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Preface

 


The Chevalier du Morte had
barely enough energy to ride the mystical horse into the underworld
before he was completely exhausted. He was very carefully helped
from the great beast and lowered to the ground in the meadow. His
companions propped him on a bier of soft ferns and gave him another
drink from an animal skin flask produced by Sam, the elven leader.
The warmth produced by the sweet liquid, that tasted of honey,
spread through him once more and revived him somewhat as the elves
set about making camp and lighting their elven fires in a circle in
front of him. Soon there were drums and pipes and many musicians
producing a fiery, driving beat and presently elves began to dance
in front of his weary eyes, mesmerizing him into a false sense of
peace. Sam sat beside him on his right and Paddy Elrood
Puffingtowne sat next to him on his left. He felt disoriented and
weak, almost drunk as he watched the small, slender forms leaping,
twirling and jumping about in front of him. The music permeated his
brain and pushed everything else aside until he felt that he would
like to dance with them… if only he could get up.

“We will need to make some
magic, Adar,” Sam told him after a bit. “Whenever you are ready, we
will begin.”

“I’m ready,” he said
simply. He was not feeling well at all, and was not up to making
magick, but he knew that if he did not do something soon, he would
be gone. The desire to end his life had vanished completely. For
some odd, self-destructive reason, he wanted to see it through to
the end in spite of everything that had happened. It might have
been the elves or it might have been the mead. Even as he sat with
his friends under the light of the half moon, watching them in
their dance, the Abyss was calling to him. From the moment he had
opened his eyes in his bedroom, he had felt the call.

He raised his left hand
and looked at the blackened flesh in his palm and shuddered. She
had taken his hand and left her mark there. If these wonderful
creatures about him now could not help him, he would soon be taking
his place at her side in the depths of the pit and he would never
return.

“Drink, Adar,” Sam urged
him and handed him a wooden bowl full of clear liquid. “You need to
be strong for there is much work to do tonight and tomorrow we will
live at your pace for a while and a bit until we can defeat our
enemy and live again in peace. Tranquility. Serenity.
Harmony.”

Mark Andrew turned up the
bowl and drank the liquid fire as quickly as he could without
choking on its strange herbal potency. It was not the same liquid
as before and it spread much more rapidly through his body,
seemingly penetrating even the coldness in his shoulder and the
numbness in his hand. But the effect was only temporary in the two
places where the Queen had touched him.

“There are many things
occurring in the overworld which will prevent your Brothers from
helping you now, Adar,” Sam continued. “We need a king, Adar.
Someone who can lead us against the evil in the pit. Someone with
great magick. If you will do this thing for us, we will be forever
in your debt and forever your servants for as long as you will have
us. We will go back for your Queen and she will keep you company
here. We do not want you to be lonely with us.”

“My Queen?” Mark Andrew
asked and turned his blurry vision on the elf. “If you mean,
Meredith Sinclair, she is already wed to another. She is no longer
my woman, Sam, and has not been for… a while and a bit.” He used
the elf’s way to describe the unknown quantity of time that had
passed since Meredith had married Simon of Grenoble. He had no idea
how long he had slept after his encounter with the Mad Arab and the
Queen of the Abyss in the black dwarf’s cave. Ages, perhaps. “She
is now Meredith Nichole Sinclair-Dambretti-d’Ornan,” he said almost
lightly and waved his right hand about in dismissal. He had come to
the end of his ropes with his Sister, the Chevalier d’Sagesse du
Solomon. He could bear no more disappointments. The last had been
too much of a shock and his grief was still fresh in his
mind.

“There are others,” Sam
shrugged. “You will see. You will see many things when you descend
into the Abyss.”

“Descend…?” Mark Andrew
frowned. That did not sound good.

“But let us not speak of
these things now. Let’s dance first and then we will begin the
healing.”

Sam got up suddenly to
take his hand and the clurichaun added the sound of his bagpipes to
the lively music. Mark Andrew looked down at his unlikely friend
and the short red-bearded creature dressed in a bright red and
yellow kilt winked at him.

“Go on, Andy,” the
clurichaun told him. “I’ll be roight ’ere when ye get back. Paddy
will take care o’ ye. I told ye once before, when ye hoire Paddy
Puffingtowne t’ take care o’ ye stock, ye get yer money’s worth,
lad.”

Mark Andrew nodded
graciously to him and then allowed Sam to draw him into the dancing
crowd around the five elven fires. He made it through one dance
before being carried back to the bier. They laid him out on his
back and began to draw runes on his face and his chest with a
mysterious black powder mixed with nectar, preparing him for the
magick that would restore and heal him from the terrible wounds
inflicted by the Queen as best they could.

“Can ye heal ’im
completely?” Paddy asked from over the elf’s shoulder as he
worked.

“I do not know, friend,”
Sam answered. “But I believe we can protect him until he can heal
himself. He has the power, but not the will.”

Bart stood to one side
watching the activities of the elves with great interest. The
knocker did not trust the elves. They had tricked him too often,
but this man they called Adar was a good man and strong and had
defeated the black sorcerer that had tormented him in his caves and
stolen his treasure. He stepped forward cautiously and presented a
package rolled in a black cloth to Paddy.

“I found this in th’ cave
aftar th’ battle wi’ th’ sorcerer, Paddy,” he pronounced slowly in
his surprisingly deep voice. His face was obscured under his black
hood. Only his long nose was visible in the blue light of the
fire.

Paddy took the bundle and
began to unroll it carefully.

“I thought ’e moight loike
to ’ave it back. It is too strong fer Bart and I have noightmares
aboot it.” The knocker backed away quickly as the contents of the
bundle was exposed in Paddy’s hands.

“Ahh, he wud be greatly
obloiged, Bart, t’ be sure,” Paddy nodded approvingly and quickly
laid aside his bagpipes. “Sam, me friend, wot d’ ye think o’
this?”

Sam turned to look at the
long, white braid of hair with silver ornaments affixed at the
end.

