standing out fromthe old wharf section and one out fromthe careening yard and
drydock, the bow of each of these pointing roughly toward the harbor exit. The two three-nasters
lay off the |ong section of new wharves.

"Hunmph! " remarked one of the grand duke's gentlenen, Don Jos6 de Zuera. "If | didn't know better
I'd say that those ships were all afire, your grace. Look at all the snoke! W couldn't see it
when they sailed in, of course—the wi nd woul d' ve dispersed it—but with themanchoring, it's there
for any to see. What does your grace suppose it portends?"

"Incense, nost likely," opined Don Esteban |anguidly. "They are no doubt saying a nmass to
cel ebrate the safe conclusion of the voyage fromltaly."

"But aboard all four ships at the once, your grace?" probed Don Josf. "It seens not a little odd,
to ne."
"As you live longer around clerics, Don Jos£," the grand duke stated, "you will find themto be a

queer, singular breed given to habits and ways nost odd to secul ar gentl enen.”

"Strange that they've not |oosed off a single gun in salute as yet, your grace." This statenent
cane from another of the gentlenen, Don Nasir de Cuadi x. "They should have been firing fromthe
monent they entered the channel, one would think

"It is as | but just told Don Josl," said the grand duke. "The clerical mind is right often
difficult of the understanding of the laity, even of noble-bomlaity. Look you, though, Don Nasir,
they are nmaking ready to salute; see, the gunports are all being opened and the guns run out."

"I hope they loose all at once," said Don Nasir. "Wat a fine, brave show that woul d be, eh, your
grace?"

A thought then struck Don Esteban, and he beckoned to a young knight, saying, "Don Sergio, ny
conplinents to Don Pedro at the castillo, please. Tell himthat 1 feel it is long past tine for
himto fire salutes in the honor of our visitors."

Rei ni ng about, the knight cantered off in the direction of the castillo, his silk-lined velvet
cape floating out behind him

Maj or Rupen Adem an, USA, returned to Virginia a few weeks before Christmas 1953. A bit surprised
that Marge had not driven to neet himat Broad Street Station, he allowed a smling redcap to
wheel his footlocker and B-bag out to where a long Iine of taxis awaited, settled back, and gave
the driver the address of the apartnment to which Marge had noved sone nonths after he had been
recalled to active duty and sent to Korea to conmand a conmpany of infantry in the war that was
called a "police action."

The thirty-two-year-old officer now wore ribbons denoting sone inpressive decorations, far nore
i npressive to the knowi ng eye than the nmere Bronze Star and Purple Heart fromWrld War 1l1. The
taxi driver, a WN'I vet hinmself, whistled softly between his teeth, then asked diffidently,

"Wel comre hone, Major. How was it, sir? As bad as the big one?"

Rupen sighed. "Yes, it was bad. There's no such thing as a good war, but this one was especially
stupid, pointless. Nothing at all was acconplished to justify the expenditure of lives."

"But we won, didn't we, sir?" stated the driver.

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-...%20Jewels%200f%20Ireland%20(v1.0)%20(txt).txt (72 of 115) [12/28/2004 4:20:08 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/29620-%20T he%20Seven%20M agi cal %20Jewel s%200f %620I rel and%20(v1.0) %20(txt)..txt

"In a pig's asshole we did!'" was Rupen's quick response. "lIt's not over, nan, not by a |ong shot.
Those tal ks in Panmunjomare just a truce, a tenporary cease-fire, not peace, so don't |et anybody
kid you.

"By the way, driver, don't take the gear out until | say so. My wife's a nurse. She may be on duty
at the hospital, and | don't have a key to this new place yet, so unless she is home or | can find
another way to get in, | nmay have to have you drive nme out to ny sister's place on River Road."

The driver crinkled up his forehead and, as they were just then stopped at a light, turned half
around to | ook Rupen in the eyes. "Major, as one old soldier to another, you won't spend as nuch
to go out on River Road if you switch over to a county cab. I'mon a neter, see, and a run out
there would end up as high as ten, fifteen, even twenty dollars."

Wordl essly, Rupen reached into a side pants pocket and drew forth a silver noney clip, then
riffled through the thick fold of greenbacks. The driver smled, his eyes |lighting up. Noddi ng, he
turned back to his driving.

"You're the boss, Major. You tell ne where you wanta go and that's where we'll go, by dam."

Lucky at cards and dice, as ever, Rupen had |eft a high-stakes poker game at the main O club at
Fort Benning with something over twenty-three thousand doll ars; the pudgy-|ooking bul ge around his
m ddle was, in reality, a noneybelt stuffed w th hundred-dollar bills—around ei ght hundred and
eighty dollars per nonth for a bit over two years of fear and pain and privation. And he stil
woul d have felt cheated at double the figure. World War |l had been different to his way of

t hi nki ng; he had gone willingly and had been basically responsible for all that had happened to
him But there was no truly adequate reconpense for two years plus of involuntary servitude.

The inequity of it galled him too. During Wrld War |1, dammed nearly every swi nging cock in the
whol e country had been in one of the armed servi ces—those not too old, too young, or crippled in
sone way—and quite a nunber of wonen, too; it had been a truly denocratic, citizen arny. But those
doi ng the bl eeding and the dying in that slice of very hell called the Korean Police Action were
nmostly the unmarried and the unlucky mnority, while the majority of American nmen stayed

St at esi de—fat and happy and heal thy and unbi dden, neki ng noney hand over fist and precious few of
themgiving a rat's ass whether Korea was won or |ost.

The address was a three-story house of the late-Victorian era on Fl oyd Avenue not far fromthe
college. In conparison to the simlar houses on either side, it looked a little rundown, shabby
even, and Rupen wondered why; for what with her income fromnursing and the nonthly nonies from
himand the army, Marge should be able to live quite confortably, and in any energency, she knew
she coul d always draw from his accounts or ask Papa for help

The bell inset in the peeling door had been painted over so many tines that it was a sure bet it
did not work. Rupen tried the knob, turned it easily, and stepped into the foyer to peer at the
nanes scrawled in dimpencil on the battered nmetal covers of sone hal f-dozen small mail boxes.
There it was, "Adem an 2fl rear."

Maj or Rupen Ademi an, mindful of the taxi waiting outside, started briskly up the shadowy stairs
with their covering of cheap, threadbare carpet toward a horror that m ght have broken a | esser
nan.

The clinmb up the cliffs of rain-slick, crunbly rock fromthe shall ow beach was costly to Sir Al
and his party of galloglaiches. Sir Sean Jernigan and a sergeant were resting briefly on a narrow
| edge a bit over halfway up when that |edge abruptly tore | oose fromthe cliff and plunged them
both to their deaths on the rock-studded sand bel ow. Mreover, debris knocked | oose no | ess than
three other clinbers, and one of these unfortunates chanced to fall directly atop a man standi ng

still on the sand at the base of the cliffs, breaking his neck. Al that could be done was to
strip the bodies of still-usable weapons, equipnent, and supplies and | eave their dead where they
| ay.

Once the survivors were atop the cliffs, they found thensel ves on a rocky plateau grown with tall
Wi ry grasses, gorse, and heather, alnost flat and featurel ess as far as any coul d see through the
cold, driving rain.
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The sudden denise of Sir Sean left Sir Ali and his two English squires, along with a young

I ri shman who had been one of the Irish knight's squires, as the only noblenen in the party with
but some fourteen vintenary sergeants and three centenary sergeants to assist themin handling
al nost three hundred men who, though near-matchl ess fighters in actual breast-to-breast conbat,
wer e al most undi sci plined, undisciplinable, and savagely insubordi nate on occasion, and too nany
of whom spoke a variety of English that even native-born Northunbrians and Lowl ander Scots had
difficulty in understanding.

There were, however, a few points in Sir Ali's favor with these rude gall ogl ai ches. One was that
they knew himto be not only the man of their chosen chief," his grace of Norfolk, but a close

personal friend of that worthy, as well, so they were unlikely to murder the Arabian knight or to
see himharned by enenies. One other favorable factor was that nost of the sergeants and quite a
few of the other ranks spoke a type of French—an archai ¢ Angl o- Norman- Erse dialect still spoken in

certain parts of Ireland and sonme of the Western Isles of Scotland—wuch better and nore

under standably than they did English, and Sir Ali spoke French, too. The third favorable factor
was that all of these Royal Tara Gall owgl asses had seen Sir Ali ibn Hussein fight, and they
respected him to a man

Sir Ali also owned a matchl ess sense of direction, so that by dawn he and the raiders, now al
draped over in white surplices adorned with reddi sh crosses, were al nost under the northwest wall
of the Castillo de G j<5n. Although this pile had been described to himby the BanSn de Sao

G lberto, still the Arabian knight hissed softly through his teeth when he finally sawit close

up.

The place was built on, built into, the very stony core of an extrusion of the cliff line. For

| ong previous centuries, it and the fortifications that had preceded it had been the stronghold of
those nen and fanmilies that had held Gj6n. In earlier parlance, the site of the present Castillo
had been the notte and the ol der section of the upper town to the southeast of it had been the
bail ey. Probably, mused Sir Ai, much of the stone for the walls had been quarried on the spot,
whi ch fact would account for the broad, deep dry noat that enconpassed it on all sides visible
fromhis vantage point. The sides and verges of that npat seemed too regular to be natural

Before Sts. Rogiero di Pancetta and Bertrano al-lswid had given Believers the secrets of
gunpowder, this castillo would have been inpregnable, could only have fallen to treachery from
within or |engthy, hideously expensive siege. Even today, in nodern tines, with siege guns, a
determi ned garrison could hold that castillo alnbst indefinitely if attacked fromthis side, the
northwest, as the |and hereabouts offered little or nothing with which to try to fill that npat
and allow attackers to get at any breach their guns mght batter through the walls.

The only alternative in this instance was guile, which nmethod Sir Ali had planned to use al
along. He would get hinself and a few of his steadier nen inside, then drop the bridge and open
the gate to adnmit the bulk of his force.

Leaving all but a score of his force concealed in a fold of ground sonme quarter-mle distant from
those ancient walls, Sir Ali proceeded slowy, striving to appear utterly exhausted. He and the
rest of the snaller party had deliberately torn sone of their clothing and |l eft nost of their
arnmor and weapons behi nd, though their long, full surplices adequately conceal ed others. A few nen
had inflicted dagger cuts in their owm flesh just deep enough to bring sufficient blood to make
their "bandages" | ook convinci ng.

When ready, he and his score or so canme up out of the declivity and slowy straggled on across the
rough, brushy ground toward the castillo, taking pains to stay in plain view of sentries and to
make noi se. They apparently succeeded well in being noticed, for by the tine they came to the
verge of the noat opposite the raised bridge, a corporal's guard were gathered on section of wall
above the entry way, covering the strangers wi th arquebuses and cocked crossbows. "Alto!" rang the
shout, "tQuien es?"

Havi ng fought both with and agai nst knights from nost portions of the Iberian Peninsula over the
years, Sir Ali was becone apt at aping not only their speech but their air of superiority, their
overweeni ng arrogance, and their utter contenpt for any of nonnoble birth.
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In the Castilian dialect, he shouted a snarled "Wat the hell can | do save halt, you ill-begotten
rogue of a ninny? Men wal k upon clear air only in fairy stories. Informyour conmander that Don
Ali ibn Hussain de Al -Minecar y de Castro de Castilla and what is left of his retainers and crew
have arrived at his gate, having survived shipweck in that Satan-sent tenpest |ast night, and
drop the bridge, you peasant pigs, or it will go hard for you all. Hear nme and heed ny words, you
nanel ess spawn of syphilitic goats!"

The gentlenman had clearly identified hinself, and his nmanner and speech | eft no doubt as to what
he was, so the nost of the guards set thenselves to lowering the bridge that spanned the noat and
raising the portcullis, while one of their nunmber ran to Don Pedro's quarters to breathl essly gasp
out the news to the old borracho. They all knew that it was invariably a nost unhealthy practice
to anger Castilian knights and nobl enen, whose hot tenpers and matchl ess cruelty were becone a
byword. God and ail the saints be praised that Don Pedro was not a Spaniard of any description

but a Leonese Basque |i ke nost of the rest of them

Don Pedro had slowy come back to consciousness out of a drunken stupor in the midst of a great
stench to discover to his chagrin that once again he had foul ed his breeches and his bed. He had
but just laved off his |legs and | ower body froma pail of tepid water, donned clean snall clothes
and breeches, and was breaking his fast with brandy and barl ey bread when his | ong-suffering
squire knocked and entered, trailed by one of the nmen of the castillo garrison, this latter
sweati ng, panting, and wi de-eyed.

Breathing as shallowy as possible in the reek of the small, close, w ndow ess room Escudero Juan

Gal i nanes said, "Don Pedro, Al berto here has just cone fromthe north gate. A party of about

twenty Crusaders |led on foot by a knight are just on the other side of the npat and are demandi ng

entry and aid. The kni ght says that their ship went down in the stormof |ast night, which nost

likely accounts for a few screans that the wi nds brought down to us fromthe north while you were
ahhh, sl eepi ng.

"They are nostly wearing Crusader surplices, Alberto says. Al are torn, battered, and dusty, and

sonme have bl oody bandages, as well. Everything about them would seem consistent with the knight's

tale of shipweck. Now true, Don Pedro, the stormwas not all that severe, but then we know not in
just what condition was the ship, either.”

Gal i nanes knew that this last would bring a smle to the face of his knight, even in his hungover
condition, for Don Pedro's opinions concerning the nunerous maritinme disasters that the grand duke
had had towed into Gjon-port over the |ast year or so were well known about the castillo.

"Al berto says that even as he left, the corporal and the rest were making to [ower the bridge |est
they further anger the knight, who seens to be either of Granada or Castilla . . . and you know
how badly those types terrify hunbler folk, even when they happen to be in a good nood. So the
knight will no doubt present hinself to you in all his superciliousness and in no |long tine, Don
Pedro. "

Losing his brief smle, the Basque kni ght nodded and arose, then swayed for a nonent, supporting
hi nsel f against the table edge, while nuttering curses daming all Spanish knights to the deepest,
foulest pits of perdition. "All right, Juan, hold the bastard off as |long as you can. | nust
change cl othes. Have you seen ny sword | ately?"

Even as the squire and kni ght spoke, however, the corporal and his gate guard all lay dead in
their bl ood and the colum of Sir Ali's main body of galloglaiches were trotting across the

| ower ed drawbri dge and streani ng under the nenacing points of the raised portcullis and through
the angl ed tunnel beyond it to energe within the castillo and fan out in snall units seeking out
the rest of the resident garrison

They found them qui ckly enough, and nost died w thout waki ng on the sacks of straw which were
barrack beds.

Squire Juan's final screamwas drowned in a gurgle of his ow blood, Sir Ali's backhand stroke
nearly decapitating him Don Pedro had his head and both arms buried in the doeskin pourpoint into
whi ch he was wriggling when the slimdagger blade went in under his left scapula and pierced his
heart. O all the garrison of the castillo, only the two busy cooks were spared and encouraged to
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continue their accustoned tasks, though tightly guarded by the hungry raiders the while.

When a single rider appeared at the southern gate, Sir Ali had the nan speedily admtted. Wthin
the courtyard, however, the horseman took but a single |ook at the strange nen, the scattered
corpses, and frantically reined about, to earn a brace of crossbow quarrels in the back, whereupon
Sir Ali cursed; he had wanted the obvi ous nmessenger alive, and now he could only hope that they
woul d send another to seek after the first.

Fromthe walls of the castillo, it could be seen that all the town was aboil as the four galleons
sailed in fromthe sea. Up around a gl eani ng-white building that was probably the palace of this
grand duke, nen and horses were assenbling, weapons and arnor flashed in the nmorning sun, while
bugl es blared and druns rolled and horses nei ghed over a continuous, though di stance-di mand

i nconpr ehensi bl e babbl e of human voi ces.

Down on the ships at the quays and wharves and anchorages, men scurried hither and yon, running up
ensigns, it seened, while others worked on deck guns—whi ch could nean expectation of i mr nent
conbat or not. Sir Ali had no way of ascertaining this and could do nothing about it in any case,
since no one of the archaic battery left nounted in the castillo pointed toward the harbor or the
town, and the nonster bonbards were'just too heavy to nove to locations fromwhich they woul d. Nor
was Sir Ali at all sure that he would like to be the one to order nen to try to serve and fire the
ill-kept relics. All he was willing to do was to spike themall, then roll the balls and casks of
powder out the enbrasures to tunble down the cliff and so into the sea

The second rider was nore astute. He realized that sonething was wong while still on the bridge,
rei ned about, and was quarrel ed out of the saddle. The pani cked horse galloped off toward the
town, while the brace of galloglaiches dragged the still-twitching body into the castillo.

The third horseman did not arrive until the four galleons were already dropping anchor within the
G jdn harbor basin. Arriving astride a frisky red-bay palfrey, wearing silver-washed parade arnor
and a sword with a gilded, bejeweled hilt and a matchi ng dagger, he was exactly the stripe of
Spani sh nobl eman that Sir Ali had earlier aped so successfully.

Drawing rein in the castillo courtyard-which had by then been circunmspectly cleared of
cadavers—and barely deigning to glance at a rank of gall oglai ches now garbed in garrison clothing
and equi pnent and bearing a mscellany of polearnms and crossbows and arquebuses, the Spaniard
glared at Sir Ali and denmanded to see Don Pedro de Haro at once, adding that he came directly from
t he grand duke hinself.

"Don Pedro is not to be seen by anyone," replied Sir Ali, adding, "He lies gravely ill in his
quarters.”

"Donkey turds!" snapped Don Sergio coldly. "Either dead drunk or hungover, you nmean. And just who
in seven hells are you?"

Sir Ali extended his leg in a courtly bow, a nocking smle on his dark face. "Don Ali ibn Hussain
de Al -Minecar y de Castro de Castilla, at your service, Don . . . ?"

"Don Sergio Mario Felipe Unberto de la Torre dc Fuentesauco y de Gata, Senor," the rider replied a
little less stiffly, now that he knew hinmself to be addressing a fellow Castilian knight. "The
fame of your casa is well-known, Senor, but why have |I not seen you before? There are few enough

of us genuine hidal gos de Castilla hereabouts, anongst this rabble of Catal onians and Basque sheep-
fuckers.”

Sir Ali thought it well to change the subject and did so: "What does his grace desire of me, Don
Ser gi 0?"

"Ah, yes, that nmatter. Don Ali, his grace dispatched nme to tell you that it is past tinme for the
salutes to be fired fromthe castillo in honor of our Roman visitors."

"Salutes fromthis castillo are now i npossi ble, Don Sergio." Sir Ali grinned and added, "For the
very good and sufficient reason that all those anti que bonbards have been thoroughly spi ked and
t he powder and balls dunped down the cliff. Don Pedro is not really ill, nor yet drunk; he is
dead, along with the rest of the garrison. The name | gave you was nostly an arrant lie told you
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with an abundance of joy in the telling. | actually hight Essayed Ali ibn Hussain, a knight of
Arabia, in service as herald to his grace, Sir Sebastian Foster, Duke of Norfol k, Markgraf von
Vel egrad, Earl of Rutland, Baron of Strathtyne, and Lord Commander of the Royal Horse of his
maj esty, Arthur 111 Tudor, King of England and Wal es. You, Don Sergio, unless you are of the
opi nion that you can digest a half-dozen crossbow quarrels so early in the day, are ny prisoner
give me your parole and you can keep your sword."

"But ... but ... but ..." The red-faced, utterly flabbergasted Don Sergio could not seemto find
words or get them out.

"We are cone here," Sir Ali further enlightened him "to burn your master's pitiful little arnmada
where it floats and thus end his Crusade before it starts.”

"But the Kingdom of England and Wales is at peace with the Kingdom of Catal onia and Leon!" Don
Sergio finally found words.

"Just so," agreed Sir Ali mildly. "And this is a purely private action, nmounted by nmy naster
agai nst yours, nothing nore."

Just then, fromthe harbor bel ow, cane the answer to Don Nasir's stated wi sh. Al four galleons
thundered forth four broadsi des, sending red-hot shot fromevery gun that would bear into ships,
docks, wharves, quays, warehouses, stacks of supplies, and drydock facilities. The crews rel oaded
fast and did it all again, continuing the horrific bonbardment at point-blank range until all the
wat erfront was becone one blazing and lifeless inferno along all three sides of the harbor basin
of G jon-port.

CHAPTER
THE TENTH

Not bothering to sumopn a servant, the archbishop refilled Rupen's drinking vessel with his own
hand, then said gently, "M. Adem an, if this recountal is becone unpleasant to you, there is no
reason to continue it, not today. | sinply was trying to learn of your |ife and experiences so
that | mght judge how best we can fit you into this world and society. | began with you because
you seemto be far nore responsible and adaptabl e than those other nen and wormen who were
projected here with you."