“Adar’s braid?” Sam asked
in astonishment and looked around at the elves surrounding the
bier. “How came it to be gone from his head?” He quickly rolled
Mark’s head to and fro.

“It’s a long story,
friend,” Paddy told him solemnly. “Remoind me t’ tell ye aboot it
sometoimes.”

Sam took the white braid
and laid it across Mark Andrew’s shoulder.

“If it is to be returned to
his head, then it will be so, right and fitting,” Sam nodded. “I
cannot perform such magick, but we will see what the gods may
think. Bring me the crown.”

One of the elves stepped
forward to present a smooth band of gold with a single red stone
set in the center of the semi-circular design.

Sam took the simple, yet
elegant work of art and placed it on Mark’s head. The gold
shimmered and the stone glittered on his forehead.

A general sigh and a
murmur went up as the elves crowded about the bier to see the face
of their new king.

“Now we will see what we
will see,” Sam pronounced softly.

The elf leader stood up
and surveyed his handiwork. He raised one hand to the sky and the
music began again. This time it was much more intense than before.
The elves, along with numerous creatures of the underworld began to
dance about the fires again, singing in their melodic voices,
calling on their own spirit gods to join them at their circles. The
ceremonial dancing would continue until Mark Andrew
awakened.

Paddy sat down next to him
on the bier and added his pipes to the music once more. Bart sat
cross-legged a few feet away and watched the dancers suspiciously.
Such magick had not been accomplished in an age upon an age. This
would be a night worth remembering.

 



Chapter One of
Seventeen

Many will intreat the
favour of the prince

 


 


The plans for the party
were going well in spite of Merry’s melancholia. Each spring was a
time of great depression for her. Each spring saw the Order with
more and more problems to face and less and less time, it seemed,
spent together. They hardly ever saw each other any more except for
the occasional Council meeting. There were only eight of them left
now. Merry sat on the back steps of Mark Ramsay’s stone house in
Lothian with her elbows propped on her knees, looking out at the
caterers who were setting up the tables, chairs and all the
trappings for the combination birthday party for Marco, Lucia and
Oriel and the reception for Lucio and his new bride, Jasmine, who
would be returning from their abbreviated honeymoon in Paris and
bringing Lucia with them. In fact, they were due any moment. The
Chevaliere was saddened to think that Guy de Lyons, Armand de Bleu
and Sir Barry of Sussex would only be represented by their
apprentices at the affair. Even worse, Mark Andrew would have no
one representing him. He had left them without even an apprentice
in his stead.

She raised the paper she
held in her hand and went over the guest list again. Adonaijah
Sidzenga, Armand de Bleu’s apprentice. She knew him fairly well.
And Robert Adkins, Sir Barry’s apprentice who had been shot by the
Mad Arab’s men at the chapel so long ago now. She remembered him
fairly well, but had not seen him in ages. Cesar Hananiah, de
Lyon’s apprentice. He had been here only twice. Once, before the
dragon had come from the Abyss and then again with Sir de Lyons
when the Knight of the Sword had come to Scotland to mount an
expedition to the underworld to look for Sir Ramsay seven years
ago.

Seven years had crawled by
since Ramsay had disappeared into the cavern in the meadow riding a
pale horse and they had never seen him since. De Lyons had come
with Sir Barry of Sussex and Armand de Bleu and thirty Templar
soldiers. They had plotted and planned a short expedition into the
underworld with the help of John Paul’s directions and suggestions,
but the three Knights and the thirty soldiers had never returned.
John Paul had accompanied them as far as the cottage in the meadow
and had watched them ride away on their horses and that had been
it. Not a word from any of them. Merry sighed. The Grand Master had
adamantly refused to allow any more of his Knights to go in search
of Mark Andrew Ramsay. He was four Knights short. Four! And Ramsay
had disappeared carrying Sister Meredith’s mystery with
him!

Edgard D’Brouchart had
allowed another expedition with a Captain and twenty men to go
shortly after the first mission had failed, but they had lost these
men as well. And they had absolutely no idea what had happened to
them either. Not even John Paul, priest, prophet and Chevalier du
Orient, keeper of the secrets of the Sumerians and Babylonians,
could shed any light on the disappearances. The Grand Master could
only assume that they had been lost in the Abyss and if Ramsay’s
own son, who traveled often to the underworld to visit his wife and
son who resided there, could not discern his whereabouts, then he
would risk no more, even though he was currently short five out of
twelve of the Divine Mysteries possessed by the Immortal Council of
the Red Cross of Gold. He still had hope that they would come back…
somehow of their own accord.

John had suggested that
they had been lost in the caves of the red dragon and the Ancient
Queen. Possibly destroyed and lost forever, but John had no idea
just how vast the underworld might actually be.

There would be four empty
chairs at the banquet in honor of the fallen Knights and a memorial
speech for the Captain and the fifty soldiers made by Simon
d’Ornan, Chevalier du Serpent and priest for the Order’s Council of
Twelve. Merry stood up and dusted off her slacks. She had to go
down to the lab and check on Planxty Grine, her new apprentice from
Dublin. He was in the process of making silver for new sword hilts
for himself and Simon’s latest apprentice, Lue René Rampal. He was
also making one as a surprise for the Grand Master’s apprentice,
Martin St. John.

Merry still could not
believe that she was the Alchemist for the Order now. It had been
her son, John Paul, who had suggested it. He had delivered the
knowledge to her two years into the wait for the Alchemist to
return from the Abyss. The Grand Master had agreed to the prophet’s
suggestion readily. He felt that the Chevalier d’Sagesse du Solomon
needed something to get her mind off her grief and it would also
take some of the burden from her son. He had been carrying the
triple responsibility of standing in for his father as Knight of
Death and Alchemist, as well as holding the mystery of the title he
held as Knight of the Orient. Everything was so confused now. If
only they could get Mark Andrew back along with Sussex, de Bleu and
de Lyons, but…

There would be the eight
Knights of the Council, Lucio’s wife, Jasmine, the three children
and eleven apprentices in attendance at the party. Oh, and, of
course, Simon’s wife! Rachel and their four sons: Reuben Peter,
Simeon James, Joseph Bartholomew, Benjamin Thomas and another one
on the way. Merry sighed. She’d never keep all of their names
straight! That would be twenty-nine altogether and hopefully, John
Paul would be able to talk his wife Michele into joining them and
bringing along his son, Jozsef Daniel, but she did not think that
John Paul had even asked her to come. It was just a suspicion,
but…

It seemed her entire life
revolved around Marco Niccolo and Oriel now. She worked with her
apprentice, Planxty Grine, of course. The apprentice she had chosen
because he reminded her of Paddy Puffingtowne, the clurichaun, who
used to live with them sometimes. And she schooled Marco and Oriel
at home. She had plenty of help with the housework with the
addition of a cook and a handyman provided by the Grand Master and
then there was Louis Champlain, Chevalier l’Clef d’Or. The Knight
of the Golden Key. He had never left Scotland after Mark’s
disappearance. Now he was just part of the family and part of the
scenery. His orange and yellow golf balls had become a mowing
hazard in the meadow, while her son Marco had excelled at the sport
and then gone on to other pursuits. Champlain was a patient man. He
had improved his swing, but he was in no hurry. At present, he was
overseeing the Bar-B-Que that Lucio had requested for the main fare
at the reception slash birthday party. Champlain was no Texan and
the cook, an Italian fellow, was no chef.

They were managing with
Merry’s half-hearted assistance to cook some very large briskets
and Italian sausages and a couple of legs of lamb on the cast iron
pit Merry had bought from a Texas vendor and had delivered to
Scotland just for this occasion. She wondered if there was another
Texas style Bar-B-que pit in the entire country. Probably not. She
somehow felt it important to please her ex-husband, Lucio Dambretti
even though he seemed to be over her completely and no longer made
demands of her of any kind. Simon was out there as well, explaining
the finer points of roasting meat over hot coals to his wife,
Rachel. And Rachel was obviously being polite by hanging on to his
every uninformed word as their four eldest sons played with
tractors and trucks on the brick patio. The youngest, just over a
year old, toddled back and forth between the chairs, trying to
climb into each one with little success.

It pained her a great deal
to see Simon with Rachel. She was still not over him ‘leaving’ her
even though she had desperately wanted him to leave her at the
time. Now he spent most of his time in Israel overseeing the
excavations and building going on in Jerusalem. The controversial
Israeli project to rebuild Solomon’s Temple. Merry worried about
him being killed by the terrorist factions opposing the
construction, but he always laughed at her worried admonishments
whenever he called or wrote to her or, less often, saw her at
meetings. At least, she had regained him as her priest and friend
since she had so casually released him from his terrible
infatuation with her almost with only the wave of her hand. To
think that such a small magickal oversight had caused such problems
was still unbelievable. It had almost cost him his life, her own
life and was probably the reason they were still missing four
Knights in the underworld.

Simon seemed extremely
happy with Rachel. Rachel looked nothing like what Merry had
expected to see when she had gone to Rome for the wedding. Rachel
Golden had been a Venetian of Jewish descent. Very long, very curly
dark hair. Large, almost black eyes and a deep olive complexion.
About as opposite as one could possibly get from Simon… and
herself. She wondered if he had deliberately chosen someone with
such features to keep from being reminded of her. She also wondered
how he had found her and how many children he intended to have. But
Rachel was a very sweet girl… girl, probably only twenty, perhaps
even nineteen when he had married her. Now she was probably
twenty-six and rapidly approaching the old age of thirty… the
physical age of her husband. Another depressing thought. What would
they do? Collect wives and store them in the underworld? Might she
look outside the Order and find a mortal husband for herself? The
thought almost made her laugh. The last thing she needed was
another romantic entanglement. She still loved Mark Andrew even
though he was gone again, but he’d been gone longer. Twenty-one
years in fact. She had another fourteen years to wait before she
could actually start worrying about him. She wondered if John Paul
had set an example by allowing Michele to go there where time
passed more slowly and the effects of aging were dramatically
reduced… at least for a while.

Michele had hardly aged
more than a few months since going there over seven years ago, but
she was aging none-the-less. Merry had gone there to visit her
fairly often until the second expedition had been lost and then the
Grand Master had forbidden her to go there any more. Another
grievous loss. Michele’s company. John Paul took letters to her and
returned with answers, but it was almost unbearable to read them.
They were almost all identical. What was there for her to talk
about? How bright the sun was shining? How dark the night was? How
pretty the flowers were in the meadow? Merry kept hoping that
Michele would see some sign of Mark Andrew, but so far she had seen
nothing of him. Nor had she seen Paddy Puffingtowne or Sam or Bart
or any of the faery creatures they had known.

Merry’s depression
returned with a vengeance when Marco Niccolo came running past her
in the hall on his way out the back door with his sword and stopped
suddenly to make an unexpected announcement to her.

“Oh, yeah!” he said and
turned to her, excitedly waving his sword. “Mom! I almost forgot!
Bubba said that he wouldn’t be able to make it to the party. He
said that Michele was not feeling up to it and that he was going to
stay with her instead. What does ‘up to it’ mean?”

“It means that your bubba
and your sister-in-law are letting me down,” Merry told him in
irritation and then started down the stairs to the cellar. She
could smell the burning scent of something not quite right coming
from the lab. What had Planxty Grine done now? Burned up a piece of
Mark Andrew’s equipment? Again? He was dangerous with the
yellow!
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Elizabeth’s soft shoes
slapped the stone floor of the great corridor as she hurried down
the hall carrying a guttering silver candlestick in her hand.
Another terrifying scream echoed through the empty passage around
her and made her shudder through and through. These things were
happening more and more frequently now and they were worse every
time. She pushed open the heavy wooden door and rushed around the
bed where she set the candlestick on the bedside table before she
drew back the dark velvet draperies surrounding the bed.

“Mark Andrew!” she shouted
at the man who thrashed uncontrollably in the tangled bed
linens.