"I'"'msorry, Der Hal," answered Rupen, w ping at danp eyes with the hairy back of a hand that was
becone a little trenmulous. "It was nmore than twenty years ago, but still it hurts. Maybe if 1'd
talked of it nore over the years. . . ? But 1 didn't, couldn't, it was just too painful to ne."

"My God, but | wish you'd | et us know when you were coning into Richnond," said Boghos Panoshi an
with evident feeling. "Mariya and | would sure have met your train, brought you out here, and told
you what you had to know, what you woul d have | earned sooner or later, but given you the facts a

| ot easier than you got themtoday. What an utterly rotten, traumatic thing to come home froma
war tol"

"It's hard to believe, even with all | saw, all I've been told. Wy, Boghos, why? Marge is ... was
a bright, smart young woman, a former naval officer with a decent profession which, while it
was not as lucrative as some others,.

certainly offered a steady i nconme and was highly respected by everyone. For her to have becone in
only two years a dope fiend, a whore, and a les . . . lesbian just seens conpletely unreal, some
dark fantasy fromthe sick mind of a lunatic. How could it have happened? How coul d she have
fallen so | ow so fast, Boghos?"

But Mariya answered himfirst. "Rupen, we-Boghos and |-hired an investigator about a year ago,
shortly after Marge's first arrest for prostitution. "

Li stening to his sister, |lupen shuddered, the words—"arrest," "prostitution"—snmashing into him
Iike the bone-jarring blows of heavy cudgels. Marge, his Marge, sweet, pretty, blond Marge. His
wi fe, the woman around whom he had woven all his lonely dreans for the nearly two years in Korea.
How? Why? Had it been in some way his fault? What could he have done so far away?

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-...%20Jewels%200f%20Ireland%20(v1.0)%20(txt).txt (77 of 115) [12/28/2004 4:20:08 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/29620-%20T he%20Seven%20M agi cal %20Jewel s%200f %620I rel and%20(v1.0) %20(txt)..txt

| esbian thing apparently cane first, when this Evel yn Mangold noved in to share your apartnent
with Marge. The Mangol d creature had a record of abusing narcotics when she could get at them and
after she and Marge had becone | overs—

"But, dammt, Mariya," burst out Rupen in sonme heat, "Marge was never . . . that way! | was
married to her, you know, lived with her for four dammed years—you think | woul dn't have known a
thing like that?"

"Probably not, Rupen," said Boghos dryly. "I discussed the whole natter, all that our investigator
turned up, with one of ny associates, Dr. Saul Fishbein, a neuropsychiatrist down at MCV Hospital
He says that not only can bisexuals be very cagey, cover their dual natures very cleverly and
well, but that quite a few of them never realize that they are what they are until a situation
arises which brings their aberrations to the surface. That m ght well have been the case with
Marge, this Mangol d wonan being nmerely the catal yst."

"And all because they took nme away into the goddammed arny to fight a war that we weren't all owed
towin, inthe end," said Rupen bitterly. "Chalk up another one for the fucking politicians and
the Conmie-loving fellowtravelers in the State Departnent!”

Many a shifted in her chair and cl asped her hands tightly, then said, "It may not have been just
that way, Rupen. There . . . there were sone . . . ahhh, runors, years ago, during the war, on

shi pboard. The way | first wound up with Marge as a roommate was because her roommate noved out
the day before I was |l ogged in. Marge always said that it was a case of the other girl's disliking
Arneni ans, and that particular nurse was very intolerant of any person who was not of pure-English
descent, preferably born and bred in Boston, Massachusetts, which nade her stones about Marge
sound |ike just sone nore of her racism

"Rupen, as you know, wonen hug and ki ss each other normally, but Marge seened always to be
touchi ng ne, brushing against me, and once, when we had both cone in very drunk froma dance in

Norfolk, it ... it went a bit farther than that. She was still in ny bed when | woke up the next
nmor ni ng, too, though she always swore she had no nenory of anything fromshortly before we |eft
that dance. But now, for over a year, now, |'ve wondered. "

"The investigator's report states, Rupen, that after Marge and this Evel yn Mangol d becane | overs,

Marge began to acquire drugs for her, then started using themherself, it appears. | even wote
her prescriptions before | started to beconme suspicious. It seens that when she finally had
exhausted all |egal neans of |aying her hands on drugs, she conmenced to steal themfromthe

hospital at which she then worked, and eventually she got caught at it. They declined to report it
to the authorities or to prosecute, but they did fire her and quietly blackball her at every other
facility in the area

"She tried working private duty, nursing in patients' homes, for a while. It was during that

peri od that she went through all of your savings buying drugs illegally. Wen that noney was gone,
she borrowed fromyour father, fromnme, from Mariya, from damed near everybody she knew and quite
a few she didn't. She sold both your cars and everything el se of

any val ue, then she and this wonman noved out of the apartment and into that place on Floyd Avenue.
Wth her mind occupied entirely on ways to get nore drugs, she was not able to do a very good job
of nursing, of course; a nunber of patients let her go after thefts of snmall val uables and suns of
nmoney. Then she was apprehended trying to get a forged prescription filled and the State Board of

Nursing lifted her license. It was shortly after that that she began to sell herself."

"And this, this Mangold wonan," denmanded Rupen, "she was whoring, too?"

"No." Boghos shook his head. "She apparently does no work of any kind. There's not even a record
of her having a Social Security card. She's had two husbands that we know of. One was killed in
the Pacific during the war. The other is in prison up north, serving a ninety-nine-year sentence
for a nmurder he swore his wife actually conmitted, very grisly one, too, or so the investigator
sai d.

"No, Rupen, her nodus operandi seens to be to nove in with a wonan—there were at |east three
ot hers before Marge-seduce her sexually, get her addicted to drug use, then live off her as |ong
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as she can keep her."

"Well, for the |ove of God, Boghos," burst out Rupen, "if you and Mariya knew all this a year ago,
why didn't you do sonething about it? Wiy didn't you wite and tell nme about it, nan? Wth a
letter like that to show, | could probably have gotten the Red Cross on it, naybe gotten

conpassi onate | eave to come back here, even."

Mariya sighed, reached over, and | aid her hand on Rupen's. "Don't you think we tried, my brother
ny poor brother? But Marge had convinced herself that she was deeply, passionately in love with
Evel yn Mangol d, that she couldn't live w thout her. Boghos pulled every nedical and politica
string he could get hold of to try to get her nursing license restored so that she m ght give up
her new profession, but it devel oped that the board had di scovered nore and nore hei nous of fenses
than the forged prescription that she had perpetrated, and they woul dn't budge.

"Finally, all else failing, Boghos's attorney was instructed to offer the Mangol d wonan noney on
the condition that she | eave the state pernmanently. She took the noney, sone thousands of dollars
in cash, and even |l et herself be seen boarding a G eyhound bus . . . but she only stayed on it
until she got out into Henrico County, then she took a | ocal bus back into town.

"Boghos and | pondered witing to you, anong other neasures, but we at |ast agreed that Marge was
just too far gone in drugs, perversion, and serious nental disorder for your presence here to do
her or you any good. Anyway, there was continual talk of an inpending cease-fire in the news and
we both figured that you' d be back soon enough; nobody here had any idea that they'd drag that
cease-fire business out for as long as they did.

"Boghos thought of getting Marge committed—to a private place, not Eastern State, Rupen—and he and
his attorney did get her into Tucker's ... for alittle less than three weeks, then the Mangol d
worman went in there, told everyone that she was Marge's sister, and signed her out to go downtown
shoppi ng, and that was the | ast that anyone at Tucker's saw of either of them of course.”

Rupen cradled his face in his big, powerful hands, el bows on knees, his voice muffled, cracking
slightly. "I"msorry, Mariya, Brother Boghos, | shoul d ve known you both would do the best you
could. Well, poor little Marge is at peace now, thank God. Now | have to see to it that that
conni ving harpy pays full neasure for the life she corrupted, ruined, degraded, and finally took
away. "

The sack of Gj6n-port, such of it as was not either blazing or heaps of snoldering ashes, was
necessarily brief, for both Bass and Sir Paul Bigod were frantically anxious to be out of the

deat htrap harbor, away fromthe rockbound coast and well out to sea before a guarda costa cane
sniffing along or sone troops of better quality than the grand duke's "crusaders" marched over the
surrounding hills, it being a certainty that nunmerous riders had gone out in every |andward
direction during the initial bombardnent.

Had it been entirely up to him Bass would have all owed no sack of any duration or description

but Sir Ali, Sir Liam Sir Calum and even Nugai pointed out that all of the soldiers, sailors,
and nobl enen expected one, eagerly anticipated an opportunity to get thenselves a little |oot and
engage in a little casual rapine, and that to deny them especially the half-savage gall ogl ai ches,
could easily breed trouble. Bass had had no option; he had acceded.

Sir Paul Bigod, |ike nost people at nost tines in this world, had conpletely nisunderstood the
nmoti ves of the Duke of Norfolk, attributing it not to other world squeam shness and hatred of

bl oodshed, but to a high degree of caution regarding the welfare of his ships. "Look you, your
grace, four galleons, your carracks, and one flute are all that are in the harbor anyway, and
these be ready to cut cables and beat out to sea with a m ninumof work, should that prove
needful . Any foenan that woul d nmake to bl ock that channel would firstly have to deal with the

gall eon and the other, |arger ships standing out just off it. Furthernore, all ny sloops and
smal | er vessel s—f1ying various ensigns, of course—are patrolling west and east fromthis place all
a-watch for incipient trouble fromthe Spani shers, never you fear."

Bass did not fear; he would, indeed, have wel coned any diversion that would have brought the
rai ders back aboard the ships and then caused the ships to put out to sea. After a few quick, |ong-
di stance glinpses of what was going on in the steep streets, terraces, and plazas of the port town
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by broad daylight, he put away the binoculars and tried to find other things to occupy his hands
and m nd, but nothing seenmed to work.

Locked in his flagship cabin, lest his squires or servants see what he was about and horrifiedly
relieve this high nobleman of the inappropriate manual |abor of burnishing a breastplate, he tried
to think out the matter of the sack and his feelings on the subject.

“I'n ny world, nost of the killing and maining in fornmal warfare had been placed on a | ong-
di stance, conpletely inpersonal level. Since it was so dammed seldomthat flyers or artillerymen
ever got a close look at the people they were killing and woundi ng, the making of war had becone a

job very much like any peacetine, civilian activity for them—hard work, sonetines, and not always
done under ideal conditions, in ideal surroundings, but virtually bl oodl ess.

"Even the men in infantry or arnored units often did their work at |ong range, directing their
fire—+ifle, machine gun, rocket, nortar, recoilless rifle, and so on—+toward places where they had
been told there were groupi ngs of enem es, not toward nmen they could actually see.

"But warfare here, in this world, is bloody and savage and very, very personal and done at such

cl ose range that a slain man's |ifeblood often splashes onto the nman who kills him Now in the
heat of battle, when it's your life or his and your life is clearly on the line, natural instincts
take over, invariably, and you do what you have to do, anything that you have to do to nake dammed
sure that he dies for his beliefs instead of you for yours. And you do what you do then
instinctively, without regrets.

"You inpale living, struggling nen on | ances and spears, hack and slash and cut and stab with the
sword, gape open skulls with the ax, crush themw th nace or norning-star, blow themapart with
horsepi stol or arquebus, and then on to your next opponent, heedl ess of the wounded and dyi ng man
your horse kills or further injures under his steel-shod hooves.

"And there's that particular barbarity, too, here. In ny world, nost mlitary units of nost of the
nmore civilized countries | ooked with at the very |east official disfavor upon the m streatnent of
wounded foenen, and their nedical services quite often gave those wounded care in no way inferior
to that that they gave their own wounded. But not here, not in this world.

"OfF course, as Krystal |ong ago pointed out, what passes for nedical care here is so basically
useless if not actually harnful that it's often a real nmercy to put down wounded men just as you
put down badly injured horses—far better a bullet or a quick dagger thrust than a |ingering,

hi deous death of sepsis or gangrene. Even so, that was one current customthat came damed
devilish hard to me when first | came here . . . still does, for that matter. But | do it when
have to."

The Duke of Norfol k woul d have certainly been even nore perturbed, just then, had he been aware
that his obvious reluctance to grant the nmercy stroke or shot to wounded foenen on many occasi ons
had been drastically msread. He was widely considered to be a hard, cold nan, utterly callous and
unfeeling when it cane to enemies, even suffering, wounded enemies. Hi s galloglaiches |Ioved him
for these supposed qualities. Other nen deeply respected himand strove to remain on friendly
terms with him for all that they found so patently cruel a man difficult to truly like.

Bass hung the breastplate back on the rack and took down a spauldron that seened a little dull to
his eye.

"It's not really the killing that tears nme up, though. I'mat |east that nuch of a realist. | know
that if | should pull ny stroke or consciously mss ny shot, the man | spare will possibly kill ne
or one of ny friends or retainers. No, it's the thinking about it all later, when those dead nen

whose nanmes you never knew, those nmen with the twi sted, bloodl ess faces cone into your nind and
dreans in the dark of night, sometines with weepi ng wonen and starving children, and you wake up
sweat i ng and gaspi ng or scream ng

"But even that worst part has gotten better—+ hope, | pray—with tinme; | don't get that kind of
nightmare nearly so often now as | did two, three years ago. i think those long talks with Ha
hel ped i nmensely. "Qur Archbishop of York is a dammed good shrink in addition to his nmany ot her
tal ents.
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"No, the facing of armed nmen in battle is one thing. |I've had to learn tolive with it and nore or
| ess accept it. It's the sane with killing wounded, too; when a man arms and goes into a battle,
here and now, he has to expect to lose his |life in one way or another. |'ve even—od forgive

me—tearned to live after a fashion with using the nisericorde, though ny personal preference for
the act is a pistol

"But what's going on ashore, there, is another thing entirely. The turning | oose of armed nen,
especially of those heartless galloglaiches, on a trapped, terrified, and nostly unarnmed civilian
popul ace constitutes to ne an unforgivable crine that | know w Il haunt nme—waki ng and sl eepi ng

if | ever can sleep again, after this, that is—for the rest of ny life. | can think of nothing
that would in any way justify what | just have countenanced doing to those poor Spanish civilians
of Gj6n-port, and I'mnore a crimnal than those sailors, soldiers, and galloglaiches, for | know
that it's wong ... yet | amcondoning it all. 1 doubt that even Hal has the ability to ease ny
mnd of this enormty."”

Duce Tinoteo di Bol gia thanked his private gods that this contract did not call for himand his
command to nmake a fighting landing in Ireland, for if it had, they all would have been sl aughtered
on the beach |ike so nmany hel pl ess sheep. Mercenary conpani es al nost invariably marched from one
contract to the next, and consequently precious few of his officers, sergeants, or other ranks had
ever been aboard anything nore prepossessing than a nmul e-drawn canal barge or the Neapolitan craft
in which they had been towed over to Sicily fromthe Italian mainland.

As a mercantile-mnded Cardinal D Este m ght have put it, the goods failed to travel well. Mst of
Ti not eo' s conpany becane ill shortly after |eaving Palerno harbor, though a |argi sh proportion had
recovered, gained their "sea legs" as it were, by the tinme the coast of the Caliphate of Granada
hove into view on the western horizon. But as the small fleet passed through the Gates of Hercules
and breasted the heavier, |ess predictable seas beyond, if mat di mare took its toll once nore,
even harder this tine, striking down not only the recently recovered victinms, but claimng

ot hers"who had seened imune on the relatively placid waters of the inland sea they had just
traversed

There was a spate of recoveries whilst the fleet sat in the cal mharbor of Anfa Antiqua, taking on
fresh food and water and waiting for the snmall contingent of Afriquan nercenaries to get

t hensel ves, their gear, and their aninmals aboard the ships that would be joining the fleet. As
Tinoteo wisely let his officers and nen go ashore for a while, recovery was conplete by the tine
the fleet was ready to set sail northwestward for Ireland.

However, as luck would have it, the first of what was to prove a seemngly endl ess successi on of
fierce Atlantic Ccean storns struck themonly two days out of Anfa Antiqua, and before even this
first tenpest had run its course, Tinoteo had five shiploads of nen whose hi ghest present
aspiration was to i Mmediately die. And before it was done, before the battered fleet finally
reached its Irish destination, some of those nmen were dead. Mst of them had perished of the
effects of utter dehydrati on—being unable to hold even water on their stonmachs—sone sufferers
crept up fromthe foul 'tween-decks to be swept overboard by the towering, crashing seas that
swept the vessels end to end and necessitated constant, twenty-four-hour use of the punps by the
overwor ked seanen and the few nmercenaries capable of it. Sone of them found a dagger thrust
perferable to ceasel ess, unbearabl e suffering.

So the proud, justly fanous conpany that had departed Palerno | anded on the river quay in Irel and
as a sorry-looking, draggle-tailed | ot indeed. Many of the wan, cadaverous-|ooking nmen were too
weak even to crawl up the ladders fromthe holds and had to be hoisted up and over onto the quay,
sonme dozen or so at the tine, in cargo nets. Those who essayed to wal k stunmbl ed and swayed on weak
and wobbly | egs, looking Iike nothing so nuch as hel pl ess, hapless inebriates as they spraw ed on
the slinmy stones of the quay. Tinoteo, who had for |ong prided hinself on having the best, the
hardest-fighting, the nobst victorious, and the finest-appearing conpany in the |ength and breadth
of Italy, was appalled at the sight of the filthy, unkenpt, emnaciated nmen in their unwhol esone
rags and tatters, his sole consolation being that the Afriquan mercenaries |ooked, if anything,
far worse

The horses, on the other hand, had survived the Iong voyage in fine flesh. Only a single charger
had been | ost of all the horses belonging to the officers of Tinoteo' s conpany—that of his
brot her, Roberto—along with a couple of coursers and one saddl e nmule. No one of the Afriquan
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contingent's mounts had died, but sonme few were in poor flesh and would require nursing ashore
before they could be ridden.

Ti noteo had not all owed hinself to becone ill during the whole of the voyage. Lacking his steely
self-control, Roberto di Bolgia and Sir Ugo both had succunbed during the spate of fearsone
storns, but both were again in fine fettle by the time that the fleet had docked in Irel and.
Therefore, it was these three, plus |l e chevalier, who donned their finest attire, nounted | ed
horses, and acconpani ed the guard of honor sent down to fetch them by King T*"mhas only sonme hour
after the first ship had sailed up the river to the quay and begun to discharge passengers and
their gear.

Ki ng Tamhas proved to be a tall, slender man with a full head of hair—ence raven's-w ng bl ack, but
now t hickly interspersed by strands of white—a doubl e-spade chin beard, and a thin, drooping

nmust ache, their blackness in distinct contrast to his wan, sallow face and his pale, watery-blue
eyes. He had no Italian, of course, and Tinoteo owned only a smattering of the guttural, difficult
Irish tongue, but it soon devel oped that this kinglet did speak an archaic dial ect of Nornman
French quite fluently, which fact made for ease of conversation between the nonarch and his new
conme captain-general. O conservative tastes, as are nmany professional soldiers, il Duce di Bolgia
silently deplored this pocket king's taste in clothing. That it was |ong out of date was sonething
to be nore or |less expected in this cultural backwater so far fromthe true center of the
civilized world, but that was not the worst of it. The outfit was so garish as to set edge to edge
the teeth of any nodern man with a sense of the proprieties and an innate eye for the bal anci ng of
col ors.

The ol d-fashi oned sl ashed doubl et was of unber lined with a glaring, flame-red silk, while the
separate slashed sleeves were lined with green silk, but two different shades of the color, one
shade to each arm The sl ashed breeches were of gold brocade all interwoven with silver threads
and trinmed with seed pearls, the lining being of a saffron hue ... but not the same saffron hue
as either of his stockings. The ankl e-hi gh shoes were of an el aborately tool ed purplish-crinmson
| eather, with gilded heel and sol e edges, which also were set all around with sem precious
genstones. Anong the ten fingers of his nonarch's hands could be counted sixteen jewel-set rings.
A ruby-set earring and a tourmaline stud decorated his right ear; he was nissing his left ear
More jewels and | arge pearls depended fromlinks of the solid-gold chain that rested on his
shoul ders, held in that unnatural drape by bronze brooches of ancient designs, all inlaid with
turquoi se and not her - of - pear |

"The warrior |ucky enough to capture this bugger," thought Tinoteo, "would not need to wait for a
ransom by God. That chain alone would buy a rich county, and the worth of those rings would keep
a man in luxury for life and his heirs thereafter. Only a fabulous fighter or a cocksure foo
woul d di splay so nuch wealth about his person.”

After a few minutes of conversation, Tinoteo decided he distrusted this Irish kinglet and could

easily dislike himas well. For one thing, Tanmhas seened ever unwilling to give a man a look into
his eyes, keeping themcarefully averted at all tinmes whilst he spoke on any subject at all, a
habit which in di Bolgia's wide experience indicated a man with something he hid, did not tell, or
at least failed to tell in full.