He could not hear her. He
was having another of his fits. Kicking and screaming and clutching
his stomach first and then his head as great pains and convulsions
wracked his body. Sweat gleamed on his skin in the light of the
candle. The young woman ran from the room and back down the hall to
the head of the stairs.

“Hurry! Hurry!” she shouted
to the two men who came rushing up the wide steps toward
her.

The two Knights passed her
without a word and she turned to follow after them as they headed
for his bedroom at breakneck pace.

Sir Barry was first
through the door and literally flung himself onto the bed to hold
the ailing man down. Guy de Lyons skirted the foot of the bed and
grabbed hold of his kicking feet. Barry sat back on his stomach,
pushed Mark’s arms forcefully against the carved headboard and then
quickly wrapped his wrists with a braided cord suspended there for
just such a purpose. He remained sitting on the Knight’s stomach as
he held up the small bottle he had retrieved from his pocket. The
screaming was almost constant now. They had never seen it this bad
before. The Knight of the Baldric was almost bucked completely off
before he could remove the cap and take a tiny bit of the precious
liquid on his right middle finger.

He leaned over the Knight
and crushed him bodily as he fought to hold his head still long
enough to make a cross on his forehead.

The fit lasted another
several seconds before gradually subsiding, while Elizabeth fell
back against the wall, watching in horror. How could he possibly
survive these things much longer?

Armand de Bleu stumbled
into the room sleepily and came around the bed.

“Where have you been?!”
Barry shouted at the younger Knight.

Armand shot a dark look at
his Brother and fell to his knees beside the bed and began to
repeat the prayer Mark Andrew had taught him. As the prayer drew to
a close, Barry released his hold on Mark Andrew and backed off the
bed to stand breathlessly by Sir de Lyons.

“That was very close,” Sir
Barry grumbled and turned to look at the woman. “Where were
you?!”

“I went to…” She faltered
and then stopped. These men frightened her. “He sent me for some
wine,” she said quickly. “I never made it down stairs.”

“Just call me next time,”
Barry told her gruffly and then bent over the bed to slap Mark’s
face.

Mark Andrew opened his
eyes slowly to look up at the worried face of his Master at
Arms.

“Get the horses!” he told
them in a hoarse voice. “Bring the horses. We have to go…
now.”

“You need to rest a bit
first, your Grace,” Barry objected and shook his head as he untied
the king’s wrists.

“Make the horses ready and
wait for me. Give me an hour,” Mark Andrew relented and pushed
himself up in the bed, kicking at the tangled bed linens. Elizabeth
dragged them to the floor.

Sir Barry of Sussex,
Knight of the Baldric, snorted his disapproval and then turned to
leave the room.

Guy de Lyons, Knight of
the Sword and Armand de Bleu, Knight of the Throne, trailed after
him, muttering to each other about his condition and the hour and
the idea of going anywhere at this time of night.

Elizabeth approached the
bedside and held one hand out toward his face. He closed his eyes
briefly, but she did not touch him.

“I don’t have much time,”
he said when he looked up into her dark green eyes.

“I know,” she nodded. “I’ll
make you a bath.”

Mark Andrew sighed and
stood up slowly, holding onto the tall bedpost for
support.

“Thot wud be good, lassie,”
he sighed and looked down at his damp clothes and shook his head.
The silver earrings jangled in his hair. At least he would be able
to spend a bit of time with her before they left. He had no idea
what they would find when they went out. He had been putting it off
too long and now he would have to go and take his
chances.

Elizabeth came back
shortly and stood watching him as he pulled fresh clothes from a
big, iron-bound trunk.

“Will you take me with
you?” she asked hopefully.

“If you… Yes!” he nodded
his head vigorously. “I will. It may help our cause.”

“I love you, Mark Andrew!”
she said brightly and then hurried away to prepare the bath. The
bath was the only place they had together. And their time together
seemed to be growing shorter and between each of these episodes
wherein she thought she would lose him and if that happened… what
would happen to her?

He watched her go and then
set about finding his weapons and armor in the dimly lit room. Only
an low-burning oil lamp on one of the tables provided any light.
But the gray panes in the window showed the sun would be rising in
the east, away across the ocean below the cliff. He could smell the
scent of vanilla issuing from the arched doorway that led into the
‘bathroom’. It was not a modern bathroom with all the amenities,
but it was the best he could do in this place with no plumbing and
no electricity. Not bad work for an alchemist. He had built many
baths, but they usually sat on lab tables and were not made of
stone. He was thankful it never got cold here. But then… it never
changed here. Perpetual summer. Midsummer, in fact. Yes, and now it
was true summer even in the overworld. He calculated the days in
his head. Summer or at least very close to the first day of summer,
no doubt. Midsummer’s Eve they called it. If it was the first day
of summer, then why call it Mid-summer? If things were just a bit
different…

He took off his damp
clothes and threw them on the floor. Someone or something would
take care of them for him and he would find them clean and
carefully folded in his trunk the next time he needed them.
Elizabeth called to him from the bathroom and he tip-toed across
the cold stone floor.

Six mounted Knights waited
for him an hour and a half later when he emerged from the front
doors of the keep and hurried down the wide stone steps to meet
them. Elizabeth followed close behind him and received six
disapproving glances as she waited on the cobbles for him to make
room for her behind him on the back of the black horse. She wore
her finest dress and all her gold and silver at his request. She
certainly looked the part of his Queen. He said nothing to the men
who waited on him and simply reined the big horse around and
galloped away to the south, toward the caves with them following
after him. Their mantels fluttered behind them in the moonlight as
they rode along. Chain mail jangled and their swords and weapons
clanked as they rode single file toward an unknown destination.
They wouldn’t know where they were going until they got there and
each one wondered why he was taking the girl with him this time.
He’d never taken her before. The sun was rising in the east and the
gulls and terns were beginning to make their daily racket on the
sea cliff behind them and to the right as they entered the shadowy
forest. By the time they left the trees for the open plain again,
they had collected a host of faery creatures, following them on
both flanks and in the rear.
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Edgard d’Brouchart let
himself out of his room on the second floor of Mark Ramsay’s home
and joined the Ritter von Hetz, who was waiting for him in the
hall. It was getting late and the Seneschal would be arriving any
moment now and then there would be the banquet to attend. His heart
was not in it. There too many heavy topics on his mind and being in
Scotland again brought many of them home to him very
profoundly.

“You should have brought
Konrad William with you, Brother,” he said quietly as they
descended the stairs together. “When do you plan to introduce your
son to his sister?”

“It is time for final
exams, your Grace,” von Hetz offered an excuse for his son who
still resided in Berne with his adoptive parents. It was the truth.
The private school his son attended was indeed giving final exams,
but Konrad was not taking them. He was exempt from all of them. His
grades were excellent; he hardly needed to attend school at all and
was already about to enter into his senior year in the secondary
school. Next year, around Christmas, he would be going off to Paris
to attend college at the ripe old age of fifteen. Von Hetz had
never brought his son to meet his half-sister, Oriel, and he had
not carried him to the Villa in Italy. He fully intended to enroll
him in Sir Barry’s school when he graduated from college, but only
in the military curricula, not the academy proper. Konrad would
need to learn about war and arms and fighting and being a Templar,
but von Hetz had found it very hard to even broach the subject with
his strong-willed son.

The boy had his own ideas
about what he wanted to do and what he wanted to study and what he
wanted to be… when he grew up! Templar did not enter his vocabulary
in a very favorable light and it was this strong-willed
non-acceptance of the Order that had prevented the Ritter from
bringing his son to the meetings and functions. He did not want to
be embarrassed. The Order was all that Sister Meredith and Brother
Dambretti’s son, Marco Niccolo, wanted to talk about outside of
computers and motorbikes. And Oriel, Simon’s daughter, had even
expressed an interest in becoming a Chevaliere like Sister
Meredith, but Konrad William? The Ritter would see what he would
see. And he was the Knight of the Apocalypse who Sees and his own
son did not want to see at all.

D’Brouchart nodded at the
Ritter’s lame excuse and proceeded on down the stairs arriving at
the entry hall just as the front doors opened to admit William
Montague, Knight of the Holy City, Lucio Dambretti, Knight of the
Golden Eagle, and Lucio’s new wife, Jasmine. Lucia Simone raced
past them without stopping. No doubt looking for her mother and her
twin brother to announce her father’s arrival.

“Brothers!” d’Brouchart
greeted Montague and Dambretti in the Templar fashion, kissing them
lightly on the lips and then stood back surveying the new Mrs.
Dambretti, while von Hetz greeted his Brothers.

“Your Grace.” Lucio smiled
and held out his hand to the tall, stately woman at his side. “I
would like to present my wife, Jasmine.”

“A pleasure to be sure,”
d’Brouchart muttered, smiled slightly and took her outstretched
hand to kiss the back of it.

Her skin was golden brown
and her hair was golden brown and her eyes were golden brown. She
was shockingly exotic. He had been forewarned concerning her
appearance by Simon, but the Healer’s description had done little
to prepare him for the sight of the unusual beauty. Her eyes were
the same color as Armand de Bleu’s eyes. She was obviously of mixed
African/European descent. Beautiful, slender and graceful. Almost
as tall as the Knight of the Golden Eagle. He would have to call
her Mrs. Golden Eagle and it would fit most appropriately. She was
indeed golden. “And where did you say you met the Golden Eagle?” he
asked her after releasing her hand.

Jasmine looked at her
husband for the answer. She hadn’t said a word so far.

Lucio repeated the
question the Master had asked in French to her in
Italian.

“We met in Rome, Sir,” she
said in English and flashed him a melting smile. Between the two of
them, she and her husband could have conquered the world with their
smiles alone. Her English was lilting, American with a distinctly
southern accent.

“Ah, Rome,” d’Brouchart
switched to English. “You were touring?”

“Yes, I was. I have always
wanted to see the ruins of the Empire,” she nodded and took Lucio’s
arm as they began to wander toward the rear of the house, toward
the noise emanating from the open back door. Montague had
disappeared upstairs with Jasmine’s bags, followed by Jeffrey, the
handyman, carrying more bags. Lucia’s stuff was spilled all over
the floor in the foyer. The savory aroma from the pit wafted
through the door and down the hall.

“Is that bar-be-Que I
smell, Darling?" She asked Lucio, tearing her attention away from a
brass and glass lamp. “What a gorgeous home…”

“You are familiar with this
cuisine?” von Hetz spoke up from behind them.

Lucio turned her
around.

“I’m sorry, Brother,” Lucio
apologized and his face reddened with embarrassment at having
forgotten his Brother, but he had been very disoriented for the
past several days. Ever since he had said ‘I will’ at the altar.
“Jasmine, this is another of my Brothers, Konrad von
Hetz.”

“I am honored to meet you,
Ritter,” Jasmine shook his hand. “Lucio has told me all about you.
I’ve always wanted to visit the mountains. See the Matterhorn… Lake
Geneva… lederhosen and all that goes with them.”

“He has? You have?” von
Hetz stammered and raised one eyebrow at Dambretti.

Jasmine released Lucio’s
arm and took the dark Knight’s arm, flashing her lovely smile at
the perplexed man. Lucio’s face darkened again at the sight of his
wife on his Brother’s arm.

“Yes, but don’t worry,
sweetheart,” she said and flashed a smile at her husband as well.
“He has spoken well of all his Brothers, but one. And it was not
you.”

“Oh, I see,” the Ritter
nodded. “And whom, may I ask, has he spoken ill of?”

“Now, now, Konrad.” Jasmine
patted the Knight’s hand. “I can’t tell all of his secrets so soon.
How on earth did you all get bar-be-que way out here in the middle
of nowhere?”

“You are American, I
presume?” Von Hetz frowned and Lucio started off down the hall to
catch up with the Master.