The advi sers present were an unprepossessing lot, to be very charitable in the phrasi ng—ene tal
and | anky, one shifty-eyed like the king with a head too small for his corpul ent body and pudgy
Iinbs, one short and ferret-faced and endl essly rubbing his hands together. Al three, when

i ntroduced, bore the sanme patronynic as the royal personage and so were surely related to him
dependent on him and therefore likely to tell himalways what they knew he wanted to hear rather
than the truth, which nmade for dammed poor advi sers.

Moreover, despite their protestations, Tinoteo was dead certain that at |east one of his advisers
had a command of Italian, for when he was translating a remark to his brother—who was
experiencing sone difficulty with the archaic francese criollo, peppered as it seemed to be with
Germani ¢ and Gaelic | oan words—and chanced to refer to the fat adviser as il naial esco. that

wort hy reddened and gl ared balefully at them both. Imediately, Tinmteo switched his translations
and asides to the Unbrian peasant dialect. Even born Ronmans and Neapolitans had trouble
under st andi ng that one.
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"That king is no irlandais," remarked | e chevalier to Tinoteo, Roberto, and Ugo, as they all rode
back to the ships. "He's a Norman. |'ve an uncle who is his spit and image. So far as is known, ny
grandpere never visited Irlande ... so, mayhap his nmajesty's grandnere ..."

Le chevalier perforce broke off as his nount, stung by a forceful dig in the flank by the dul

poi nt of the netal chape of Tinpteo's swordsheath, reared and essayed to bolt. Wen he had once
nmore brought the beast under control, the captain drew up cl ose beside the French kni ght and spoke
rapidly, in a low voice and in nodern French. "Pour |'anour de Dieu, Marc, watch your tongue, if
you'd keep it and your head! This is not France, nor yet one of the Italian states, wherein

sophi sticated hunor is enjoyed. Had | allowed you to finish that which you had started and had one
of those with us taken it back to this kinglet or, worse, one of those so-called advisers, you
could have put us all into a pretty pickle. A few outsized boulders fromthe bonbards up there"—-he
gestured with a gloved hand at the crenellated walls of the glowering stone riverside
fortress—would put even your galleon on the bottomof this nuddy river. Then I'd |ikely be stuck
in this cold, danp, foggy backwater for the rest of ny natural life . . . and | m honesick for
Italy already, Marc; hell, even those bare, brown Sicilian hills would | ook good to me, just now
And our just-concluded audience with this nmonarch has bred in ne a vague but gnawi ng presenti nent
that this will be an ill-starred contract."

At the indictnment hearing, no single tenant of the Floyd Avenue house woul d adnit to having heard
enough of the proceedings on the day that Evel yn Mangol d had beaten Marge Ademi an to death to be
able to identify the voices of the persons then within the apartnent, even as to whether they both
were female. In the end, all that the well-meaning

and thoroughly frustrated young Comobnweal th Attorney was able to do was to get the woman indicted
and convicted of resisting her arrest and assaulting two police officers while in perfornmance of
their duties. She was sentenced to eight months in the city jail, but given credit against this
sentence for the nearly four nonths she had spent in jail awaiting trial

H s innate sense of fairness, of rightness, deeply offended by this turn of events, this
particul ar Commonweal th Attorney quickly becane a willing—eagerly willing—acconplice of Rupen

Boghos, Mariya, Kogh, Bagrat, old Vasil, Boghos's attorney, a city police sergeant of Arnenian
ant ecedents, a local private investigator and his staff, and a sonetime public defender from New
York State (half Armenian, by chance happening) who still was galled by his belief in the

i nnocence of a convicted client.

Large inputs of cash by Kogh, Vasil, and Boghos |ubricated the gears of the device that nutua
effort and a desire for justice had assenbl ed. And Evel yn Mangold herself nmade it even easier, her
first vicious actions upon her release fromdurance vile playing directly into the hands of the
famly she had w onged.

It was Rupen who received the first batch of obscene photographic prints, and it was all that his
famly could do to prevent himfromthrowi ng over the nmeticulously laid plans and going after the
evil woman with tooth, nail, and hard, scarred knuckles.

Ri chnond attorney G eg Zarouki an—-he who had once before tried to bribe Evelyn Mangold into | eaving
the state—tel ephoned the nunber included with the photos and set an appointnment to neet with the
nmur der ous wonman in his downtown office

"Them pitchers got to the dam furrin bastid, din't they, huh?" crowed the tall, big-boned, flat-

chested woman, a dirty grin on her broad face. "I got lots an' lots nore of 'em too, |awer. An'

I got sone spools of tape, too, with her tell in" ne howl'ma better |over than any goddanmed man
she ever had afore. | wants ten grand fer the lot, lawer. But none thishere shit 'about ne
leavin' town, this tine; | likes it

here, | already got nme a nice H gal lined up fer to nove in with at a apartnent up on Mnunent
Avenue. Met 'er the sanme damm day | got outen net fuckin' jail, I did, too!"

G eg Zarouki an knew all about that part of it, although he was careful to keep a blank face. The

i nvestigator had found the "lil gal" for them-an attractive actress, sonewhat ol der than she
appeared, with four years as a WAAF and a thorough grounding in conbat judo behind her, plus a few
nore years in undercover aspects of |aw enforcenent. Her services had not cone cheaply, but the
Adem ans had been nore than happy to foot the bill
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The purpose for the hired woman had been dual. For one thing, they had not wanted Evel yn Mangol d
to even consider |eaving the Ri chnmond area; for the other, the furtherance of their plans for her
called for her to have i medi ate access to enough noney to allow her continuance of her
interrupted addiction to injected narcotics. Considering her history, Boghos had estinmated that a
mere two weeks woul d guarantee her being again firmy hooked.

"You know, you sliny bitch," remarked Greg Zaroukian, "I should inmediately turn you over to the
police. Extortion is frowned upon in this area, and you just nmight wind up on the Winen's State
Farm a couple of hours' drive west of here. You wouldn't like it there, | think; no sitting

around, like in the city jail. There they'd put you to work-hard, manual work, in the fields—and

beat the crap out of you three tines a day."

He placed a hand on the receiver of his tel ephone and regarded the ugly wonman seated across from
himas he m ght have sonme vile creature born of filth under an overturned rock. She sat stiffly,
tensely, obviously ready to bolt fromthe chair in an instant, and he noted with some satisfaction
the glitter of true fear in her nuddy-brown eyes.

He slowy, grudgingly, renoved his hand fromthe receiver. "But, alas, | have specific orders from
my clients in your regard, you perverted sow. | can't get that large a sumfor you at once, you
under stand. However, | should have it all in about a week. But | nust insist, for that nuch noney,
that | receive all of the prints and the negatives as well, and also all of the copies of these
tapes you just nmentioned. Should you hold out on us and try this again, we will have no choi ce but
to have you killed . . . slowy, painfully. Do you understand ne, bitch?"

Evel yn Mangol d was quite pleased in regard to her progress, so far. True, she had not yet nanaged
to get into the newgirl's pants, but that would conme, and the girl was already regularly,
obt ai ni ng prescription drugs for Evelyn's "affliction." The Monunent Avenue apartnent was | arge-
roomed, airy, and exceedingly confortable after that bare cell in the city jail and the Floyd
Avenue dunp that had preceded it.

She was convinced that MIIlicent Mavore had at sonme tinme been in bad trouble with the law, no
matter how often and vociferously the girl denied it. She knew too much, understood too much for
it to be otherwi se, but Evelyn was assured that she'd get everything out of her latest victim
eventually. Silly women—and nen, too, for that matter—would stupidly tell anything and everything
to a lover, holding nothing back, even when it was clearly to their best interests to do so.

The accused nurderess was overjoyed when MIlicent expressed a desire to drive her out to the

m dni ght neeting schedul ed by the Adem ans' attorney near the Duck Lake in Byrd Park. This

i nvol venent of the girl in extortion would be anot her unexpected club to hold over her head when
the tinme came for threats.

MIlicent's Ford Victoria had been parked in the agreed-upon spot for barely five mnutes, lights
out but engine purring softly, when another vehicle pulled in behind and cut its own |ights.

Evel yn's hand was al ready on the door handl e when a second vehicle cane up from behind and pul | ed
into park in front of the Ford.

"Sunpt hin's fishy '"about thishere!" she snapped. "Gt us out'n here, MIIly!"

It looked to Evelyn as if MIlicent tried, but ineptly. She first ground the gears, then let up on
the clutch at an inopportune nmonent and the engine stalled. Wen she tried to restart it, she
flooded it. Seeing nmen energing fromthe two cars,

knowi ng that she |lacked the wind to outrun them Evelyn used her right elbow to depress the door
| ock. Then she began searching through her comodi ous handbag for the big sw tchbl ade and her
brass knuckl es, the bl ackj ack, too, though she wasn't sure she'd renenbered to bring it along on
t hi s occasi on.

But before she could lay hands to any of her arsenal, there was a clicking and a big, burly man
had opened the | ocked door with a key, grasped her upper armin a bone-crushing grip, and jerked
her out of the car as if her big body had been that of a rag doll. In the dimglow of the Ford's
courtesy lights, Evelyn could see the squat, powerful nan's face and she felt real fear. She could
sense without conscious thought that this man despised her and that, furthernore, he was every bit
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as calcul atedly cruel as was she herself.

"G ve nme sone trouble," he softly runbled fromhis barrel chest. "Please, give ne sone trouble.
They done told me | can't hurt you none, 'less you give ne sone trouble."

Evel yn found herself unable to take her gaze off his face—a face scarred by the effects of
knuckl es and sharp knives—his thin |ips that barely noved as he spoke, his black eyes that were as
flat and expressionl ess as those of sone deadly serpent. She only half felt her bladder enpty,
soaking the crotch of her slacks and then beginning to spread the hot noisture down her thighs.

From cl ose behind, she heard a voice that sounded a lot like MIlie's, but harder, far nore
mat ur e.

"Better get that bag away from her, one of you. | took the knucks and a six-inch sw tchblade out
of it before we left, but could be she has other little playthings hidden in it that | didn't
find. She's as bad as they come, worse than nost |'ve ever seen. Don't trust her an inch, |I'm

war ni ng you."

Evelyn could see lights nmoving along the drive far, far over on the other side of the I|ake.
Openi ng her nouth, she screeched, "Hel p! Hel p! Po-leece! Helaarrgghh! Stop It! Aanngghh, you
killin nme!”

But the pain not only continued, it intensified, and at some point in her unbearabl e agony,
consci ousness left her and she slid gratefully into the painless nothingness of darkness.

CHAPTER
THE ELEVENTH

Thanks principally to Bar6n Ml choro, bales of docunents and correspondence had been captured at
the pal ace of the grand duke, along with selected works of art and a goodly quantity of gold. Al
of the voyage back to England, the bardn, Don Diego, and Sir Ali had spent the best part of their
time in sorting the paperwork, reading and rendering or at |east dictating renderings of
transl ati ons or synopses.

Information gleaned fromthis work was nost significant, of as nmuch value as the mnted gold, or
nore. They | earned for one thing that London had now been as good as witten off by the Holy See
For another, they learned that High King Brian VIII's archeneny, King Tknhas of Minster, had been
or soon would be reinforced by Rone to the tune of a conpany or two of mercenaries and a fanous
mercenary captain, one Tinoteo, the Duke of Bolgia, secured by the Holy See to endeavor to hanmer
the Munster troops into a true arnmy along nodern lines.

Upon hearing this last, Sir Calumand Sir Liam had both snorted derisively. "The only certain sure
outconme of that," declared Sir Calum "is that the whole host of career galloglai ches and bonaghts
are going to be a-march to north and east and west out of the Kingdom of Minster and straight into
the enpl oy of King Brian or any other who conducts war and | eads armies in the old style of
Ireland rather than in the new and alien manner of an Italian captain. Mark ny words,

Tarmhas na Muma will soon have no retainers save those bound to him by blood, by honor, or by Papa
gold."

The papers in another batch made it abundantly clear that there would be, could be no Crusader
activity expected from Spain in the foreseeable future. The holy Christian Caliph of G anada was
already at war with his nmost Catholic majesty of Spain in all save name. And in the New Wrld, on
the northern continent of that world, Spanish forces and a coalition of indios were naking war
agai nst the French and another coalition of indios.

The Ki ngdom of Hungary seenmed to be about to plunge into a civil war again, with various of its
nei ghbors waiting hungrily along its borders like jackals, hoping to snatch bits and pi eces of
territory when the tinme seened ripe

The French and the Burgunds were snarling a little nore loudly and viciously than normal and had
even engaged in several skirm shes at odd points along their borders. The French were al so picking
at the borders of Savoy, and the Holy Roman Enperor, Savoy's ally and patron, was known to have
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i ssued to the King of France the sane threat he had issued to the Holy See |ast year.

The King of Naples was consolidating his hold on Sicily in the face of a sonetines stiff

resi stance, and he seemed to have as his next objective the G and Duchy of Sardinia, which would
surely plunge himinto a war with Genoa. Since both Naples and Genoa enjoyed special rel ationships
of alliance with Rome, which night be expected to attenpt to nediate a row between two of the
Ronan allies, the letter noted that that particular tine mght be an ideal one for Catalonia to
pick for the seizing of Sardinia and Sicily for her own, as had been | ong pl anned.

Anot her letter discussed the feasibility of having the Duke of Val encia assassinated, then
speedily marching in sufficient force to seize the duchy and city for the Catalan Crown, while a
fleet set sail from Barcel ona to occupy the Val enci a-owned Bal earic |Islands, as well.

Bass shook his head. "This King Josl of Catalonia is a dammed acqui sitive bastard, isn't he?"

Mel choro nodded grimy. *' There were but a bare handful of Catalan knights on the Crusade | ast
year and the year before. Now one knows why, eh? And this Duque de Val encia, gentlenen, is King
Josh's own half brother."

A letter fromyet another batch urged strong and concerted action against Malta. It seened that
the Maltese, taking advantage of the unsettled conditions, had commenced raiding the southern and
the western coasts of Sicily and were offering slaves captured in those areas at far bel ow the
prices agreed upon by the slave traders' guilds. Bass silently wondered how and why such a nissive
had been where it had been found—n a small port on the Bay of Biscay.

The voyage back to Engl and was qui ck, quiet, and uneventful. The few sails that hove into view on
the distant horizon nade haste to di sappear fromthe view of so nany warshi ps as speedily as they
coul d.

On arrival at Thames-nouth, Bass had the seal ed casks containing the reams of docunments and
letters and the king's share of the loot of Gj<3n-port rowed over to Sir Paul Bigod s flagship
and keeping, then set sail for his own port with his personal fleet, now grown to seven ships. The
first phase of his comm ssion was now conpl eted. Next would be the Irish expedition

But arrived at Norwi ch, he found anot her messenger awaiting him

The two men net in the dead of night in a place that few if any of the superstition-ridden folk of
this world and tine would have willingly frequented at such an hour. Their two horses placidly
munched at the grasses grow ng around the canted or tunbled ancient gravestones while the riders
squatted on their heels and conversed in a | anguage that no other man or worman within two t housand
m | es coul d have conprehended.

The two men were nuch alike; not only did they wear simlar styles of clothing and weapons, but
their al nmost identical physiol ogi es and physi ognonies indicated an affinity at |east of race if
not of famly. Indeed, the only obvious difference was that one seemed sonewhat ol der than the
ot her.

"It is something that nmight well go into records and be noted by those who woul d use that
information ill. Far too many persons w tnessed that particular projection. Many are persons of
note in their world and tinme, and their elimnation would cause even further disruption, cause
nore records to be put down, and sone future examiner mght correlate the oddities, to our
detrinment. This is why | arranged for Foster Bass to be sumoned here once nore so soon. | knew
that you surely would acconpany him and | need your help in setting this matter aright."

The el der squatted in silence for a nonent, then said, "Yes, | agree, younger one. They nust be
returned to the exact place and tinme of projection. Do we use our projector or that one brought
down here from Wyffler Hall?"

The younger shook his head. "Mst of that nore primtive device has been di sassenbl ed and bits of
it scattered fromthe archepi scopal palace to the Royal Manufactory of Arns and Gunpowder. No, we
nmust use our own."

The el der shrugged. "Probably better that we use a sophisticated instrunment anyway. But we rnust
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use exceeding care in making the adjustnments and reckoning the settings, for we'd but exacerbate
matters were we to put them down say two hours early and ten yards out in the river. And we rnust
meke certain that they all are in one place, one snmall spot, with their instrunments, when we
activate our projector.”

"They are all together in one suite of roons on the archepi scopal estate now being used by Wbster
Buddy. | have carefully plotted the coordinates of the building, the roons, and the el evation
el der one. Wen shall we do it?"

The el der shrugged again. "Wy not now? | assume you brought the projector with you, as usual ?"

Evel yn Mangol d awakened to conpl ete darkness and the fam liar sensation of being in a noving
vehicle. Her wists were handcuffed and her ankles were tied. Her nouth was filled with some kind
of cloth, and she could feel tape pulling painfully at her lips, chin, and cheeks. Myvenent of her
eyebrows made it clear that nore tape had been used to secure pads over her eyes. She deci ded
after a while that she was Iying on the floor of a truck or a station wagon, traveling at speed
over a snooth, paved road, and she felt as if she were wapped in canvas or sonething like it.

From somewhere up ahead she could hear a soft rumble of men's voices, but they were not speaking
Engl i sh and she coul d understand not a single word of the three-way conversation. A wonan's voice
once said a few words in the sanme strange tongue, but it was not MIllicent's or any other she
could recall having heard.

Abruptly, she felt the vehicle slow, then nmake a turn that sent her body sliding over to her right
to sl am agai nst the side of the conpartnent in which she lay. This new road was not at all snooth,
and her flesh and bone recorded each bunp and rut and wrinkle and pothole of the ill-kept surface.
Anot her turn propelled her over to the opposite side, and the followi ng stretch of road seenmed to
be no better than the precedi ng one.

"Christ Almghty, Kogh," said Mariya, in Arnenian, "why don't you or Papa hire a scraper to make
these roads at |east passable for sonething nore nodern than a Model T or a jeep?"

"What for, big sister? We only cone out here to visit the graves, anynore, and then we cone hy
chopper,"” replied Kogh Adem an. "Besides, we'd have to buy a damed scraper, bad as this drainage
has gotten out here, and keep a pernanent operator for it. You recall how snooth these roads were
when we buried Marge?"

"Have you deci ded where best to keep her?" asked Boghos.

"Yeah, we got a place all ready for her nibs,"” affirmed Bagrat Ademi an. "The ol d snokehouse is as
solid as it was the day that whoever built it built it, and it nust be a hundred years old if it's
a day. Me and Kogh, we put a chemical toilet in there | ast weekend and a steel army cot, chained
to a staple in the wall, too. W can put a bucket of water in there with her. There's no |ights,
of course, it don't snell too good, and there may be a fewrats living under the floor, too. But
she' || never get out of there, and nobody that did get clear back in here would hear her with the
door shut. And if she should happen to croak on us ... well, the river's not far away down the
back road."

"Don't even joke about such a thing, Bagrat," snapped Boghos. "She | ooks to be a tough, resilient
worman, and she's survived at | east one total drug withdrawal recently, while she was serving her
jail time; there's no reason why she shouldn't survive another under ny supervision. The only
thing that mght kill her is plain, outright abuse. And that will not happen, you hear nme? |'|
not condone torture of any sort. Besides, it would not achieve our purposes, as it mght wel

| eave traceabl e scars."

At long last, the bunping ceased as the vehicle cane to t halt. Doors opened and then sl amed,
feet crunched gravel, a lock clicked, and a tailgate came dowmn with a shrill squeal of netal on
met al . Hands grasped the sack and dragged it and its living contents out to thunp upon the ground,
bringing a noan fromw thin the sack

Evel yn Mangol d felt herself pulled onto her nunb, bound feet, felt the top of the canvas sack
| oosened, gaped wi de, then pulled down the length of her. Still bound and nanacl ed as she was, she
was afraid to try to nove |lest she fall again to the hard, stony ground. She heard another car
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drive up and cone to a stop nearby, the subsequent opening and cl osing of doors, nuted
conversations. Her captors seemed to number five, six, maybe seven, at |east one of thema woman,
all of them probably foreigners, since she had heard not a single word of English since she had
regai ned consci ousness. She felt herself trenbling all over, inside and out, she knew that she
needed a fix ... bad.

Then she began to trenble in earnest when a horrifyingly famliar bass runble of a voice spoke

cl ose beside her. "Now we can do this the easy way or the hard way, cooze. | can take off them
cuffs and cut your feet |oose, then strip you nekkid, then take you into where you gonna stay for
a while and take out the gag and uncover your eyes. Do what you told and won't nothing be done to
you; you won't be raped or nothing. Ain't any man here is | ow enough to stick his wang in no ugly
sl ab of meat and bone like you. O," he continued, now with a note of keen anticipation in his

voi ce, "you can give me sone trouble, try to, anyhow. Then | can | eave you chained up and tied and
I can cut your clothes off before | do anything else . . . 'course, I'll prob'ly take sonme of your
horny hide, too. Then | can do what | done to you back in Richnond, by the Duck Lake. That was
fun, for me. How d you like it?"