“I am. How did you know?”
Jasmine continued to smile as they walked through the kitchen.
“What a quaint kitchen this is. And so primitive. Yes, I’m from New
Orleans. Have you ever been to New Orleans, Sir?”



“No, I haven’t had the
pleasure,” von Hetz shook his head and his dark hair fell in his
face.

“Then you must come and see
it with us sometime. I can show you all the sights. You’d just love
it. I know you would.”

“I would?” he
asked.

“Of course, you would,
sugar.”

Jasmine stepped out the
back door when he held it open for her. Her long legs were
perfectly accentuated by the closely fitting, green dress she wore.
Tiny rhinestones glittered on the bodice and in her hair, perfectly
matching a glittering buckle on her sandals.

Simon looked up at them
from the pit and came hurrying to meet them.

“Jasmine!” he said
breathlessly as he drew up in front of the woman and looked up at
her considerable height. “It is so good to see you again.” He took
her hand to kiss it lightly.

“Why, Simon d’Ornan!
Father,” Jasmine almost laughed at the Healer released the Ritter
and took the shorter man’s arm. “What a surprise! And where is your
lovely little wife? Has she had that baby yet?”

Simon’s face turned beet
red and he shook his head.

“Who are all these people,
Father?” Jasmine asked him and looked about as Lucia came running
to take her hand.

“Mama Jasmine!” The
miniature version of the Golden Eagle in long curls and blue shorts
took her hand. “Come and meet my Brother, Marco and my niece, Orri.
They have birthdays today, too. We’re all thirteen! Thirteen and
thirteen and thirteen. That makes thirty-nine and thirty-nine makes
twelve which is really three and there are three of us here. A good
number. Well balanced.”

Jasmine let go of Simon
and followed the exuberant girl across the lawn where Marco was
sparring with Ruben John, Simon’s five-year-old son.

“There used to be twelve
Knights,” Lucia was telling her as she dragged her away. “But now
there are only eight left. My mother is one of them. I don’t know
where she is, but she’s around here somewhere. Probably with
Planxty. He’s always in trouble. There was the Chevalier Ramsay.
This is his house, but he’s gone now. And so is Sir Barry of Sussex
and Sir de Bleu… oh, oh, you would have loved de Bleu. His eyes
were the same color as yours, Mama Jasmine. And we lost Sir de
Lyons, too. It was just awful. Daddy says…”

Simon stood staring after
the little girl and the tall golden woman. Lucia Simone certainly
had a wealth of information in her head and was more than willing
to share it. Her mention of the missing Knights had thrown a cloud
over his countenance. It was something they had all tried to put
out of their minds for a bit. At least, long enough to have a good
time at the party, but to hear Lucia speaking about it so casually,
brought back the pain associated with the loss of his Brothers. He
had determined to put it out of his mind until the memorial later
on tonight. He waved to Rachel who still stood by Louis Champlain
while the big Frankish Knight struggled to keep the Italian
sausages from exploding on the grill. The caterers continued to
bring in the ‘trimmings’ as Merry had called them. All sorts of
dishes of various international cuisine for the varied tastes of
the diners plus the traditional baked beans, mustard potato salad
and deviled eggs for the bar-be-que.

Simon turned to look up at
the Ritter von Hetz who still stood on the steps watching Lucio’s
wife as she sauntered across the grass to meet Marco and Oriel and
Reuben.

“Brother?” Simon addressed
the dark Knight.

“She said they met in
Rome,” the Ritter said thoughtfully. “She seems extremely familiar
to me. Did you know her, Brother? I mean before she met
Dambretti?”

“I never met her before the
wedding, to tell you the truth,” Simon told him. “She is quite…
unusual. She does seem familiar, but perhaps it is because we have
lived too long, Brother,” Simon said darkly. His mind was still
focused on his missing Brothers. “I grow tired of funerals and
memorials. I would prefer more weddings and births. When are you
going to get married, Konrad?”

Simon forced a smile up at
the Knight as he joined him on the brick path.

“Married? Me?” The Ritter
shook his head at the foolish notion. “As for more births, Brother,
you needn’t think that you should try to make up for the rest of us
by providing them all!”

Simon turned red again.
Four sons. One daughter and one on the way. He should have been
used to the ribbing by now, but he was not.

 


 



 


 


Chapter Two of
Seventeen

that the soul be without
knowledge, it is not good

 


 


“Planxty Grine!” Merry
began again as she scrubbed at her apprentice’s face with a damp
cloth. He was smudged black and green. “How many times do I have to
tell you. One drop! One drop. You cannot hurry the sublimation with
a hotter fire and you cannot make a hotter fire with more
yellow.”

“But, Master…” Planxty’s
grimy, freckled face was too comical for her to scold him as
thoroughly as she should have. “I did only use one drop! It was not
the yellow. It was the oven door. I forgot to open the door and the
blast erupted upwards instead of being expelled from the side. I
was unprepared.”

“Then you were leaning over
the vent,” she scolded him anew. “I told you never to lean over the
vent!”

“I know,” he pouted
slightly. “But I think I have the hang of it now. I would like
to…”

“You would like to go on
now and get a shower and change clothes. It’s almost time for the
banquet to start. Now, go on.” She pulled him up off the floor and
then surveyed the mess on the counter. “I’ll straighten this up and
then I’ll have to go change. You can clean it up
tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Planxty
murmured and looked disappointed.

He loved to work with all
the arcane equipment in the lab. She hardly had the heart to tell
him that, if things ever got straightened out, she would not be the
Alchemist anymore and that he would be expected to learn the Wisdom
of Solomon instead. A shudder ran up her spine at the thought of
Planxty Grine wielding the magick of King Solomon and then she
smiled wanly at the memory of Mickey Mouse as the sorcerer’s
apprentice and all the brooms trying to empty the flooding
laboratory in Fantasia. It would be a challenge and one she would
gladly have tackled if only Mark Andrew would come home again. She
could not believe that she had lost him for the third time and
working in his lab with his beloved equipment made her feel like
crying every time she thought of him, but she had cried so much
over the past several years, she could hardly have found more
tears.

Simon had gone and gotten
married almost immediately after Mark Andrew’s disappearance and
she still didn’t know how he had met Rachel. Lucio had waited
around a bit. For what, she didn’t know. She thought perhaps that
he might have been waiting for her to ask him to move back to
Scotland with her, but she hadn’t and he hadn’t pursued it. He had
come often to visit Marco and had brought Lucia to see her, but
they had never really had any serious discussions, arguments or
even deep conversations about anything since Mark Andrew had simply
ridden away in the middle of the night.

Lucio had seemed almost as
devastated as she had been when it became obvious that Mark was not
coming back. They had both lost a Brother. She had lost the love of
her life and he had lost his surrogate father and his best friend.
Ramsay had practically raised him from the age of fourteen or so.
Dambretti had idolized Ramsay and practically worshipped him as his
apprentice and then called him Brother of the Order for almost a
thousand years. Certainly his grief was no less heartfelt than
hers, regardless of the strained relationship between the three of
them for the past fifty years, give or take a few years. Now Lucio
was a newly wed and Seneschal for the Order of the Red Cross of
Gold and would be returning to Italy to resume the duties of that
Office again after a short respite granted for his wedding and
brief honeymoon.

“Jasmine!” she whispered
the name aloud. She glanced at her watch. Surely they had arrived
by now and she had missed them. What a great hostess she was and
Lucia, her daughter, would be coming with him. She hadn’t seen
Marco’s twin sister in three months!

Planxty! Damn it! She made
sure the furnace was cold and all danger had passed before she
hurried up the stairs to the kitchen and then on to the second
floor to her bedroom to clean up and change clothes. She glanced
out the window into the back yard. The caterers were lighting the
patio torches and the stringed paper lanterns hanging about the
tables already glowed with festive orange lights. She could see the
Grand Master sitting with the Ritter at the main table and William
Montague leaning across the table, speaking with him. Simon and
Rachel were still at the pit, sitting in yard chairs, staring
intently into the yawning black opening at something Louis
Champlain was fighting with on the grill. Simon held one of his
younger sons on his shoulder, while his wife bounced the baby on
her knee. A tall, elegantly dressed woman was trying to help Louis
with whatever it was that was giving him trouble.

She could hear the woman’s
laughter and see Louis’ discomfiture. Mrs. Dambretti, no doubt. But
where was Lucio? She didn’t see him anywhere. Turk, the old cook,
was standing back with his big, muscular arms folded across his
chest, shaking his head in apparent disgust, a watering bucket near
his feet, ready to extinguish any flaming children or guests if
necessary. The other young d’Ornans were chasing about the patio
wreaking havoc on everything within reach. The older children were
weaving in and out the tables, chasing each other with party horns
and squeakers.

She turned away from the
window and almost screamed at the sight of the Italian standing in
the open doorway looking at her with his arms folded over his
chest.

“Lucio!” she said and
pressed one hand over her heart.

“Sister,” he said and
flashed his winning smile briefly before crossing the room to give
her the Templar kiss.

“What are you doing up
here?” she asked and looked about as if she were lost.

“Louis told me that you
don’t eat,” he said. “Simon told me that you don’t sleep. Konrad
said that you spend all your time cooped up in our Brother’s
dungeon, smelling fumes and making decoctions all day. You are a
bag of nerves, Merry. You look awful. Did you know
that?”

“I’ll have you know that
Planxty Grine blew up the laboratory again and I had to clean it
up… not to mention, clean him up as well!” she said defensively.
“Did you come up here to insult me, Brother?”

“No. I came to say hello
and see how you were doing for myself,” he told her and backed away
as she began to tear about the room looking for the clothes she
intended to wear. “I had thought you might come down to meet my
beloved wife.”

“I am coming down to meet
Jasmine!” she snapped. “Surely you don’t want me to come down like
this?" She pulled out the hem of the smudged white blouse and
looked at him incredulously from an equally smudged
face.

“I’m sorry. You are always
beautiful to me, Meredith. No matter what you are wearing or how
filthy you are,” he told her in all seriousness.

“Gee, thanks. Graci,
Signor.” She found the dress she was looking for and began to push
him from the room. “Now go and see to your new bride before she
finds you up here in my bedroom. Not wise, Golden Eagle. Not wise
at all.”

Lucio kicked the door shut
behind him and took her in his arms, pulling her close, kissing her
as if they were the newlyweds, even against all her protests until
she stopped beating on him and returned the kiss
sincerely.

“Merry," he said softly
into her hair as he pressed her head against his shoulder and began
to cry. “I know you miss Mark Andrew and so do I, but you have to
come to grips with the fact that he may not return this time. I
know he always came back before, but…”

“Lucio, stop…” Merry had
managed not to cry in several weeks, but this was too much. Tears
ran down her face and she became angry with him for causing it.
“Please. Just go down stairs. I’ll be fine. Just leave me alone a
bit and tell Jasmine that I’m sorry I missed her arrival.
OK?”

Lucio let go of her and
then opened the door.

“There’s one other thing,
Sister.” He looked back at her. “Jasmine is… not like you. Not like
you at all. I hope you won’t be too mad at me for marrying
her.”

“Mad at you?" She frowned
at him. “Why should I be mad at you? I don’t blame you for getting
married again, Lucio. And if you think I’m jealous…”

“No, no. Not jealous. Just
mad,” he said and looked confused. “She’s just... not like you. Not
like you at all. I didn’t mean to find someone so different. I mean
I wanted to apologize to you for…”

“OK, OK,” Merry nodded.
“OK. So she’s not like me. Fine. Rachel is not like me either.
That’s good. It wouldn’t do for a bunch of me’s to be wandering
around in close proximity to me, now, would it?”

“I guess you have a point.
I’ll see you downstairs, Sister,” he said, smiled again and pulled
the door closed gently between them.

Merry burst into a flood
of tears and rushed into the bathroom, slamming the door with a
resounding boom.