Even blinded as she was, Evelyn still could see in her mnd s eye those cold, black, reptilian
eyes. Tears of terror soaking into the gauze eye patches, she shook her head violently fromside
to side, her body's crying need for the drugs to which it had becone reaccustoned conpletely
forgotten in her frenzy of fear of this terrible nan and the agoni es his huge hands could so
easily inflict on her quivering flesh.

Meekly as any | anb, she allowed herself to be divested of every shred of clothing, not even noving
to lay the goose flesh raised on her skin by the chill, night air. Then one of those big hands
took her armand | ed her barefoot over the coarse gravel, through a swath of col d-1eaved, knee-
hi gh grass or weeds, up two icy stone or brick or concrete steps, and pushed her through a | ow
doorway into a place with a wooden fl oor.

After six or seven short steps across the floor, Evelyn was pushed down to sit on what felt like a
bunk and adnoni shed not to nove. When a cold, netallic sonething had been fastened around one of
her ankl es, the gag and the eye patches were renoved, and she found herself sitting on a war-
surplus steel bunk and bare mattress, with a @ bl anket folded at one end.

The walls of the hut or whatever it was were constructed of thick, old-1ooking | ogs and, like the
broad fl oorboards underfoot, were greasy to the touch. Into one of the nearby togs, two three-inch
steel staples had been hanmered. The bunk was chained to one of them A nuch |onger chain and a
flat steel ring secured her right ankle to the other

Across the width of the long, narrow space was a chemical toilet of sheet netal with a roll of
toilet paper sitting atop its closed lid. Just beyond the foot of the bunk a snall gal vani zed
bucket sat on the floor with a chi pped enanel dipper subnerged in the water that alnost filled it
to the brim

Two nen, their faces unidentifiable under the nylon stockings they had pulled over their heads,
were up in the rafters, just finishing tacking down an electric wire at one end of which was
dangling a bare bulb of at |east a hundred and fifty watts. The yellowwhite glare hurt her eyes
after so long in her blindfol ded darkness.

Then another man in a stocking mask cane in. This one had a stethoscope hanging from his neck and
a bl ack physician's bag in one hand. At sight of the bag and the thought of all the blissfu

Phar maceutical s she could inmagine it to contain, her need for drugs briefly overrode her fear of
the man who sat beside her and the pain he had proved capable of inflicting on her

"Doctor?" She spoke fast, frantically. "Doctor, you gotta do suthin to help ne!l | got this
terrible condition, see, an' | need—+ gotta have—suthin soon\ Sone Denerol or suthin like that
an' —

The newconer just |aughed coldly. "W all know precisely what your Condition' is, you nurdering
Bitch. You're a drug addict. | may eventually give you injections of drugs, but whether or not |
do will be entirely dependent on how cooperative you are with us. Right now, |'mhere to give you
a physical examination; we wouldn't want you to die on us, you know. You three get out of here.

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-...%20Jewels%200f%20Ireland%20(v1.0)%20(txt).txt (88 of 115) [12/28/2004 4:20:08 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/2%620-%20The%20Seven%20M agi cal %620 Jewel s%200f %201 rel and%20(v1.0)%20(txt).txt
don't conduct physicals in public.”

The man besi de Evel yn arose, saying, "l sure hopes you gives the doctor sone troubles. You're fun
to hurt."

Some ten mnutes | ater, Boghos opened the door clunsily. A bl ood-soaked handkerchi ef was wrapped
around one of his hands. "I suppose we're going to need the gentleman's service again, in here.
She snatched the bag, soneway. There're no drugs in it, of course, but there are some instrunents,
one of which she just used on ne."

Seraphi no "Sara t he Snake" M neo was well naned, for despite his squat, broad nuscularity, he was
every bit as fast as one. In a trice, he had disarned Evel yn Mangol d and had her withing on her
knees, screaming in agony and abject terror of him Mich as he hated the woman, Rupen Adenian felt
a sick disgust to see how nmuch the short, powerful Sicilian relished the infliction of pain on
her .

"Enough! Let her go, man!" He spoke Sicilian Italian this time, his comand voi ce snapping |like a
whi p.

Sara t he Snake recogni zed the voice of a | eader of nen at once. He rel eased Evel yn Mangol d and
spun to face Rupen. Speaking in a deferential tone in the sanme dialect in which he had received
the order, he asked, "You speak my |anguage, then, honored sir?"

"Only a little," replied Rupen, shrugging and flapping his spread hands slowy. "Just the smal
amount | learned while fighting the Nazis in Sicily, during the war."

Rupen saw the very first of Mneo' s excessively rare smles. "1. too, fought the tedesci and the
fascist* before them honored sir. Al of ny brave fanmly, we fought them Many, they killed, but
many nore of themdid we kill until none of them would dare to cone into our lands and hills

wi thout carri armari and many lorries full of troops and velivoli flying overhead to guard them
and still we attacked them and fought themand killed them except for those few we took alive for
i nformation or for ransomor for ... sport.”

"W will |eave the woman here until norning," Rupen announced, in English, this time. "She can
swap notes with the rats tonight."

"R... r ... rats?" quavered Evelyn from where she had crawl ed to huddl e on the bunk

"Sure, rats, great big brown ones, a whole damm family of them" said Bagrat, with a merry grin
"This is an old snokehouse here, and they live under the floor. That's why we just put in the
light, so's you can see themcomng for you. Heh, heh, hen."

Evelyn really began to screamthen, piercingly, wthout pause, for longer than it took to breathe
in enough air to screamyet again. She was still screamng as they cl osed and | ocked the heavy old
door.

"Are there really rats in there, Bagrat?" Boghos asked.

"I sorta doubt it, Doc," replied the youngest Adem an brother. "W found where a weasel or a skunk
had been denning up in there when we first got the idea of cleaning it out and using it, and if
it's critters that rats won't stay anywhere around, it's skunks and weasels. That's one of the

bi ggest reasons it snmells so bad in there, you know, there's just no way to get that skunk-weasel
snmel |l out quick. But that bitch in there, she thinks it's rats in there, and | guarantee you

she' || get damm few wi nks of sleep this night."

"She'd not sleep anyway, you know," said Boghos. "Not in this stage of drug withdrawal. By the
time our friends get down here on Friday night, she should be nalleable enough to tell us anything
and everything about her past m sdeeds."”

Krystal Foster was in seventh heaven for the first few days she spent in conmpany with the five
young wonen who had been projected into this world with the Adem an band—Jenny Bostw ck, lisa
Peters, Kitty Hutchinson, Helen Pappas, and Rose Yacubi an. She had done her |evel best to explain
to themjust what had happened to them and the nen of the band, reciting her own simlar
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experi ence of years back and trying to give the inpression of an assurance that she did not truly
feel that everything would be all right for themall when once they had adapted to this strange,
primtive world and its people and the inconprehensibl e | anguage they called English

But then the exposure began to pall. Two of the wonen had had husbands and children in the other
wor| d, one had been a new bride of less than six nonths, and all three were worried, terribly
homesi ck, and skating perilously close to nmental derangement, in KrystaTs professional opinion
The other two just mght nmake it, she thought, though she could not say she |iked either of them
nor did she adnmire the "talents" that bettered their chances of survival

As for the nmen, Arsen Adenmi an spent half of his tine brooding and the other half drinking copious
quantities of ale along with any other al cohol he could lay his hands upon. Greg Sinclair and M ke
Vranian did their best to match himgallon for gallon, which neant that all three were nearly
comat ose nuch of the tine.

John O hondoyatros, since being granted access to the estate library was usually nosed into one
quarto and surrounded by any nunmber of others, as he could read both Greek and Latin. The other

M ke, M ke Sikeena, a young man of Lebanese extraction and a onetine United States Marine, could
usual Iy be found in conpany w th Buddy Webster, who al so had served in that branch of the
services. Al and Hai gh Adenmi an, too, were well occupied, all day, every day. They had found and
had had borne up to the suite an i mense chess set—the board a yard square and fashi oned of
squares of seniprecious stones framed in gilded silver, the pieces each an exquisite little marble
or al abaster statuette, the kings and the queens wearing real golden crowns with tiny gem stones
inset, the knights all arnored and grasping perfect little swords of real steel, the bishops

equi pped with steel maces, the rooks conplete to the last detail and including infnmtesimally
smal | bombards of brass nounted on the towertops. The pawns were all pikenen, each of them wearing
a steel cap and a scaleshirt and bearing a pike. The chess gane had been going on ever since the
set had been brought upstairs, and as both nen were good players and evenly matched, no end was in
si ght.

Krystal would have liked to talk with the ol dest man, Rupen Ademi an, but he seemed to al ways be
cl oseted with Hal

Then, of a day, conpletely unexpected and unannounced, his grace, Sir Sebastian Foster, Duke of
Nor f ol k, Markgraf von Vel egrad, Earl of Rutland, Baron of Strathtyne, Lord Conmander of the Royal
Horse, and Krystal's husband, canme riding into the forecourt followed by his gentlenen, staff, and
entourage. He was traveling light this tine; only some hundred and fifty horsemen acconpani ed him
onto the archepi scopal estate.

Krystal's cup then ranneth over, for only a fortnight earlier, the archbishop had arrived; a week
| ater Rei chsherzog Wl fgang and his troop of Kal myks, then, two days ahead of her nobl e husband,
Pete Fairley and the hul king Dan Smith.

The breaking of Evel yn Mangol d was acconplished rather nmore quickly than had been anti ci pated,
after only a few days of a nultipronged attack. Early in the norning that foll owed her first night-
l ong vigil against the dreaded rats, a wonan and an ol d nman brought hei; food and coffee. Although
she could not see their faces well because of the nylon stockings—the only face she ever was

al l oned to see unmasked was that of M neo—they were both soft-voiced, gentle with her, and

consi derate of her, doing what little they could to make her confortable. They admitted to having
no real power in the group that held her captive, adnitted to a shared fear of M neo and the other
men, and urged Evelyn, for her own good, to be cooperative with her cruel, nerciless, mnurderous
captors.

Evelyn's next visitor was the doctor, fresh, neat sutures showing on the back of the hand she had
gashed with one of his instrunents. For a long while he stood just out of her reach, verbally
abusing her and tornenting her drug craving with a three-gramvial and a hypoderm c syringe,
demandi ng that she confess to the nurder of Marge Adem an

When he had driven her to a frenzy, when she began to screaminvectives and deadly threats and
| unge agai nst the ankle chain that restrained her, the doctor opened the door behind himto admt
Sara the Snake M neo, smling in a way that turned Evelyn's | egs to rubber, her bowels to water
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M neo woul d never allow her to actually |ose consciousness, stopping the tornment just |ong enough
to restore her to full sensibility before he again went to work on her nerve centers with skilled
fingers, a knowi ng touch, and no nore nercy than a graven i mage of some centuries-dead Roman. By
the tine she had finished cleaning up the ness of vomitus, feces, and urine which her suffering
body had voi ded under his ungentle mnistrations, and he had pronised, in a soft tone that chilled
her very soul, to soon return, it was nearly noon

They took turns at her thus for nearly three days before she began to tal k about things they
wanted to hear, at which point Bagrat and Kogh brought in, |oaded, and wired up a tape recorder
with seven-inch reels. By the tine the two attorneys came out to the old farmene from R chnond,
one from upper New York State-there was a goodly amount of tape for themto hear before they
thensel ves actually questioned the multiple rmurderess.

By Sunday night, the conspirators had amassed niles of recording tape on which were detailed
confessions of crinminal acts spanning fifteen years and nine states, including no | ess than four
col d- bl ooded nmurders and one infanticide. For the five homcides and certain of the other crinmnes,
they had typed, signed, attested, and properly w tnessed confessions, several copies of each. This
tinme, the legal net would be drawn tight-shut and there would be no way in which Evel yn Mangol d
could wiggle out and away fromthe puni shments she had so fully earned over the years.

Rupen did not remarry, and nost of his famly and friends erroneously thought that it was because
he was nourning Marge. In actuality, his period of nourning had ended on the day that Evelyn
Mangol d, Marge's nurderess, had been convicted of another, earlier nmurder in Troy, New York. He
simply could see no point, since he never would be able to sire children, in taking unto hinself
anot her wife.

He tried going back to college, stuck it out for a year, then quietly w thdrew, deciding he was
now just too old. Succunbing to the blandi shments of his father and brother, Kogh, he noved up to
Fredericksburg and tried working in the executive offices of the Adeni an Corporation. That was a
bust, too, so Kogh and Bagrat took himout to the farmone weekend to fish, and outlined to him
anot her proposition, one that needs nust be detailed out of the hearing of Vasil Adem an.

"Rupen, Bagrat and nme, we nmean to start up a new sideline for Ademi an Corp., but we need anot her
body and we think you'd be the ideal man for the job. You can put up noney and buy in if you want
to or you can just work for us as a sal aried enpl oyee—sal ary and conmi ssions and expenses. It's up
to you, and | don't give a shit one way or the other, because we've got enough backing to start,
anyhow. " Kogh snapped his wist and sent his lure flashing into a clunp of weeds, then bl asphened
in Arnenian as he tried to reel in and snapped the nonofilanment line just above the | eader

"I tell you, |I'mnever gonna |earn how to use one these dam spin-casting reels right!"

Handl i ng his ol d-fashi oned open reel expertly, Rupen sent the lure far, far down the slough toward
the river, then reeled it back in a fast, jerky manner, hoping that it |ooked like the sw nmming of
a small, injured fish. Apparently it did, at |east enough for a black bass to rise to it. The
conversation was not again taken up until the catch was boated and feebly flopping its last on a
bed of ice in the bottomof the big Col eman cool er

"W, me and Kogh," said Bagrat, "we've already got the right licensing and all to buy guns at

whol esal e and inport "emand sell "emin this country at wholesale or retail. Rupen, it's mllions
of guns just laying around and rusting away all over the world left over fromWrld War |1, ammop,
too, billions and billions of rounds of it. A nman could cone close to nami ng the price he was

willing to pay for nost of it, 'cause ain't nobody in their right mnd getting ready to fight a
war today is gonna try and do it with no bolt-action rifles; they' re gonna want seni autos or
submachi ne guns. 1 figger was we to offer the governmints that is stuck with all these old guns and
amo just a little over what a scrap dealer'd give "emfor the steel and brass and | ead and all
they'd plunb junp at the offer.”

O course, as Rupen quickly discovered in Europe, Asia, Latin Anerica, and Africa, it was not
anywhere near as sinple as his brothers had thought. But he made out and the new enterprise made
good, selling by mail out of their warehouse on the banks of the Rappahannock River, shipping out
via freight. Rupen often reflected in later years that had his tatner known that the first major
transaction of Souvenirs, |ncorporated, had been the purchase of sone thousands of stands of arns
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fromthe Turkish governnent arsenal, he would probably have i mediately shot all three of his sons
with one of those fine, if venerable, Mauser rifles.

More Mausers canme fromlreland, from Spain, from Argentina, from Germany. From France cane
captured Mausers, along with Lebels; Italy sold Carcanos, Austria sold Steyr-Mannlichers, and
Bel gium of fered tens of thousands of contract Mausers. Then, as Geat Britain belatedly rearned
her army with sem automatic shoul der arns, she nade avail able at rock-bottomprices a veritable
flood of Enfield rifles and carbines.

As the reputation of the firmand of Rupen hinself became established, he found hinsel f being

of fered and sonetines actually buying and shi pping back to Virginia sone rather esoteric itens in
the way of mlitary arns, amunitions, and rel ated equi pnent. Also, well-heeled collectors in the
United States and el sewhere took to placi ng name-your-own-price-but-get-it-for-me orders with the
firm The filling of these orders sonetimes took Rupen to sone strange and deadly backwaters of
the world, but he usually cane out with that for which he had gone in.

Despite all that had occurred since he'd first narched off to war in 1943, the Rupen Adem an who
had come home from Korea still had been a rather insular, snall-town American, speaking the

| anguages of his yout h-Arnmeni an and Engli sh—plus smatterings of Italian, Japanese, and Korean
hardly aware of how nuch to tip a nmalire d* hotel and very often cheated while on R&Rs in Tokyo
because of his difficulty with rates of exchange.

But the Rupen Adenmi an of 1960 was certainly not the Maj or Rupen Adem an, USA, of 1953. He had

| earned that he had an ear for |anguages and he now was fluent in enough tongues and dialects to
make hi nsel f understood in al nost any part of the globe that his nearly constant travels
crisscrossed via airplane, ship, and all nmanner of other |and and water conveyances. He had

| earned well the Iesson that so few nmen and wormen ever | earn—-human nature i s human nature,
regardl ess of race, nationality, politics, or sex. He now knew just how nmuch to tip a maftre .
and how much to offer as bribe to a governnent ninister, who often came nore cheaply than anyone
woul d have suspect ed.

Whi |l e he continued to nmake purchases from hither and yon for the still-brisk mail-order business
originally established, a good deal of his and the firm s business of |ate had been nore that of
ni ddl eman between countries with goods to sell and countries with an urgent desire to buy them
despite alliances, treaties, or a political climte that woul d have rendered open negoti ati ons
either risky or inmpossible.

Presently, he was savoring a cup of strong tea with dark nim having just seen off a |arge

shi pnent of assorted handguns and anmo gathered fromall over Europe and shipped from Hanburg for

t he Chesapeake Bay and t he Rappahan-nock warehouse. The nucl eus of the shipnent had been a rea
find at this | ate date—eases of | ate-production but brand spanki ng new Lugers and Wal t her P- 38s.
Hi s agents had al so scoured up French MABs and Rubys, some Norwegi an 11.25mm Colts, Swedish 7.65mm
Br owni ngs and 9nmm Lahtis, Polish Radons, Italian Berretta autos, and Gisenti revolvers, a few
dozen Russian Nagant revolvers in poor shape, three different configurations of Spanish Astra
pistols, some practically new 7. 65mm pi stols made by Fenaru- Gegyver es Gepgyar of Hungary and
stashed away God knew where in the sixteen or seventeen years since their manufacture, sone
broomhandl e Mausers, and a thousand or so assorted flare pistols.

Wth the ship slowy noving out toward the North Sea, Rupen had tel ephoned his | ocal nessage
service and had been inforned that a Herr Kobra wi shed nost urgently to arrange a nmeeting at his,
Rupen's, conveni ence. Was Herr Kobra in Hanburg, by chance? No, but he was in Hanover and could
come soon to Hanburg, could Herr Adenmain neke tine and name a place, preferably a public place, to
meet with him So now Rupen sat sipping the rumspiked tea and wondering just what nationality
this Herr Kobra might be to choose such a nom de-guerre.

* 'Cobra' * was a Portuguese word, of course, but that would be too sinple. Besides, Portugal had
no trouble getting nodern arns fromthe Wst and had | ong ago sold himand other arns dealers its
antiquat ed Mausers and Lugers. Indian or Pakistani ? Maybe; there always was sone variety of
troubl e brewi ng sonewhere on the subcontinent with its unhonmo-geni zabl e ni xture of races, creeds,
tribes, and politics. But then cobras were indigenous to Africa, too, and all hell was going to
kick off in various parts of that continent, and that dammed soon, or Rupen Adem an had | earned
nothing in his alnost forty years of life.
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Sout heast Asia, too, the whole dammed peninsula, not to nention the nultiple rebellions set to
break out against the governnent of |ndonesia. So Cobra was a good cover nane. The man who had
chosen to bear it could conceivably be from al nost anywhere.

Then a waiter approached his table, diffidently. fc*Mein Herr Adem an, a Herr Kobra has tel ephoned
and | eaves word that he will be unable to keep his appointnent with you. He says that he at your
hotel will be in one hour."

In his car, Rupen drew his cunningly conceal ed PPK and checked it carefully. Pulling up coat and
shirt sleeves on his left arm he examined the little razor-edged knife and the mechani smthat
woul d spring it into his hand. Finally, he very carefully checked out the custom nade "fountain
pen" nestled anong the others; this one fired a single 4mm expl osive bullet and had saved his life
on at |east two sticky occasions in the past.

CHAPTER
THE TVWELFTH

The el der of the two nmen who had met in a Northunberland graveyard on a recent dark ni ght noved
about the suite of roons assigned to the men and wonen brought out from York by Archbi shop Har ol d.
In his guise of a hunmble, un-speaking servant, none of the occupants really took notice of him
There were so very many servants, after all, in the sprawling, nmultistoried, palatial country

resi dence, and still nore of themarriving with each new party of guests.

The pretended servant was worried. The projector hidden in the graveyard many niles from here had
been carefully set and painstakingly calibrated and would performthat act of projection of al
living persons within the bounds of the suite upon his activation of the renote-control device
secreted on his person. But it needs nust be done soon, very soon, else he nust travel back down
to that graveyard and reset the projector.

At no time when he had been able to get away from his nundane duties and cone up to this suite had
the el der one been able to find all twelve of the occupants within its confines. Even now, as he
puttered about, giving the appearance of being busily enployed at |ighting tapers and | anps

agai nst the encroachi ng dusk, there still were two m ssing—one man and one woman.

But still, this was the |argest nunber he ever before had found within the roons at once, and so,
pressed as he was for tine, he decided to act. Perhaps he and the younger one could find a way and
atime and a place to project the missing two back. For now, however, he could be certain that
these ten, at |east, would shortly be back when and where they bel onged. Smiling, he bowed his way
out of the suite, took a few paces down the hallway, and activated the projector

Si non Del ahayl e was of gentle birth, though a younger son of a younger son. He had been as wel
reared as his fanmly's nodest neans had all owed, had fostered for a few years at the hall of a
nmore prosperous distant, but noble, relative, then had gone overseas with a scion of that noble
house and soldiered a few years in foreign | ands. The scion he had hel ped to attend had been
slain, but Sinon had |ucked onto a wealthy knight, and the proceeds fromthat ransom had seen him
back hone in Sussexshire with a fine snall farm a wife, children, a couple of good horses to
ride, a decent sword, and the respect of all his neighbors, both great and small.

Because of his long-ago but still unforgotten foreign mlitary exploits and experiences, it had

seened but natural that the earl should have sent a galloper directly to his door, urging himto
raise a troop of horse and join with the earl's owm force to go to the aid of the young king and
the regent in London.

Captai n Del ahayl e's troop had becone a part of Monteleone's Horse and, with that elite unit, had
rai ded deep into lands |oyal to the Usurper, Arthur Tudor, harrying the rebel army, burning
standi ng crops and painfully gathered supplies, running off horses and cattle, slaughtering sw ne
and sheep, and otherwi se creating havoc until that fateful day when they had ridden into the jaws
of a trap set and sprung by the wily, Satan-tutored Arthur

Stripped of his arms, arnor, boots, and everything else of any value, Sinon had been |left for dead
on the stricken field whereon Montel eone's Horse had been virtually exterm nated and brave
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Mont el eone hi nsel f had been sl ain

Sonehow, Sinon nust have staggered off that field and into a place of hiding, but he could not
renenber doing so. Indeed, he could recall nothing until a good three years after

that battle, when he regained his nenories of his previous life. That he had neither starved nor
frozen, betines, could be attributed to the fact that he had been delivered in a very poor
condition by the folk who found himto a snmall country nonastery. The nonks had nursed hi m and
cared for himand shared their own frugal sustenance with himfor years, white the civil war and
crusades raged ail about themand their tiny haven of refuge.

Wth the cessation of general fighting, |ast year, Sinon had |eft the nobnastery and had tranped
the roads as a sturdy beggar and itinerant farmhand, slowWy working his way back east and south,
bound for Sussex and honme. On a particular rainy, windy night in southern Yorkshire, in need of
shelter fromthe elenents, he chanced across an ancient, untended, unkenpt graveyard.

Bei ng of a bent unusual for his time, Sinon had no fear of the dead or of the ground wherein they
nol dered. He had right often slept in graveyards, and the only time he had been in fear in one was
when an el derly sexton had | oosed a crossbow at him then set his dog at him The quarrel had
scored a clean niss, and though the hound had bitten Sinon, he had strangled the beast and borne
the body with him dressed it when at a safe distance and feasted well for a couple of days on fat
dog. He'd al so rough-dressed the skin and sold it to a tanner in a nearby town. He still wore the
dog's upper and | ower fangs strung about his neck and inpressed those who asked by asserting them
the fangs of wol ves—ene from each one he had slain with his stout cudgel and his |ong, heavy-

bl aded al | - purpose knife.

Pushi ng through the high weeds and the branmbles, cursing under his breath at the profusion of
briers that pulled at his foot wappings and tattered breeches, Sinon nmade his way through the
outer ranks of weat hered headstones and cracked crosses—sone of themso old as to be of Danish or
even Celtic design—ntil he came to what he thought to have glinpsed in the dimess, a stone-built
tonb wherein he m ght spend this comng night dry and safe frombiting w nds.

Once there had been a grille to protect the door—the rust-stained rectangles left by the hinges
still marred the stonework—but grill and hinges were |long since gone, probably stripped off in
daylight by roving ironnongers. But the arnms of a noble house still were carven over the door
though so far gone in erosion as to be indeci pherable to Sinon's eyes. The iron bolts, too, had
been torn fromoff the doors, and those doors now were held closed by only a hal f-dozen head-sized
chunks of rock, which Sinon shoved or lifted aside.

The odors which came to hi mwhen he gaped open those doors were not those associated with death
and decay, but those of caves, of places |ong denied sunlight. Surely this was a very old tonb
i ndeed, he thought, as he paused with his head inside, waiting for his vision to adjust to the
darkness of the interior.

The inside dinensions of the aged tonb were about what he had had reason to expect—+twel ve broad,
stone steps |l ed downward into a flagged chanber sone eight feet across and ten or twelve |ong.
Each side wall was pierced by four tiers of four openings, each wi de and high enough to slide in a
coffin, and a few of the coffins still were in place, but all that were were of wood and scattered
bits and pieces of ancient bones littered the fl ags.

It was an old story. In these | aw ess years, with no lord about to periodically inspect the tonb
of his ancestors or place nen to guard it, it had of course been stripped and pl undered, probably
many tinmes over. The grave goods had gone first, of course, then the | eaden coffins and the netal
fittings fromthe wooden ones. None of the | oot was of any use to the |ong dead. Living nen and
wonen nust eat to stay alive, and scrap netal brought noney. Sinmon had hinself sold bronze hinges
and nails and decorations torn fromoff a coffin in a tonb where he had slept up north.

Gat hering up a handful of splintered wood, nostly by feel, he took flint, steel, and tinder from
hi s bel tpouch and soon had a snmall, cheery fire ablaze on the steps. By its light, he found bigger
pi eces of wood to feed it and propped hinsel f against the | owest step wanning his back and w shing
he had something to eat and drink in this confortable nighttine bivouac.

In an effort to take his nind off the ferocious growing of his enpty stonmach, Sinon got up and
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began to explore. He would, in any case, need nore pieces of coffin wood to keep the fire going

t hroughout the night, and mayhap the | ooters who had cone before himhad m ssed a bauble or two in
the evident haste of their depredations. Leaving his cudgel on the steps below the fire, he took
hold of a coffin at about head |l evel and began to worry it out of its deep niche in the wall of
the tonb.

As he struggled with the weight and bul k of the box, he thought to hinself that it seened very
sound for a coffin of the venerable age it gave the appearance of being. He nmight well have to go
out and fetch back a heavy chunk of stone to help himbreak up this one for fire fuel. Finally, he
had pulled the entire |l ength—enly about five feet, so probably the |ast couch of a woman or a good-
sized child—eut of the niche, deliberately allowing the far end to sl am hard upon the floor in
hopes of weakening the fabric. To his very great surprise, there was a netallic clangi ng when the
coffin end hit the flagstones, and a flaming splinter brought over fromthe fire for closer

exam nati on showed no slightest danmage to any portion of the casket.

There was no catch nor handl es nor even visible hinges to the thing. An intricately rendered set
of arms done in what |ooked to be a bronze with a very high tin content was affixed to the Iid,
but the arnms told himnothing as to the patronynm c of the corpse within. He could not recall ever
havi ng seen their like.

After a solid half hour of beating on the top of the coffin with one of the big stones that had
been used to hold shut the door of this tonb, he had a quantity of stone dust and shards, but the
wood—what ever devilish kind it was, the grain and color were conpletely unfaniliar to hi mhad only
been scuffed here and there. Wen he had replenished the fire with pieces of those coffins smashed
by his predecessors, he sat on a step belowit to think out the matter

A heavy stone powered by all his strength did no visible damage to that supposedly ancient wooden
coffin, when it should have quickly been smashed to splinters by such abuse. Wiy? The point of his
kni fe woul d not penetrate the seam at any point on either end or either side. Again, why? There
were no handles, no catch, no hinges to be seen, and he, who had seen full nany a coffin, had
never seen one so constructed no matter how hi ghborn the personage it had been nade to hold. Wy
and why and why?

There were far too many unanswered and unanswerabl e questions to be housed in sone sinple ancient
tonb crouched anongst the briers and branbles of a country graveyard. Could it be. . . ?

Everyone knew how ki ngs and hi gh nobl enen sonetines hid away treasures in odd places, sonetines
marking themwith a seal that it would have been death to break, if you were unlucky enough to get
caught at it or apprehended soon afterward. Could this strange, unnaturally strong coffin be such
a repository? Was that bronze design affixed to the lid actually the seal of sone royal house,
anci ent or nodern? No way but to examine it with greater care.

Maneuvering the | ong box about, he dragged it to the foot of the steps, as close to the firelight
as he could get it. He knelt on the far side of the thing, so as not to get into his own I|ight,
his cudgel close to hand giving hima small measure of peace of mind. Wen he had scraped off the
worst of the oxidation fromthe Iid decoration or whatever it was, he sheathed his big knife and
began to rub at the arnms with a wetted sleeve. Wth the encrusted dust off, the arnms, while stil
unfam liar to him were clearly not those of any royal house that had reigned in England for the
| ast century or nore.

Peering very closely, he noted what seened to be a staggered |ine or regular pattern of
depressions, each sonme inch or | ess across; scraping at one of these with a filthy fingernail,
Si non shattered and di sl odged a plug of dusty dirt, beneath which a sonething glittered in the
firelight. He inmediately thought of inset genstones, and the air hissed between his teeth.
Feverishly, he cleared out every one of the depressions he could discern, tenin all, it

devel oped.

But when he took a splinter fromthe fire and bent far over to gaze, his hopes were partially
dashed, for no gems were at the bottons of the shallow holes, rather disks of silver that | ooked
to be roughly a little smaller than the tips of his thick fingers. Absently, he fitted all eight
fingers and two thunbs into the holes and began to feel and press to see if there existed an easy
way to get the silver disks out, for he had already ascertained that any attenpt to pry up the
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bronze decorati on would nost likely give himonly a broken knifeblade to show for his troubles.

Si non experienced a brief nmonent of atavistic terror when, with no sound of warning, the lid of
the coffin began to slowy rise toward him Scooting backward on his knees, he grasped his oaken
cudgel and prepared to fight whatever denpbn he had chanced to | oose. But when once the |lid had
risen to the perpendicular, it and the coffin sinply sat there, and, gingerly, he edged around to
where he could gaze within it.

"Cod's Holy Blood!" Sinon swore, gaspingly.

"No, indeed, Bass." said the archbishop, "I did not send word for you to ride up here, nor do
enpl oy any Fat her John atte Nash. \Wo acconpani ed hin®?' *

Bass winkled his forehead, "Wy, sone hal f-dozen of your own horse guards, Hal. None that | knew
by sight, but they were all wearing your livery and seened to know nme of old."

The old man regarded the square of vellumunrolled on the table before him "It's my signature,
all right, but that's not to be wondered at, for | sign scores of docunents for ny secretary and
scri bes, sonetines just blank sheets even. As for the seals, they're kept in the escriborium
ready to hand when needed. | think 1 detect the stench of Ronan rottenness in this matter. But
why, in God's name, would they want you up here? Can you think of a good reason to go to such

| engths as this nust have entailed, Bass? | can't, just of the mnute.

Have you perchance been in recent attendance upon the king?"

"No, Hal." Bass shook his head slowy. |I've not seen Arthur or even been up the Thames since
before the fleet set sail for Gjon-port. Wiy? You think there's sone bearing on this phony
message busi ness?"

The archbi shop shrugged. "Wo's to say what strange schenes nove through the convol uted m nds of
madnen. And | amevery day nore firmy convinced that old Abdul is either mad or fast becom ng so;
many of his actions over the |last few years have sinply not been those of a rational nan.

"Well, be that as it may, you're here now You don't intend to ride back south i mediately, do
you?"

"Wy, yes, | had thought that 1 would, Hal. There's still a lot to do getting nmy squadron and
ships and all ready for the trip to Ireland, you know. Wiy?" Then a sudden thought struck himand
he gri maced and demanded, "Ch, no, Hal, you don't want ne to ride up to Strathtyne again, so soon
do you?"

Chuckling, the old man reached across the breadth of the table and patted Bass's hand. "No, no, ny
friend, nothing so traumatic as that, this tinme around. There's nothing now |l eft at Whyffler Hall
save nenories of the long, long ago ... | hope. Though what Dr. Stone told you as she lay dying
still worries nme fromtime to tine. But there is nothing to be done that | have not done already.

"No, | wanted you to stay here for a few days to nmeet and talk with a nost remarkabl e man, one of
those who was projected here at Hexham 1 think he will be nost valuable to ne, and he m ght just
prove hel pful to you, as well, in lIreland. H s nane is Rupen Adenmian. He is a twentieth-century
Aneri can of Arnenian antecedents and Syrian birth. He fought as an officer in two of the

nm dcentury wars, worked in an artillery-amunition factory, dealt for many years in arnmaments of
war, is a natural and gifted |inguist, and owns a true host of other, widely varied talents.

"Besides, if you stay up here for a few days, you might be able to persuade Krystal to acconpany
you on back down to Norwi ch, or at least talk her around to giving over this feud with Captain
Webster. She is nost woth at himsince he seduced one of her |adies."

"Wer ist daT" demanded Rupen, standing well back fromthe door, grasping a cocked Welrod pisto

| evel ed at the center of that door. He had nore nmodern weapons of heavier caliber and Iarger
magazi ne capacity, but the OSS assassination piece had the advantage of being conpletely silenced
and the custom 7. 65mm | oads he had in this one were far nore deadly than the of f-the-shelf variety
of such amunition
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"I'ch bin Herr Kobra, nein Herr Ademi an," cane the reply in an accented Gernan

Standing well to the side, Rupen unlocked the door, then took three rapid steps back before
saying, "Herein, Herr Kobra, |angsamer, bine."

Slowy, the door swung inward to di scl ose not one but two men, both neatly attired in business
suits of Anmerican cut, one bearing an attach® case of flashy ostrich hide. Seeing their hands to
be enmpty of weapons and none of the four anywhere near to the flat bulges that his trained eye
could identify as conceal ed pistols, Rupen | ooked up at the faces . . . and al nost discharged the
light-triggered Weirod in pure shock

"As | live and breathe," gasped Rupen in consternation, "it's Seraphino M neo! Wat the hell are
you doi ng i n Hamburg?"

Wth one of his fleeting near-sniles, the stocky man switched to Sicilian Italian to say, "Mstly,
foll owi ng you, honored sir. That and selecting a convenient place to set up a neeting between you
and this gentlenman. He wi shes to conduct some business with you."

WIlling to at least listen to the proposal of al nbst anyone, Rupen waved his guests to seats, but
remai ned cautiously standing hinself. The strange man presently produced some docunents which
identified himas one Karl O wen Torgeson, an enployee of the Departnent of Defense of the United
States of America

"Ckay, " said Rupen casually, "what does DOD want with ne, this tine? O do you really represent
DOD, M. Torgeson? If I"'mwong, |I'"'msorry, but |I've been at this game a long tine and | think

sni ff something very spooky about you and this whole setup. If General Mcey or whoever had wanted
to see me, he would have sinply contacted ny firmand they woul d have had a coded nmessage to that
effect in ny hands far quicker and easier than the shenani gans you went through took

"So until you convince ne you do represent who you say you do, | consider this neeting to be at an
end, and if you don't get out of this suite dammed quick, I'Il shoot your ass!"
Torgeson sat stock-still, stunned, his nouth open and novi ng but no sounds issuing fromit. M neo

his own face its usual blank, just nodded slowy.

"I told you all,"” he said in English. "I told you you couldn't put nothing over on M. Adem an
here—he's sharp as a shiv, he is! You damm Cl A boys with all your coll ege degrees nake ne sick
soneti mes, honest to God you do. Youse seens to think ain't nobody but you got brains or knows how
to use "em Well, you learned this tinme!l"

Torgeson's nmouth snapped shut and he paled, a tic starting up under one eye. "Dammt, M neo, you
had no right to reveal ... to speak of the ... be warned, our superiors will assuredly hear of
thi s unforgivabl e breach of security!"”

M neo shrugged. "I1'll get piles on ny piles and |lay awake every night worryin' 'bout it, you
shi t head. Besides, M. Adem an knowed what you really was without nme tellin' him Cain't you see
that, or are you really as fuckin' dunb as you act and |l ook? | hadn't thought that was possible."

"The Central Intelligence Agency?" queried Rupen, a little doubtfully. "But M. Mneo, | had

thought ... at least we were told years back when we ... ahhh, enployed you briefly, that you were
a ... that you were connected to another, entirely different group, a civilian organization, shal
we say."

"Ch sure, M Adenian," said Mneo. "I'm nobbed up

have been nosta ny life, even before | cone to the States. But ny famly, they's working with
t hesehere boys on sone things for two-three years, now. That's how | come inta thishere. And when
| told "em| knows you personal, like, they flew ne over here to interduce Torgeson here to you.

"Look, at least hear the stupid little fucker out, huh? He may have shit for brains, but then he's
just the front man and the fellas wants to talk to you is back in Paris, see. They got damm
serious problens and need help real bad."
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No gold or jewels were visible at first glance in the opened coffin, but nonethel ess, what was
there appeared a true treasure trove to Sinon Del ahayl e's astoni shed eyes. A sword lay inits
sheath—fromits hilt, a nodern sword, too, no relic fromages past. There was a long dirk, too, of
a peculiar pattern, several daggers and knives and a wheel |ock pistol, but apprently no balls or
powder for it. There were also sonme bags and | eat hern pouches, but the thing that really caught
and held Sinon's gaze was a big, egg-shaped thing of a silvery sheen

The thing was about a foot long and nearly as wide, and it shone as if but just polished; no trace
of oxidation anywhere nmarred its surface. Sinon reached out for the silver egg, then changed his
m nd and took up the sheathed sword i nstead. After so many years deprived of one, his hands fairly
itched for the feel of the hilt.

He drew the bl ade and exanined it before the firelight. It |ooked to be damascus steel, a wavy,

colorful pattern irregularly reflecting back the flanmes down the Iength of steel, fromquillions
to point. The outer guard was of pierced sheet steel, padded inside with softened |eather

Al t hough conpletely lacking any gilding or silvering, it was nonethel ess a splendid, beautifully
made weapon, a gentlenman's battlebrand, no question about it. And Sinon felt nore noble than he
had in long years, just to be holding the weapon in his hand.

He laid aside the other edged weapons and the pistol, which |ast was sinmply an unhandy cl ub

wi t hout charges for it, and went next at the bags and pouches. One pouch cont ai ned

some two dozens of strange, thin, flat pieces of an unusual glass with a fine wire of tin or
silver protruding fromeach end and one side. It was beyond hi mwhat they nmight be good for, so he
closed the pouch and laid it atop the pile of daggers and knives down at the end of the coffin.

The first bag that he picked up jingled, and, hardly daring to hope, Sinon untied the drawstring
and then poured his hand full to overflowing with mnted silver shillings and sixpences. Al of
themwere well worn, and not a few had been clipped to one degree or another. Mst were of Arthur
I'l, the grandfather of the Usurper and great-grandfather to the rightful king. A smaller bag
cont ai ned about a troy pound of gold coins of equal age and condition

Si non sat back and earnestly recited a prayer in thanks to God. No need now to tranp the roads
Iike a runaway serf, doing nanual |abor for yeomen, or stealing at risk of his neck, or poaching
game for his keep. Now he could buy decent clothing and a horse and return to his hone in a few
weeks instead of nonths or years. He could return | ooking like the gentl eman who had ridden away
SO many years ago, too, not like sonme |ouse-infested beggar

And there might be even nore treasure yet to be found. Picking up the silvery egg, he found it to
be heavy. He shook it by his ear, but nothing rattled, although there was a | ow pitched buzzing
and ticking comng fromsonewhere inside it. Could the silver egg house the works of sone kind of
clock? And was the netal skin truly of silver? It did have the appearance, but not the feel; it
felt nmore like sone kind of glass. Nor did there appear to be any way of opening the thing; there
were no traces of a seam anywhere on it

Si non sat back and thought. If he did nmanage to break into the ovoid by main force, he m ght well
smash or at | east damage whatever was inside buzzing and ticking. But then, he had nore than
enough gold and silver coins to take himback to his Sussex shire farmin style, so why worry
about damagi ng sonme treasure so singular that he mght not dare to try to sell it, anyway, for
fear of his life, since he was still half convinced that his find was a royal treasure repository
of some kind. O course, he could nerely take those objects he could easily use and | eave the
rest, perhaps even close up the coffin that was not a coffin and return it to its niche in the
wall. He could do that, but then he never would know just what the silvery-glassy egg-shaped
casket contai ned.

Sinon's curiosity got the best of him Lifting the snoboth egg fromout the coffin, he placed it on
the stone step beside himand began to tap on it with his oaken cudgel, increasing the force of
his blows only gradually, since he expected the thing to soon shatter. But it did no such thing,
so he stood up, took a two-handed grip on the cudgel, and swng it down with all his night, as he
nm ght have swung a maul

Arsen Ademi an figured that the booze had finally done it; he nust surely be hallucinating. At one
nmoment, he had been stretched out on the deep carpet on his back, absently stroking his oud, his
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sole remaining grip on reality. At the next, he was slamed down on his back on hard ground, as if
he had fallen several feet. Above him the gilt-plaster decorations of the suite's ceiling had
gone, to be replaced by the waving branches of what | ooked fromthe distinctive |eaves to be a
mapl e tree!

He lay stunned for a noment, hearing screanms and shouts all about him in voices he recognized
and in one that he did not. Then he sat up, the precious oud tunbling unnoticed fromhis lap ..

and decided i nmedi ately that he was not just haliucinating-drunk, he had |ost his marbles

conpl etely and was probably sitting in truth in a padded cell sonmewhere, naybe in Eastern State

Hospital for the Insane in WIlianmsburg, Virginia.

John the Greek stunbled up to Arsen, linping, still holding a huge |eather-and-iron-bound vol une.
"What in hell is going on? Wiere are we, Arsen? \Wat happened? Were we drugged and brought out
here, do you think?"

Ignoring the man and the questions, Arsen | ooked around him He and John were in a snallish
cl earing surrounded by brush and treeboles. He was sitting in a pile of half-rotted | eaves, their
soggi ness soaking the seat of his pants with a

cold noisture. A small stone building sat across fromhimat the other side of the clearing; it
| ooked ol d and weather-worn and totally | acked wi ndows or any other visible openings on the two
sides he could see.

Sonmewhere off in the forest to his right, the girls were all screanming their silly heads off, and
sonmewhere cl oser by, voices he could recognize as those of his cousins, A and Haigh, were praying
al oud and loudly in church Arnenian.

Then, fromout of the hidden side of the little stone building, a man emerged. He was shaggy and
unkenpt and dressed in tattered rags. He grasped a heavy-looking | ength of dark wood in one hand,
but he | ooked around himw th an expression every bit as dazed as Arsen felt. He needed a bath,
too, badly. Arsen could snmell himthe full width of the clearing. "Arsen . " began John the

G eek, plaintively.

But Arsen interrupted him know ng beforehand just what the plaint would be. "John, / don't know
where we are or what happened or how we got here any better than you do, damrt! Maybe that guy
does, though. Let's go ask him huh?"

Arsen woul d have fallen back down when he stood up had the trunk of the maple tree not been cl ose
to hand. He felt dizzy for a mnute, then a sharp pain commenced in his back, shoul ders, and
buttocks, as if somebody had beaten himacross themw th an ax handl e. Neverthel ess, he pushed
away fromthe trunk and slowy hobbled toward the strange, shaggy, snelly man, John trailing after
hi m

Cl oser, he could detect wi sps of pale snoke issuing up out of the little stone building to be
borne away by an upper-air breeze that he could not feel

At speaking distance, he said, "M ster, where in hell are we? Do you know why they brought us
here? Do you work for whaziznane, this archbishop fellow?"

By way of answer, the shaggy man shouted sonmething Arsen could not understand and charged down
upon himand John, his stick drawn back for an overhand blow. Al pain forgotten, Arsen hinself
countercharged, running in under the crude weapon to grab the nan's hard-nuscled arm take him on
the hip, and throw him very hard, to the ground. The violent stranger still managed to retain his
grip on the stick, but when Arsen kicked himin the arnpit, his next kick was able to send the
stick spinning across the gl ade.

Seeing the man's left hand gliding toward his front midsec-tion where Arsen thought he had spied a
scabbarded knife of respectable size, he next kicked the man in the head. The stranger shuddered
the entire length of his body, then became utterly Iinp.

"Jesus H Christ!'' exclainmed John the Greek. "Were in the devil did you learn to do that, Arsen?
Did you kill hin®"
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"In the service, John, in Vietnam | thought I'd forgot. | guess | got a better menmory than | ever
thought | had." He squatted and placed two fingers below the angle of his former opponent's jaw.
"Naw, he's not dead. God, he stinks, though!"”

Roughly, touching the man and his tatters only with his foot, he rolled the inert body over and
disarnmed it of the big knife. Then he wal ked on around the small building, but warily, the knife
hel d ready for thrust or slash. There could well be another of the snmelly man's kind inside.

CHAPTER
THE THI RTEENTH

Only six or eight weeks were required to convince Tinoteo di Bolgia that the only troops upon whom
he and his enpl oyers could depend in any crisis were his own conpany, the Afriqguan conpany, the
fortress garrison, and, just possibly, King Tamhas's personal bodyguards, the Fitzgerald Squadron
His attenpts to inpose real discipline—the firmfoundation of which any arny needs nust be
built—en the rascally gallogl ai ches and the unhung crimnals who were known as bonaghts had
resulted ultimately in nutinies, nurders and attenpted nurders, and arson. These had of course
been puni shed by hangi ngs, floggi ngs, and other corporal punishnents, the inpositions of which had
bred | arge-scal e desertions, with concom tant di sappearances of weapons, equiprment, and horses.

Therefore, Tinoteo requested and al nost i mediately received an audi ence with the Papal |egate,

G osuf di Rezzi, Archbishop of Muinster. Di Bolgia had had a brief neeting with the frail, slender
man shortly after his arrival in the Kingdom of Minster, but since then, Sir Ugo D Orsini had been
the condottiere's liaison with the representative of Rome and the Papacy. Sir Ugo acconpani ed d
Bolgia to this second neeting.

The unnaturally pale little nan greeted them both graci ously enough, gave them and their purpose a
qui ck bl essing, saw them served with a decent wine and a tray of sweetneats,
then sat in silence, regarding themw th pale gray eyes, his long, slender fingers steepled.

Thi nki ng once again that this pitiful specimen of a man was even the nore pitiful when conpared to
what he, Tinoteo, recalled of the legate's illustrious elder brother, Captain Barone Mario d
Rezzi, a now deceased Bol ognese condottiere of sone note in the | ast generation, rich in goods,
honor, and victories won, di Bolgia went directly to the sore point of the matter.

"Your grace di Rezzi, the so-called arny of King Tanmhas is no such thing. It would better be
called what it is—a war band nade up of the dregs of society, banditti, nurderers, parricides,

rapi sts, robbers, sneak thieves, and cutpurses, along with an unwhol esone assortnent of berserkers
and out-and-out nadnmen. | have been a soldier, have lived nostly in canps and garrisons, for the
nost of ny life, your grace, and | never have seen a worse aggregation of men than this Royal
Munster Army. 1 have seen themdo things in broad daylight that dunb beasts would be ashaned to do
in the dark of a noonl ess night!

"They possessed no shred of order or discipline when | arrived here in Miunster, and discipline is,
as your grace assuredly knows, the keystone in the arch of victory. My attenpts—nild ones, at
that—+o instill discipline upon themhave resulted in mutiny, murder, arson, executions, and
floggi ngs, and now i n a vast number of thefts and desertions.

"Naturally, the king is mghtily displeased; any man woul d be to watch his war band dissipate |ike
dew under a hot sun. Naturally, he blames ne directly for everything. That too is to be expected,
since | amboth a foreigner and a stranger. But he had best not be too openly woth at ne, your
grace, for 1 and ny conpanies are now the only troops left that can be depended upon to defend him
and what ever portion of his real mcan be held.

"Whi ch point, your grace, brings ne to what | really sought audience with you to say. Your grace,
should King Brian narch south again this sunmer, Munster is his for the plucking. There sinply is
no way in which I can hold off an arny of the size his is reputed to be with the force now

avail able to me, not for any longer than it took King Brian's arny to surround that Miunster force
and butcher it, and | have never been of a suicidal bent, your grace.

"Now, all things considered and wei ghed out, it is just possible that this capital city could be
hel d, especially in light of the fact that Inpressionant and the other ships give us the conplete
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conmand of the river and we thus are guaranteed a neans of resupply while under siege. But are we
to contenplate even this, we nmust start to work, now, which nmeans that your grace nust have words
with King Tanmhas, i mediately."”

"You have not then tal ked with his highness, nmy son?" asked the archbishop mildly. "You know far
more of military matters than do I, alas. Surely your words would wei gh nmuch nore heavily upon his
deci si ons than would nmine own."

"The royal ass won't listen to ne!" Tinoteo burst out. "Your grace, in spite of all I've told King
Tamhas, he still insists that he will nmeet King Brian on the field at his border and there defeat
himin open battle. Wth what, pray tell, your grace? My conpany, the Afriquans, his fancy,

conbed, and curried bodyguard squadron, and the artillerists at the fortress are all the field
troops he has left, by all that's holy! And the artillerists are standing rock-firmon the |ast
jot and tittle of their dammed contract and refusing to serve guns or to fight anyplace save in

that fortress or on the city walls. By the four-and-twenty balls of the Twel ve Apostles, now, |-

"Duce di Bolgial!" The little nan had conme upright in his arnchair, his pale eyes blazing with
fire, his previously nild voice now cracking |like a whiplash. "Soldiers are infanous bl aspheners,
but you will never do such again in nmy hearing! Do 1 make nyself clear? You might also think of
the good of your soul when you are out of ny hearing.

"As regards the mlitary situation, 1 can understand your predicanent. King Tamhas is not only
stubborn and overly prideful, but stupid, as well, and that is a bad conbination in any man of

rank or station, but calanmitous in a ruling nmonarch, as you have seen. Yes, | shall speak with him
and his equally stubborn and stupid advi sers—bad blood in all of the

Fitzgeralds; | think it conmes fromtoo nuch inbreeding—but | think my successes will be no nore
t han were yours

"Meanwhi |l e, please order Sir Marc to ready his fastest vessel for sea. | shall send a nessage to
his em nence D Este urging that you and your force be w thdrawn from Minster because the situation
has becone untenable. 1 and nmy staff and household will begin to nake ready to depart with you, so
pl ease make all owances to carry us on one of your ships, ny son.

"Al so, knowing the king as | have cone to know him it mght be wise to gather all of your force
and the Afriquan horse back into the city, close to the ships and the fortress, |est King Tanhas
decide to nmake nilitary slaves of you all."

Rupen's very first mssion for the Central Intelligence Agency was al so very nearly his last trip
of any kind for anyone. In the end, he had to use the PPK, the spring knife, and the special pen
not to even nention several grenades and an ancient Thonpson that alnost literally fell into his
hands. But what he fought and killed for was his own |ife and that of M neo, not-as they al
clearly believed—for the group of whom he had overseen delivery of the consignment of nodern
weapons. Those people left a very bad taste in his nouth, and he very nuch regretted that there
had not been a way for himto allow the governnent troops to nete out to themthe deaths that they
so richly deserved. He, along with nost Anericans, had always considered that country and its
government to be allies and friends of |ong standing, and he could not inmagi ne why an Anerican
agency woul d be arnming fanatics to destabilize or bring down that government. Questions al ong that
line directed at the Cl A types, however, brought invariably the same answers, which all boiled
down to their contention that he had no need to know and woul d be best advised to keep his nmouth
shut if that was all he could think of to ask.

He went back to arnms dealing and hoped to God that he never again would hear of the ClIA or any

ot her cl andestine organi zation of his own or of anyone else's government, for it was far too easy
to get killed playing the ganes that those types custonmarily played. OF course, the arns narkets
were not what they had been eight or nine years before, when he first had entered them For one
thing, those few Wrld War ||l and earlier cartridge weapons that were still around and
occasionally offered to himand other buyers were generally in sad shape or worse, having been
through war after war after insurrection and uprising, nostly fought out in danp or dusty pl aces
by sinple people whose i dea of weapons nai nt enance nost often came down to keeping the bayonet
sharp, while trusting in God or Allah or Buddha or Krishna to keep the firearm functional

regardl ess of filthy actions, fouled bores, and total absence of |ubrication
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It now was a red-letter day when Rupen received word that sonewhere in sone dark corner or sub-
basenment of an arnory, in a forgotten warehouse or a deserted military depot, or in a |long-seal ed
cave on a Pacific atoll, fine weapons in decent condition had been turned up and were for sale to
t he hi ghest bidder

Most of his work, these days, had to do with matching buyer with seller in conplicated deals
involving jet planes, tanks, artillery pieces, helicopters, mlitary wheeled transport of al

ki nds, rockets, and even the occasional snmall warship. Rupen was tired unto death with trotting
hither and yon all over the world. It was a young man's profession, and Rupen was forty-three
years ol d.

He was vacationing in the ancient and beautiful city of Syracuse, Sicily, when he nade his
decision to wait a few weeks, tie up a few | oose ends in Europe, then go back to Virginia for
Chri stmas and announce his i medi ate resignation to Kogh and Bagrat .

The week or two here and there was just not enough, besides which, he rarely got all of those
short respites from business; he was just too well known, and custoners or their agents followed
hi m and pestered hi mwherever he tried to hide for a few days. He was also tired unto death of
spendi ng his every waking or sleeping mnute of life with a pistol either holstered on himor

wi thin easy reach, |ike sonme novie-version spy. Not that he had not at times had pressing need of
his personal armanents, for not everyone |liked him not by any neans. He was an Anerican, after
all, and Anericans were becomng | ess and | ess popular around the world that their generosity had

virtually rebuilt fromthe ruins of Wrld War 11. He noved and worked strictly as an apolitica
busi nessman, which factor made hi mautomatically suspect in the eyes of the nore extreme factions
of both left-wing and right-wi ng governnents and novenents. There were al so the sore |osers,
soneti me custoners who had cone out second best despite infusions of nodern armanents and

equi pnment and who found it nmuch nore satisfying to blane the arns and the persons who had gotten
them those arns than to place the onus on bankrupt ideologies and ill-led or nutinous troops. A
subgenre of this species was the ones who felt that they had | ost because they had not been in
recei pt of arns either through |lack of cash, lack of credit, or both, and who felt strongly that
there nust be one nore death for their cause: Rupen Adeni an's.

Whi ch was one reason that Rupen vacationed so often in Sicily or Naples—he felt safe in those

pl aces. His original contacts with the Honored Soci ety had been through Seraphi no M neo, back in
1960. Agai nst the advice of many well-nmeani ng people, he since had consistently refused to do any
business with or for them and, oddly enough, thereby gained the sincere respect of the upper

echel ons. They had not only refused nunmerous contracts ro kill him but had seen to it that he
recei ved detailed informati on on those who had sought to enploy themto assassinate him often
complete with col or photos, make and col or and year of auto, and passport nunbers.

When he made his usual daily call to Virginia, a sobbing operator put himthrough directly to
Kogh, rather than to Bagrat. "Kogh, what the hell are you doing up there? Has sonethi ng happened 1
shoul d know about ?"

"Fucking-A-right, it has!" H's brother's agitated voice crackled over the undersea cabl es. "About
an hour ago, JFK was shot in Dallas, Texas. It was on TV, for Chrissakes. A sniper got himin the
head—obody knows whet her he's dead or alive, now Honest, Rupen, he was shot right on TV!I'"

"Who woul d—= began Rupen, but Kogh cut himoff, brusquely.

"Hell, 1 don't know. There's all kinda runors, though. Sone say the Cubans, sone say the Russkis
or hide-out SS or American Nazis or beatniks or the John Birch Society, even. Anyhow, 1 was
thinking it mght be a damn good idea for you to get back here as fast as you can get on a pl ane
If you can't get on a comercial flight, hire a plane of your own. We'Ill pay for it. Just get back
St at esi de, Rupen. God al one knows what's gonna happen next."

Six months after the dem se of President John F. Kennedy, Rupen Adem an was back in Italy, but in
an entirely different capacity, this tinme around. The Anerican Cvil War Centennial had bred a
thriving nmarket for shooting reproductions of nineteenth-century capl ock weapons—angi ng up from
Phi | adel phia derringers to full-size field cannon—and his firmhad sent himover to try to strike
a deal with certain of his contacts in the Italian arnms manufactories involving production of
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t hese reproducti on weapons at a cost less than that charged to them by Anerican arnms conpani es,
with their mllstones of higher overheads and production costs, and grasping, predatory unions.

Rupen was authorized to place orders for revolving pistols of .36 and .44 caliber, a revolving,
fi xed-stock carbine of .44 caliber, and a .58 caliber rifled nusket in two barrel lengths, to
start; he also was to keep eyes and ears peeled for anyone with a good idea for faster, cheaper
and safer production of nusket and pistol percussion caps.

Bagrat Adeni an had become a fanatic enthusiast of black-powder, nuzzle-I|oading shooting, driving
or flying off weekend after weekend to nmeets and shoots and encanpnents all over the country. Hs
had been the idea—and a very profitable one it had been—to develop a sideline of reproduction
bayonets, powder flasks, bullet npolds, cap boxes, and other accessories which were sold through
the old mail-order retail outlet.

Now, Bagrat wanted his own line of firearns, but the bids he had solicited from American

manuf acturers had sl amred right through the ceiling, and he had strongly doubted that he could
have unl oaded them even had he sold themat a hefty loss. That had been when he had started to
chivvy Rupen into acconpanying himto bl ack-powder shooting exhibitions.

At the first, his elder brother had been very skeptical of an involvenment of the firm "Look
Bagrat, in another year, this whole Civil War thing will be just a nenory, and there we'll be,
stuck with a carload or two of cheap reproduction charcoal burners that won't even have any
col l ector value. Unless you were thinking of doctoring themto |ook Iike originals? Is that what
you have on your devious, Yankee-Arnmenian nind, little brother? O were you of a mnd to convert
themall to floor |anps and bookends, huh?"

But gradual |y, Bagrat had won hi mover. "Look, Rupen, what you've seen is just the tip of the

i ceberg, man! Its thousands of bl ack-powder buffs don't belong to clubs or teans or anything, and
others—+tots of 'emthat collect re-pros and never shoot 'em because they're priced out of
collecting the originals. Then there's rich collectors who buy repros so they won't be tenpted to
try and shoot their real ones and bl ow themup, like as not. There's real nobneybags, even, pays an
outfit down in Tennessee to cast cannons for 'emshooting-type cannons."

"What, pray tell, do these nuts use for amunition?" asked Rupen dryly, "Ad bowing balls?"

"Aw, naw," replied Bagrat, dead serious. "The cannons ain't that big. Mdsta 'em shoots frozen
orange juice cans fulla concrete; the bigger ones uses beer cans."

"So you want nme to stunp all over Europe |ooking up bellfounders, eh? Listen, Bagrat, there are
peopl e over there who do not like nme at all, but at least they all consider ne to be sane, as of
now If 1 start soliciting bids on casting bronze muzzl e-1oadi ng cannon, the next thing you're
likely to hear is that I'min a soft roomin Switzerland, courtesy of my European friends."

"No, no, Rupen, | don't want bids on cannons . . . well, not yet. anyhow, " Bagrat assured him
Then he told himexactly what he did want to start, queried the vastly experienced Rupen as to the
best possible bets for reproduci ng the weapons, and, after some |lengthy and detail ed di scussion,
agreed with himthat Italian firns night be what was needed in this instance.

Despite Rupen's m sgivings, despite fierce conmpetition for the Anerican narket from subsidiaries
of massive Interarnco, up in Alexandria, Virginia, and a veritable host of others, the first

shi pnents of Italian-nmade reproductions sold |like the proverbial hotcakes, and the newest branch
of the Adem an Enterprises tree. Confederate States Armanents, was off with flying colors.

The el dest Adeni an brother had nanaged to acquire only about twelve percent of the Rappahannock
operations in the ten years he had worked for it, but nost all of his traveling had been paid by
the firmor reinbursed to himlater; the vast purchasing power of the U S. dollar worldw de in the
fifties and early sixties had al ways assured himof first-class accommpdati ons at very reasonabl e
dol lar rates on those things he had hinself paid, and what with salary, conm ssions, dividends on
his little block of stock, and a few gifts that various customers had pressed on himover the
years, he had managed over the decade past to sock away a fair chunk of noney, which, as it turned
out, was a dammed good t hi ng.

For Kogh Ademi an, president and chairman of the board of Adenian Enterprises, |ncorporated, was
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dead- set agai nst CSA fromthe very outset. "Look, fellas, we're doing damm good on the damn
international arns deals, so it's no need at all for us to keep peddling old guns or new ones,
either, by mail around the damm country. Just renenber that damm crazy Conmi e bastard Oswal d shot
poor John Kennedy with a fuckin' Carcano 6.5nmm carbi ne—+thank God it wasn't one / inported! Though
for all any of us know, it was our ammo the nmurderin' |lunatic used—and you can bet your sweet

tootsie that the damm liberals in Congress aren't gonna rest til they' ve got it nade illegal to
sell inported guns to anybody 'cept cops and the military. Then, 1'll give you odds these damm
soci al i st one-worl der bastards keeps on pushing to where it'll be illegal for nobst Anericans to

even own a gun of any ki nd.

"So if you wanta do this crazy thing, Bagrat, you better figger on doin'" it w thout one cent of
Adem an Enterprises backing, you hear ne?"

Thus, Rupen cl eaned out his various accounts of all save a bit under fifty-seven thousand doll ars,
but he canme into Confederate States Arnanents, Inc., as a full partner and the executive vice-
president of the newfirm He it was who persuaded a not unwilling Bagrat that, as they now were
in no way, shape, or formconnected to Ademi an Enterprises, it nmight be to their best business
interests to nove the operation to another part of the state, and what better location for a firm
pl ayi ng upon the Confederate States thene than a |location or at |least a mailing address in the
city that had been the capital of the Confederate States of Anerica: Ri chnond.

Boghos—ow grown chubby and jow y—and Mariya-still slimand toothsome as a girl, despite four
children and a reginen of truly epicurean nmeal s—would not hear of his staying at a hotel while

| ooking for a location for Confederate States Armanments in Richrmond or its environs. Rupen
accepted the hositality with not a little trepidation. It had been around fifteen years since he
had lived in a stable, home-type environment with relatives, and he was not at all certain that he
could readapt, or sure that he wanted to do so

Not that he thought he would be in any way cranped in the hone of his sister and brother-in-Iaw,
fof Boghos's lucrative nedical practice, his astute investnents, and the goodly chunk of Adem an
Enterprises stock willed to Mariya by her nother had conbined to give the fanmily a current net
worth of between three and five mllion dollars, and their present house reflected it.

The house sat on a bluff above the James River. There were two master suites and six bedroons,
each with a private bath. The eight other roons in the main house included a spacious parlor and
formal dining roomwith a butler's pantry connecting it to the huge kitchen, a famly room a
library, a nusic room Boghos's study, and a sprawling, tile-floored Florida roomfor Mariya's

| egi ons of plants. Pantry, freezer |ockers, and wine cellar were in the basenent and connected to
the kitchen by both stairs and a dunbwaiter. The basenent al so housed the | aundry room and
Boghos' s bi g-ganme trophi es and guns and caner as.

When Boghos had fini shed showi ng himthrough the two-and-a-hal f-story brick nmansion, Rupen's first
comrent was, Tal k about flaunting what you got, Brother Boghos, you live in a testament to visible
af fl uence, you know that? | know you' ve got a chef, but how many other servants does it take to
keep this nuseum shi pshape? | know Mariya couldn't possibly do it all alone."

" St ephani e, the housekeeper, is the wife of Etienne, the chef you just net," replied Boghos. W
had them before this place was even built, but now they live here, on the grounds, in that brick
bungal ow you passed as you drove in; they're Al gerian-French and nore old friends than nere

enpl oyees. Stephanie has a couple of nigra girls to help her five days a week.

"At Mariya's insistence, we enploy a gardener, fellow nane of Lenuel Steptoe and his son, who live
up the road in Manakin. And then there's ny chauffeur cum bodyguard cumthe best goddamed

aut onoti ve mechani ¢ anybody has ever had ... but hell, Rupen, you know him Seraphino M neo, the
hard man nmy attorney got to help us with that Evel yn Mangol d busi ness, years ago, though for sone
reason | never pried into, that's not the name he's using now. "

"What does he call himself these days, Boghos? M. Cobra?"

Boghos shook his head. "No, all his IDs are in the nane of Anoni no Beccaccini ero. Maybe that was
his real name all al ong, huh?"

"Not hardly," said Rupen. "The literal translation of that name cones out as ' Nanel ess Sniper.'
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He's a deeper nan than you think he is, Boghos. The last time | saw himwas in 1960, and he then
was working for the ... well, let's just say he was with an American intelligence group. How | ong
has he been with you?"

"About two and a half years, off and on, Rupen."
"OfFf and on, Boghos? Wat do you nmean?" asked Rupen

"Well, there have been two or three tinmes when he's had to leave for Italy to visit his nother,
who seens to be in very poor health. Those trips usually take himabout a nonth. Also, he has
relatives in New York City and he drives up there every so often, but he's never gone nore than a
week at a tine on those trips."”

Rupen just nodded. "And I'Il bet he | eaves when he |l eaves at the drop of a hat, with little or no
prior warning, eh, Boghos?"

"Why, yes ... usually, Rupen. How did you know?"

Rupen did not answer the question, just asked another. "And why do you put up with an enpl oyee who
di sappears fromtine to tine with no notice?"

"Because when he is around he's invaluable, Rupen. |I told you, he's a fantastic mechanic, and with
our nine cars, plus a pickup and two jeeps, he earns what | pay himand nore. And if that were not
enough, Anonino saved ny life |last year, in Al aska.

"It was this brute here, Rupen." The doctor gestured toward the nmounted head of what mnust have
been a near-record brown bear. "1'd dropped himfroma stand at about a hundred yards with ny

West | ey-Ri chards .425, then the guide and | trotted over and he put a soft-nose .30-06 into him at
close range, while | was setting up ny Leica on a folding tripod for a renote shot.

"All of a sudden, that 'dead' bear roared and junped up, coughing bl ood, and knocked that guide
ass over biscuit and started shuffling toward me. Rupen, the only weapon of any kind that | had on
me was a belt knife. The Westl ey-Richards was back at ny stand, the guide had rolled to the bottom
of a gully, and the bear was between ne and his rifle."

"What did you do, Boghos?" asked Rupen

"I wet ny pants, for one thing," adnitted the physician, w thout shane. "And | think | started to
pray. The stand that Anonimo was on was nore than two hundred yards away, you see. We'd been
comuni cating by wal kie-talkie. Mne was back with my rifle and the guide's was on himat the
bottom of the gully.

"The bear was only ten feet away from nme—we measured that distance, |ater—-when he squalled and
reared up on his hind |l egs. Then, just about the tine | heard the first shot, the second one sent
the fur and tissue flying, blew out a section of his spine at the very base of his skull. He
dropped |i ke he'd been pol eaxed, alnpbst at ny feet."

"And it was Cobr . . . Anoninm who shot him at two hundred yards?" queried Rupen

Boghos nodded. "He apol ogi zed, later, for making me wait so long, Rupen. His scope wasn't working
right and it had taken hima couple of minutes to get the thing off and flip the open sights up

then make the shot. Two hundred yards, Rupen, a downhill shot at a noving target, with open, iron
sights; the first shot smashed the bear's left shoulder, the second one killed himoutright!
Rupen, even should I find out that that man is actually Adolf Hitler's bastard son, he still would

have t hat apartnment over the garage, a decent income, and work when he wants it, those things,
plus ny friendship and deep respect."

"And where is this paragon of virtue now?" asked Rupen. The shoe was on the other foot with him
and M neo- Cobr a-Beccacciniero. He'd shot and likely killed several men to save the nysterious
Italian's life on that Cl A business years back, not the other way about.

"He took the pickup into Richnond to bring back sone parts for the Jag. God, but those Lineys are
sl ow-si x nonths ago those parts were ordered!"
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"Mere inported sports cars and | uxury sedans, Boghos?" nocked Rupen. "Teh, tch, tch! Don't you
know that one is not truly of the |landed gentry until one's holdings include a stable of rea
t hor oughbred horses, usually horses with pedi grees | onger than one's own?"

The search for the ten m ssing guests—Arsen and his group—went on for three days. Horsenen,
di smounted nen wi th keen-nosed hounds, all worked out fromthe center of the archbishop's estate
in ever-widening circles. But no single trace of the six men and four wonmen was turned up

Nei t her Rupen nor red-haired Jenny Bostwi ck could think of any slightest reason why Arsen and
Hai gh and the rest would have left without first contacting them

"Der Hal," said Rupen earnestly, "I just don't think they'd have taken off like this, not if
they'd had a choice in the matter. For one reason, the biggest and best reason, we ail of us have
a lot of trouble even understanding the dialect you fol ks speak, nuch less trying to speak it
ourselves. Even to ny ear, the |anguage you all call English sounds nore to ne |like a bastard
concoction of Plattdeutsch, A d French, and Lowl and Gaelic; | think I"'mfinally getting the hang
of speaking it fairly fluently, but neither Arsen nor any of the rest are blessed with ny
linguistic abilities. So could it be possible that they were taken away by force?"

"Now it is just barely possible," Archbishop Harold told Bass Foster an hour or so later, in
private, "that they snapped back to where they were projected fromthe sane way your house
eventually did. But 1 sincerely doubt that that is what happened to them for if it is, why then
Rupen and t he other wonan woul d have snapped back as wel |

"No, Bass, 1 think that the threats of a dying woman are being carried out. | think that Ganebird
has gotten a second projector into Wiyffler Hall, that they have used it—possibly, unknow ngly—to
project this |atest batch of unfortunates God al one knows where, for as | told you | ong ago, even
to the projector staff at Ganebird, this project is still in only an advanced experi nental stage

"I also think that you had best informyour host to be ready to ride out for Strathtyne on

tomorrow s dawn. This time, | shall be accompanying you, along with my own guards and servants and
staff. | think we'll take along Rupen Ademi an, too, if you don't m nd—who knows but what his
lifetinme of experiences so different fromour own and his flexible mind will be of value to us."
"Hal ," began Bass, "the king expects ne to—

"Yes, yes, that Irish business. Don't worry, I'll send a galloper to his najesty imediately,
telling himthat | have preenpted you and your services for a few nore weeks on matters every bit
as urgent as the earlier ones. There'll then be no difficulty, you'll see.”

What with the archbishop's horse litter and coach and wagons, the shorter, faster, but far nore
rugged cross-country route used by Bass and the galloglaiches on their last trip up to Wyffler
Hal I was out of the question this tine around. Perforce, the long, slow colum had to nake its way
up the Pennines "road" down which Bass had traveled on a winter trek that had renpoved the then-
vital, then-endangered Royal Gunpowder Works from Wyffler Hall to the relative safety of York

The road which the Scots arnmy had used both on its march to and its retreat fromthe Battle of
Hexham

The weat her turned foul only a single day out of York and so rermained for all save the last two
days of the trip, with rain, nist, fog, and unseasonably cold, biting winds to add to their wet
di sconfort in the higher elevations of the nobuntain chain.

Twi ce during the protracted journey, they were attacked by robber bands who, what with the poor
visibility and the cl oaked and hooded manner in which everyone was riding, did not until it was
far too late realize just what nanner of beasts they were awakening. The cold, wet, mserable
gal | ogl ai ches proved thensel ves ever nore than willing to inpart to these intenperate Sassenach
amat eur banditti |essons that were alnost invariably fatal in nature.

Bass's order that some few of the woul d-be anbushers fromthe second attack be all owed to escape
was fruitful, in that there were no nore attacks of any nature for the remainder of the trip, nuch
to the disgust of Sir Calum Sir Liam and the rest of the galloglaiches, who all had relished the
occasi onal |ight anusenent.
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Sight of the distant, ancient tower of Wiyffler Hall on the horizon was very wel cone to each and
every nmenber of the weary, dreary, saturated, and wi nd-burned colum. Wl cone, despite the fact
that it nmeant for nost of themonly a pallet of straw in sone unheated outbuilding or a tent or

at best, leave to sleep in the great hall on a bench or under a table. At |east the straw would be
dry and the roof would keep it so and their cloaks would provide warnth with the icy-toothed w nds
kept at bay by the walls.

But the galloglaiches. other troops, and servants were allotted scant time to rest after their
long, difficult ride. Hardly were they di smounted when the duke and the archbi shop had themin the
ol d tower keep, hacking once nore at that same wall to the ensorcell ed chanber that nmany of them
had but so lately walled up.

Cl earance of the walls this tine brought the sane pul sing pal e-greenish glow. But it brought
sonet hing else, as well, on this second occasion, sonething disconforting for all its comon
famliarity—the strong reek of a battlefield, the stench of corporeal corruption, of corpses |eft
too | ong unburi ed.

"I thought you said that you and your men buried the body of Col onel Dr. Jane Stone/' said the
ar chbi shop, who had once been Dr. Harold Kennmore, winkling his nose against the assault of the
stink from bel ow

"And so we did, Hal. We buried her out beyond the hall privies, where the dead rievers of Laird
David Scott's force lie."

"Then who," demanded the archbi shop, "in the nanme of all that's holy is rotting down there bel ow
us, Bass?"

The Duke of Norfol k neticul ously checked the prinings of his pistols, then grasped a torch and
moved into the archway. "I don't know, Hal, not now, but | sure as hell nmean to find out."

CHAPTER
THE FOURTEENTH

"Can you not think of any reason why the ground | evel, below us here, would have suddenly fl ooded,
Geof f?" said Sir Bass Foster, Duke of Norfolk, Earl of Rutland, and Baron of Strathtyne, to his
seneschal and castellan for his barony, Sir Geoffrey Miusgrave. "Clearly, it's not been prone to
flooding ere this, else rats would not have tunneled under that dirt floor in such nunbers. Wy,
when 1 was down there on ny last trip, that fl oor was pocked with dozens of burrow openings."

Musgrave scratched at his scar-furrowed, balding scalp. "Wll, your grace, as your grace may have
not ed when he rode in yesterday, Henny Turnbull and ne, we had decided that rainwater had
comenced a-pooling up too nmuch in the rear court, so we had set sonme |ads a-digging aside the old
tower keep for to put in a gravel sunp, but then this last nonth it's been near steady rain and
nae work could be done on't."

"That could well be our answer," said Bass. "And none of you thought that channeling a new
drai nage pattern in the rear court mght flood the ground floor of the tower, Geoff?"

"Why, o' course not, your grace. Ever nmon aboot knows that the foundations of the auld tower keep
goes clear doon tae bedrock." In his agitation, Misgrave was occasionally slipping back into his
Nort hunbri an country brogue. "In the hunnerts of years it's stood, ne'er could ony thrice-domed
Scot di g deep enough for tae undermine't!"

"Maybe so, maybe not, CGeoff; and even if so, the shifting of but a single foundation stone could
| eave nore than enough of an opening for a flood of water to enter and percolate up through that
dirt floor.

"All right, Geoff, forget about what's past. It's dammed good for you and everyone el se hereabouts
that it happened as it did. Those three nen were evil nen and far better dead than alive."

"But your grace, please . . . what kilt then? | watched the three of their rotten corpses stripped
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and nae single nark was on them"

Wth a hand signal to Bass, the archbishop took over. "Look you. Sir Ceoffrey, suffice it to say
that great power, deadly power, lay in the square netal device and in the silver plate on which it
rested. They put that deadly power into the water in which they were partially subnerged, and when
those three nmen were transported near knee-deep into that water, the power stopped their hearts
and so killed them

"You may call the power alcheny or sorcery or witchcraft, to yourself, but you are never to make
mention of this incident to anyone el se—wan or wonan or chil d—save those of us here at this table.
For the remai nder of your life, on your honor, you are to maintain your silence. Do you understand
me, Sir Ceoffrey?”

"Aye, your grace," answered Misgrave hunbly. pon nme oath as a belted knicht, "twill be."

"Now, Ceoff," began Bass, "whence cane the slate with which the newer portions of Wiyffler Hal
are roofed over?"

"Froma auld quarry, your grace, once in the lands o' the Heron famly, it lay; but noo it be a
part o' your grace's own Barony o' Strathtyne."

"Then find quarrymen quickly, Geoff, and see it reopened. You' re to have | oads of quarried slate
delivered here to Wayffler Hall until his grace, Harold of York, indicates that there is enough
He will need stonemasons, too, all of themthat you can locate and hire on

"That matter aside, now, Ceoff, answer me this: Is there a good source of really good potter's
clay about ?"

Musgrave winkled his brow, then said, "The best what | knows of is the claypits on the | ands of
Laird Mchael Scott, fu' brother tae the late and unlanmented Sir David Scott, but a gude non, for
a' that."

"Allright, Geoff, contact Laird Mchael and tell himthat 1'Il be wanting to buy nore than a few
wagonl oads of his potter's clay. I'Il |eave you enough gold for the job."

"Your Grace's pardon," said Musgrave, with a worried frown,"as | said, Laird Mchael be a gude non
and honest, but neither he nor | can speak for a' his relatives and retainers. Far better tae pay
himfor the clay in honest siller and I et nae single Scott, Scott's nan, or Scot suspect that
there m ght be gold at Whyffler Hall."

Bass shrugged. "Very well, Geoff, you know this border far better than | do. You handle it your
way. |'1l not be here but a day or so nore. | have king's business in the south.

"But his grace, the archbishop here, will be remaining for an indefinite period, he and Master
Rupen Adem an. Try to do whatever they ask, unusual as the requests may be. |'m | eaving a Spanish
kni ght, Don Diego, fromny staff to help you out here; he has nmanaged his own estates, so he
shoul d have no difficulty in assum ng sone of your nore nundane responsibilities, subject always
to your approval, of course.

"When the archbi shop and Master Adeni an have conpl eted that which they are remaining here to do,
Don Di ego and your |ances will escort his grace back down the long road to York."

Sir Ceof frey nodded and essayed to finger the forel ock that had noved far back on his head, now
out of easy reach, "Aye, your grace, a'" wll be as your grace has ordered't."

As Bass Foster led his staff and gall ogl ai ches down the |ong, cursive roadway toward the gate that
pierced the wall circunscribing the old outer bailey of Wiyffler Hall, the taste of the good brown
ale that had filled the stirrup cup still on his lips and the adrenaline rising at the thought of
the crosscountry hellride that would put themall back in York considerably faster than they had
proceeded fromthat city's environs, his nusings lay with all that had gone before, as well as al
that | oomed on the near horizon

"The first time that | rode out of here bound for York, it was behind Sir Francis Wiyffler and his
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banner, with Buddy Webster on ny one side and Professor WIlliam Collier on the other. That was not
so long ago, either, but nowl'mthe only one of that l|eading party left. H s grace of

Nor t hunber| and, Duke Sir Francis Whyffler, is now his najesty's voice at the court of Egon, the
Hol y Roman Enperor and husband to Arabella Wiyffler, Sir Francis's only daughter; Buddy was hurt
so badly at the Battle of Hexhamthat he no | onger can sit a horse in confort; while Bill Collier
after turning on me, his wife, the king, and England is now howing away his life in some Scottish
nmonast ery' s madhouse.

"And then there was the last tinme | rode out of here to war for the king against those Crusaders
still left on English soil, in the south. | was already Lord Conmander of the Royal Horse by then
though the only titles | held were both Enpire titles, Freiherr and Markgraf. That was when a part
of my following was Sir Andrew, Laird Eliott's wild pack of Scot rievers. Little did | then think
or even suspect that there existed troops that could frighten those devils incarnate, much |ess
that I would one day be the chosen war | eader of those troops. Yet here | ride at the head of half
the squadron of the Royal Tara Gal | owgl asses, the sel fsane squadron that snmashed, rolled up the
vaunt ed Spani sh heavy horse at the Battle of Bl oody Rye.

"Every dammed way | turn in this savage world, titles and all egi ances and honors keep falling on
me, binding me nore and ever nore tightly into a nold that | don't feel fitted for, not really,
deep down. | guess that, deep down, that old, peace-loving Bass Foster, who lived in a house by
the side of the Potonac River with a splendid wonman nanmed Carol —Carol, dear Carol, ever |oved,
never really forgotten—and sonetinmes let her talk himinto driving to D.C. to take part in
protests against a war that seenmed to be unwi nnable, is still down there sonmewhere deep yelling
and screanming his head off every tine that this surface Bass Foster gets another title or whatnot
for being an acconplished killer of nen.

"What woul d' ve happened if Carol had lived, 1 wonder? Well, | never woul d've been projected here,
for one thing. She would 've had us two and the cats all packed up and on the road in the jeep
headed for higher ground | ong before the floodcrest got within twenty mles of the house. Her
obsessive need to work for the betternent of the suffering nasses did not at any tinme include any
slightest wish to risk her own life or health or conforts."

In her own particular way, Carol had been easy to love, and he had dearly |oved her for the too-
brief time that God had given themtogether, but that was not to say that he had not recogni zed
her faults. She had been a left |iberal of the born-to-wealth, Bne-and-chablis crowd, and she had
been every bit as hypocritical as any of themin her often-spouted and conpl etely unworkabl e

soci al i stic-Utopian schenes.

Carol woul d not have lasted for long in this world. Herself born to old noney and all that went
with a distinguished patronymic in Tidewater Virginia, she had nothing nore than a scathing
contenpt for anyone bearing a title of nobility. Elective titles inpressed her even | ess, unless
the bearers were of a similar background and of views simlar to her own fuzzy theories of
egalitarianism justice, and the need for social change.

Krystal was like Carol in sone ways, which was probably a | arge part of the reason that she and
Bass neshed so quickly upon that traumatic arrival in this world. But al so because of those ways
in which she was |like Carol, plus a few ways in which she was nost uni quely herself, he knew t hat
he was | osing her through his frequent and | ong-term absences in the king's service.

"Maybe, " he thought, while the long |l egs of the hunter he was astride today ate up the ground and
di stance, "I should accede to her frequent denmands that | pack her along with me wherever | have
to go, whenever |'mordered there. As she's said often enough, a good many noble officers do just
that, taking wi ves and nistresses—anmunition-w ves, they're called by the troopers and gun

nmen—al ong on canpai gns.

"What she just can't seemto realize is that the field canp of an arny in this world is in no way,
shape, or formlike any arny canps she probably recalls fromour world . . . that is, the world we
came from Any canmp here, no natter how good the | ocation chosen, no nmatter how good the weat her
has inevitably becone nothing I ess than a pesthole within I ess than two weeks' tinme, breeding
farns of dysentery, cholera, typhus, typhoid, tetanus, lung infections, poxes, internal parasites,
noxi ous insects, and God al one knows what el se. Only the very toughest nen and wonen survive | ong
inthis world s arm es, not because of conbat, but because of the conditions under which nost of
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themlive when they're not in battle, that is, nost of the tine. And | can't see exposing Krysta
toit.

"Of course, it can be changed. |'ve already effected sone of those changes in ny own cavalry
canps. | did it first with the galloglaiches and then | let them enforce conpliance on the rest of
the troopers, nost of whomare rightly scared shitless of the galloglaiches, to start out.

"Every ranking personage who chances by remarks on how very cl ean and sweet-snelling ny permanent
cavalry canp is, and there's dam good reason that it is, too. Two six-foot straddle trenches for
each sixty troopers and harsh puni shments of those caught relieving thensel ves el sewhere; pits

adj acent to the horse lines for collection of shovel ed-up horsebiscuits; and other pits to be
filled with offal, wastewater, food scraps, and the like. On ny strict orders, stray swine are
chivvi ed out of canp whenever they wander in. | allow dogs and cats around because they tend to go
after rats and nmice and al so because the nen like to have them about, but each unit is under
standing orders to keep its areas clean of canine and feline droppings, trash, and discarded

cl ot hi ng.

"And it's working, danmmit, it's working for nme and ny command. |lIlness and commobn canp di seases
are way down in the reports 1 receive. Few of the minor injuries that troopers suffer in the
course of drill or in handling spirited horses wind up in |ockjaw or worse, these days. And since

| made them start boiling their water for a quarter hour before they ingested it, dysentery has
becone i nfrequent in canp.

"My next project, once | can get this Irish business, whatever it turns out to be, behind nme, is
to try to get ny troopers and ny officers, too, for that matter, into the habit of bathing a
little nore often. Then, maybe, into changing their linens and washing them rather than wearing
themuntil they rot off, and then just throwing the filthy rags away. But even just the bathing—f
I can get it started—should cut down the incidences of boils and festered sores and skin rashes
that the troopers all suffer nowto greater and | esser degrees in their crotches and their
arnpits.

"Now, if the Welsh and English and Scots troopers who' ve been indoctrinated in ny cavalry canp
carry these newfangl ed ways back home with them deaths and pernmanent crippling fromdi sease can

be significantly | owered throughout this kingdomand parts of Scotland, as well, and nmaybe then
"Il feel like |I've done a bit nmore for the world in which nmy little son will grow up and |ive out
his life than sinply introduce sone nore effective ways of making war and killing."

During the course of the three weeks of slow, ox-pace journey follow ng the supposed nadnman's
revealing of his true, noble identity and his tragic ensorcell nent, Abbot Fergus spent nore and
more of his time in converse with the English earl, riding beside the cart that bore the bear cage
during the days and sitting near to it and its occupant in the night canps.

A younger son of very minor nobility-his elder brother was a knight as their father had been
before him holding a few, poor acres in feoff fromthe Earl of Ayr in return for servi ce—ergus
had earned el evation to abbot by his adm nistrative abilities, not by his famly's wealth or his
own erudition, of which latter he owned painfully little. Therefore, being treated and bespoken as
al nrost an equal by this wellborn, noble, obviously highly educated and w dely travel ed Sassenach
lord was a singular and nost exciting experience for the hunbl e man.

Day after day, night after cold, firelit night, he sat as one enthralled to hear the tales of Earl
Ulleam s travels to and exploits in distant |ands and seas and cities of fable. And the very fact
that his lordship insisted that he remain confined within the | ocked cage lest a fit of the
sorcery-i nduced madness suddenly come upon him that during emergences to wash his body and
clothes in nearby burns and tiny |ochs he be close guarded by sharp-eyed nonks and brawny gillies,
reassured Abbot Fergus enough of the poor, unfortunate, put-upon and gravely suffering man's good
intentions that, upon request, he | oaned his charge his razor and his precious bronze scissors
that the earl might trimhis beard and hair and filthy, cracked, and claw i ke toe and fingernails.
The man that energed from beneath the gray-white hair | ooked i ndeed very noble to Abbot Fergus and
even nore so to the other nonks, who began to treat their nad prisoner nore |like a captive

nobl eman and | ess |ike a dangerous wild beast.

Whi ch treatment was a deadly error, for one night, while all of the nmen slept deeply after a
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heavi er -t han-usual neal, the nmad earl slipped the single ankle fetter, exited the cagfr—
apparently by picking the huge iron | ock—and silently strangl ed Abbot Fergus where he slept. Arned
then with the too-trusting abbot's razor, the nadman slit the throat of a sleeping gillie and
robbed his victimof all his effects-broadsword, targe, dirk, knives, tartan, shirt, rawhide
brogues, wallet, and bonnet. Sonehow avoi ding notice of the drowsy, noddi ng horseguard, the nmadman
saddl ed and bridled the dead abbot's big nule and stole out of canp, not nounting until he was
wel | out of hearing distance. Then, taking a heading fromthe tw nkling stars above, he put the
mule to his best gait, riding southeastward, in the direction of the port of G ascow.

Prof essor Wlliam Collier vowed to hinself as he rode the dead abbot's mule, dressed in the dead
gillie's clothes, that there would be no bringing himto bay |ike sone beast of the chase and
draggi ng him naked and beaten and chained, to be caged and ill treated, this time. No, now he was
armed with substantially nore than a rude club of a broken branch and a shard of sharp flint. If
they came after himthis time, he would either win free with sword and dirk or force themto kil
himon the spot.

If he could win free, however, sell the nmule and its gear for enough to provide himself with some
better clothing and a passage to Ireland, he could find there the Papal |egate, spin sone tale
that could not be checked out, then find a way to get his deserved revenge on that damed

t hankl ess usurper, Arthur 11l Tudor, and on the bastard who had been at the root of all his
troubl es and woes, Bass Foster.

"I am after all," he thought as he rode, "the nost intelligent and nost highly educated man in
this entire world. When once |'ve placed nmy innunerable talents at the service of the Roman
Church, England and Wales will fall to Church arnmies armed with the weapons |'Il show them how to
make and use properly alnpst overnight. Til not ask nmuch in return, only a duchy or two, for ny
real reward will be watching Arthur and Foster slowy tortured al nost to death, then cranmed full
of gunpowder and burned at the stake."

In far-southern Munster, nost of King Brian's siege train and a portion of his army |l ay entrenched
before the I andward walls of Tamhas' burh, the ard-righ hinself being off on other pursuits with
the rest of his arny. He realized that the siege was really a standoff when his first and only, to
date, assault on the city was bloodily repul sed by a deadly conbi nati on of inpressive gunnery by
the wall batteries and a two-pronged sally by hard-fighting nercenari es—horse backed up by
foot—+that took his assault force in both flanks and routed themto race pell-mell back down the
hill to safety beyond the range of the wall guns.

Brian knew that the city could be supplied ad infinitumas |long as King T*"nhas retai ned control of
the river, but Brian's present fleet included only two galleons, neither of themas big, well
found, and heavily arnmed as the aptly named | npressionant, and he was not about to risk them

agai nst the Papal fleet that now served the interests of his old eneny. He just thanked God on
hi gh that the topographical |ayout was such that the batteries of the ships could not be used to
menace his | and forces.

He conforted hinmself with the thought that, after all, he had attenpted to do it all peacefully.
Shortly after his arny's arrival before the city, he had sent in a sacred herald with an offer to
wi thdraw fromout all of Minster—-save only the border |ands that were never really a part of
Munster to begin with and were the basic reason for the generations-long bad bl ood and feuding
bet ween Meath and Munster—did King Tamhas but cede to the safekeeping of the cathederal vaults at
Tara the Star of Minster

Ki ng Tamhas's answer had been to return the herald' s body in bloody chunks, by way of an ol d-
fashi oned trebuchet, which action, to Brian's way of thinking, denonstrated the utter barbarity
and conpl ete lack of imagination in his enenmy. And so he had marched away about ot her business
with the best, nore nobile elements of the arny of the ard-righ. Should he have need of the siege
train el sewhere, he could always send for them Meanwhile, why not |et them squat before

Tamhas' burh, bottling the ever-troubl esonme Fitzger-aids safely up and living well off what their
foragers could strip fromthe | ands of Munster at no cost to Brian? He had forbidden themto fight
agai nst those within the walls unless first attacked, had |left them a pl enitude of gunpowder and a
brace of priests who knew how to fabricate nore, so they should be able to nmake it reasonably

unpl easant for the folk of the city and their king with enough fighting nmen avail able to protect
themfromsallies, entrenchnments that could be defended adequately fromeither side, and a
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ditched, ranparted, and well-fortified canp to house adm nistration and supply functions.

At the age of five and thirty years, Ard-Righ Brian VIII had been engaged in war for two and
twenty years in all parts of the island called Eire. Though nostly victorious, he had suffered a
few defeats, but he had never lost an arny or any substantial portion of one, or any single one of
the precious and difficult-of-replacenent bonbards or siege cannon, and he had no slightest
intention of now breaking that sterling practice through |eaving his siege train undefended.

He marched off to attenpt to overawe the smaller kingdonms and kings, gain their Jewels of
Sovereignty, allegiances, and the loan of the their arm es, then redescend on Minster with nore
force than even the stubborn Fitzgeralds would dare to oppose. He knew that he had scant time to
assenbl e the Seven Magical Jewels of Eire and could but wi sh that he had a second arny.

For many a |l ong week after the Duke of Norfolk had ridden off southward with his gall oglai ches and
personal staff, Archbishop Harold of York and Rupen Adeni an took turns supervising the three
mast er stonemasons—two of them Northunbrians, one a Low and Scot found for Sir Geoffrey by Laird
M chael Scott—and the dozen or so journeynen and apprentices bringing in the inch-or-nore-thick

sl abs of slate, marking and chi pping and carving and snoothing them before carefully laying them
end to end and edge to edge in the handspan-deep bed of nortar that covered the old earthern floor
of the tower keep's ground |evel. The masons and ot her worknen, the oxmen and quarry nen, none of
them questioned this project or even thought to so do. It had been ordered by a mighty lord, and
they were one and all nore than happy to take his silver and thank God for the unexpected | argesse
that the work brought to themand their famlies. They all could be assured, now, of enough food
to bear themthrough the conming winter, good harvest or ill.

Wain after wain trundl ed dowmn from Scotl and, behind spans of sturdy, slow plodding red-and-white
oxen, each |oaded to near overflowing with fine-quality potter's clay fromthe claypits on Laird
Scott's denesne. At Wiyffler Hall, the clay was shovel ed into sacks and baskets to be stored in

various outbuildings until needed, safe there fromrains and m sts.

Laird Mchael Scott did not question just what the Sasse-nachs at Wiyffler Hall intended to do
with so much clay. It was none of his business, for one thing; for another, Laird Mchael was nore
than happy to get the silver that Sir CGeoffrey Misgrave pronptly paid himor his agents. Silver
was hard to cone by in Low and Scotland by JegalJ neans, and the new crowned King Janes had offered
dire consequences to any borderer clan or famly so rash as to go a-rieving into England sans his
royal say-so. And Laird M chael had two sons who nust shortly be fitted out as became young Scots
gentl emen, as well as a daughter who one day soon would be in need of a suitable dowy.

He was, however, of an inquiring mnd and a consistently curious nature, so when he nmet with Sir
Geoffrey on a day, he asked, half-jokingly, if the denizens of Whyffler Hall had the intent of
cornering the chanberpot nmarket for all of England, Wales, and Scotl and.

But Musgrave had not risen to the joke. Dead-serious had been his answer. "1 dinnae ken what al
the clay be for, Laird Mchael. Belike, sone project o' his grace o' York. A" | ken be that ny
o' erlord, his grace of Norfolk, has ordered it so, and so it shall be, 'pon ny sacred oath."

The archbi shop had insisted that Master Rupen Adeni an, though untitled as yet, was as wellborn in
his own | and as any present and nust therefore he seated at the high table for neat. Central place
at that elevated board went, of course, to the archbi shop, whose rank was in nost all ways the
equi val ent of that of a duke. Unless Laird Mchael Scott was present for neat—his rank being the
rough equival ent of an English baron—the archbi shop was flanked by Sir Geoffrey and Don Diego. In
addition to Rupen, two noble clerics of the archbishop's staff were usually present with them

Don Diego's conmand of English was inproving. Nonetheless, he and the archbi shop usually conversed
in Latin, while Rupen exercised his twentieth-century Spanish on this seventeeth-century Spani ard,
qui ckly discovering that there were significant differences between the two tongues. For one
thing, the famous Castilian lisp did not exist in Don Diego's version of Castilian Spanish

O a day, while the pages, squires, and other servants were briskly clearing away the remants of
the fish and carving the poultry for serving, Archbishop Harold asked, "Tell me, Don Di ego, have
you any relatives, distant or near, living in this Kingdom of England and Wil es, perchance?"

"No," replied the Castilian knight, "that | do not, your grace. | own a few distant cousins in
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Val enci a—eut cone of the nmarriage of ny grandsire's half sister to one Conde Ernesto of that
real mand one of ny younger brothers is secretary to his eminence, Cardinal de |os Llanos Luviosos
de Espana, who presently is in Rone. . . . May one inquire why your grace asks?"

"No thing of much inport, Don Diego. It is sinply that you chance to bear a truly startling
resenbl ance to one of ny scribes back in York, but he is of West Country English antecedents." The
archbi shop | eaned forward and bespoke his secretary, "Brother Hugh, see you not a resenbl ance

bet ween this nobl e knight and one of our scribes?"

"Wiy, yes, now that your grace nentions it," replied that worthy, setting down his cup. "Don Diego
| ooks the very spit and i nage of young Brother Mitthew O son. They two might be father and son or
el der brother and younger, so very simlar are they."

But then the geese were served and there was no nore talk for the while.

Arrived at the archepi scopj U estate southwest of York City, Bass proceeded with doing all that was
necessary for getting the galloglaiches accustoned to the pairs of new flintlock horsepistols
delivered in their absence by Pete Fairley. Those now wi th hi mwoul d have the job of teaching
those left in Norw ch. Several pack-nule |oads of the new arnms and their accessories were ready
and waiting at the manufactory in York.

Bass had i ntended to send Nugai —who was an old friend of Pete Fairley' s—ever to York to arrange a
rendezvous point for the |oaded nules along his Iine of march, but surprisingly was unable to find
the usually faithful little yell owbrown nman. Nor did he come across him not for nore than two
days. So he ended by sending Sir Ali ibn Hussain.

When the missing Kalnyk finally did turn up, it was with abject apol ogies. He recounted that he
had been herb-hunting around the countryi de, seeking out ingredients for the various salves and
medi ci nes he concocted, remarking that he had come to know the plants of England better than he
was likely to know those of the | and where they so shortly would be bound and where, was there
fighting, they surely woul d have need of some of his nostruns.

For his own pan, Bass was so plesed to have back the little nomad with his quick, intuitive mnd
his amazing level of intelligence, and his easy adaptability to all the circunstances that they
had encountered, to date, that he forgot his brief flash of anger at the unannounced and
protracted absence and got back to his own duties, |eaving Nugai alone to sort and prepare his
sacks of ingredients. For, with the dawn, they all would depart for Norw ch

The el der and the younger net but briefly, once nore by night, once nore in a graveyard, though
not the sane graveyard.

"W have a problem" said the elder. "You set the controls and I sent all save two of them a-
journeying, barely within the set time period. But | have just visited the point from which they
all were snatched at the proper reference points. They are not there. Through mani pul ati ons,

j ockeyed back and forth, and while |I could witness their disappearances, 1 could find no trace of
any reappearances. So where has your bungling inexperience sent these projectees? Riddle ne that."

The younger hung his head in contrition, while the elder went on. "Nor is that all, or even the
worst of the problem When | journeyed down to check the settings on the journey device, |I found
it and the entire repository gone, torn fromout the earth like a rotten tooth, leaving only a
hol e wherein the foundati ons had been so long set."

The younger gul ped. "Then | amtrapped here, with no way to journey in either distance or tine or
bet ween the universes.."

"Just so." The el der nman nodded again. "And |I'I|l be far too busy on this level to journey to where
| can secure you another device for sone nonths. So lie lowin York and |ive the part of your
present persona until | return; it is all that you can do. Let this serve as a | esson to you. Qur

work here is vital to our people; noreover, the price of failure in performance of assigned tasks
is usually suffering of some nature, sonetines personal extinction. Let us hope that your eventua
price be not so steep.'*

State Police Lieutenant Martin Gear sat behind his office desk, chewing at the knuckle of his
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thunmb until the two FBI agents were done. Then he could hold it back no I onger

He grinned naliciously as he said, "Wll, you damm federal hotshots come up just as dry as ne and
nmne did, didn't you? | never knew just why yawl were called in on this case anyhow It all fel
within my state, and ain't nothing to nmake anybody think it might be kidnapping."

One of the agents |ooked quizzically at the other, briefly, and the other said, "Hell, Larry, it
won't hurt to tell him now"

"Li eutenant Cear,*' began the agent called Larry, "the m ssing nen, the ones to whom you have been
referring in press interviews as 'cheap A-rab nusicians,' are neither Arabs nor cheap, not by any
means. Their band was a hobby to them One was a Greek, one was a Syrian- Aneri can, but nost of

t hem wer e Arneni an- Arericans, all but one American-born. Two of themare very wealthy men in their
own right, the rest are the sons of wealthy, well-connected businessnen.

"Surely you are famliar with Adenmi an Enterprises, Incorporated, and its subsidiary, Souvenirs,
I ncor por at ed?"

Li eut enant Gear nodded. "So?"

"Al'l save a couple of the m ssing nen are connected to those firnms either by birth or enpl oynent
or both, and one of the out-of-state Ademi an plants is producing some very sensitive materi al
under federal contract."

"I'I'l take over, Larry," said the senior agent. "So sensitive is this material, Lieutenant GCear
that certain foreign powers have already gone to a great deal of trouble and expense to try to get
sanpl es and plans. So far their schenmes have all been foil ed.

"Now consi der these facts, Lieutenant: Al of the audience that night on that secluded estate far
fromthe main roads were foreign-born—ranians and a few assorted Arabs—and Iran shares a | ong
border with the Soviet Union; M. Kogh Adem an is the chairman of the board of Adem an
Enterprises, Incorporated, and the m ssing band | eader, Arsen Adem an, is his son

"Are you beginning to grasp an inkling of just why we were called in on this case, Lieutenant
Gear? Wiy we intend to continue that investigation, however long it takes, until we turn up firm
evi dence of just what happened out there that night?"

Gear | ooked bewi | dered. "Well, what the hell can | do, boys? My department couldn't turn up any
nmore than yours could on it, and we all flat-out worked, too, till that fell ow Asissi got a court
order to keep us off his estate, anyway."

"That's Azizi,' Lieutenant Gear," put in Larry informatively.

The senior agent, Jerry, grinned. "Well, the distinguished Anmeer Azizi knows better than to try
that kind of garbage with us—he'd find his green card lifted so fast it would nake his self-

i mportant head swim He and his fellow oil mllionaires may think that they've bought this country
| ock, stock, and barrel, but they haven't, not yet, not by a |long shot.

"No, what we'll be needing fromyou, Lieutenant Gear, is the full cooperation of you and your
department —wi | ling cooperation, this time, not the grudgi ng cooperation we had to pressure your
governor into ordering you to give us. Wth that kind of help and with any kind of |uck, we should
be able to get to the bottom of these strange di sappearances within the tinme that 1've proni sed
the director we can have the case solved."

Martin Gear shook his head again, sorrowfully. "Boys, you got it. \Watever nme and mine can do for
you, give you, is yours. But | can't help feeling this feeling that it ain't nothing in this old
world is going to help you one damm bit in finding them people. Nothing in this world."
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ROBERT ADAMS |ives in Seminole County, Florida. Like the characters in his books, he is partial to
fencing and fancy swordplay, hunting and riding, good food and drink. At one time Robert could be
found sl aving over a hot forge, nmaking a new sword or busily reconstructing a historically

accurate mlitary costune, but, unfortunately, he no longer has tine for this as he's far too busy

writing.
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