How could he have married
this woman? An outsider. She knew he still loved her and she still
loved him and even if they could never be together, at least they
had Paris… She frowned at herself in the mirror and began to laugh
hysterically. Without thinking, she rearranged a vase of fresh
flowers on the vanity.
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John Paul sat on the steps
of the cottage in the twilight of early evening, staring out across
the meadow. Michele rustled about in the living area of the small
house and soon joined him on the porch with two wooden cups full of
fresh milk. She handed one down to him and then sat beside him,
leaning her head on his shoulder.

“I wish we could have gone
to the party, John,” she told him wistfully.

He nodded, but did not
comment. He did not want to go the banquet and celebrate the
triplets’ birthday. It held too many terrible reminders for him. It
was his son’s birthday. Jozsef was Oriel’s half-brother. Same
mother different father. Not medically impossible he had learned,
but extremely unlikely.

“I wish Jozsef would come
home,” she said after a moment and raised her head to scan the
horizon in the growing gloom. “He’s been gone a long
time.”

“How long?” John Paul asked
her shortly.

“All day,” she told him.
“He left early this morning and said he was going to the sea. He
loves the sea, John. He sits up there on the cliff, just looking
out over the waves. He’s taken me there several times. Just to
sit.”

John Paul nodded again.
Jozsef bothered him immensely. He would never get used to his son.
The boy was like looking in a time machine at himself at the age of
thirteen … no, fourteen today, a teenager already, and he could not
see into his son’s thoughts any more than the Ritter could see into
his own. What was the boy thinking while he was staring off over
the ocean? Was he wondering where was the far shore in this place?
And how far was it? Where was this place? How could it exist? It
was under the ground, yet it had a sun, moon, stars, ocean.
Everything the overworld had, but how? He had no answer for these
questions he had asked himself a million times.

He was glad it was here in
one way. It had been a place of refuge for Michele and though she
was continuing to age slowly, the process had slowed greatly and he
would have many more years to share with her now. But here was the
Abyss as well, with its dark spirits and ancient terrors. And here
was the place his father had disappeared almost seven years ago.
And then de Bleu and de Lyons and Barry and the other
Templars.

Simon had told him that
Elizabeth had appeared in the cavern before the Mad Arab had
stabbed his father and then disappeared into the black fog of the
Ancient Queen. What had happened? And where was Paddy Puffingtowne
and Sam and all the other elves? John Paul was afraid to venture
far from the cottage. Afraid he might run into Elizabeth or
something worse and what would Michele do then? There were still
plenty of faery creatures here, but none of the more closely human
forms he had known. Where were they? And where was
Jozsef?

“You have to go, don’t
you?” Michele looked up at him suddenly.

He nodded. There would be
a Council meeting after the banquet and he had to be there. He
would get back in time, if he started now. But there was something
in the air here and he hated to leave her without Jozsef, at least,
to keep her company. He stood up and she stood to hug him
tightly.

“Go on, John,” she said.
“I’ll be all right. Jozsef will be back soon. I’m sure.”

“You know the way back,” he
said as he always said. If all else failed, he had instructed her
to return to Scotland at once.

There were not nearly so
many spirits in the meadow now as there usually were and the dryads
had deserted the mulberry tree altogether. He kissed her goodbye
and started across the meadow toward the caves with a heavy feeling
of dread in his heart.
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The dinner had gone
exceptionally well. Everyone had filled themselves with Louis’
bar-be-que, which had turned out quite good in spite of all the
unwanted help he had received and in spite of the fact that the
meal had been taken in silence.

Merry had been
particularly uncomfortable sitting across from Lucio’s new wife,
Jasmine. The woman had strange eyes and seemed never to take them
off of her during the entire meal. Perhaps she was just curious. It
must have seemed strange to her to see twenty-eight people sitting
and eating in utter silence. Only the children had wiggled and
squirmed from time to time, but Marco had kept them in line at
their special table set up outside the U-shaped arrangement where
the adults sat. Marco was a stickler for the Templar
rules.

The children had been
given their gifts and their birthday cake and allowed to play with
their new toys for a while before being ushered inside by Rachel
and Jasmine. Marco had received no toys at his own insistence. He’d
never asked for toys. He had always respected John Paul’s wishes in
that regard. Simon had brought a beautiful new doll for his
daughter, but when the party was over, the new doll lay on the
ground and she was inside with the old doll Champlain had bought
for her almost six years ago. Several other gifts lay scattered
about the bricks and grasses in the yard. Lucia had received a
multitude of games, books and jewelry items from the apprentices
and Knights who knew her quite well by now due to her long visits
at the Villa whenever her father was there at his work. She had
managed to drag it all inside with her, even making several trips
in and out to do so.

John Paul arrived just
after the children had been taken inside and now the eight Knights
and the eleven apprentices lined up around the U-Shaped table and
the meeting was brought to order by the Seneschal. The memorial
service for the fallen Templars would be held after the meeting was
adjourned.

“Brothers and Sister,” the
Grand Master addressed the Council. “I would like to congratulate
all of you for being here on time…” He glanced at Planxty Grine,
who sat in one of the chairs furthest from him. The apprentice was
never on time for anything. “We have all been made aware of the
serious events taking place in Israel concerning the building of
the Temple. Brother Simon assures me that things are progressing
nicely, but the Islamic faction is not happy to have the Dome of
the Rock Mosque dismantled and delivered into the desert in trucks.
There have been many retaliatory strikes against the Israeli
government by a number of terrorist groups and many more attacks in
general on the populace of the city… too numerous to account for at
present, but there has been no major destruction nor have many been
killed in these attacks. The work goes forward and we can only
think that God approves as He sees fit to bless this operation and
keep them safe.”

The Knights nodded their
approval. The reconstruction of the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem
had been prophesied long ago. It was only a natural development to
see it being done now and Simon’s involvement, though precisely to
what extent unclear, was accepted by most of them as the will of
God.

“We still have the
lingering problem of our four missing Knights. At this point, we
still don’t know what has become of them and it has been the
decision of this Council by unanimous agreement at the last meeting
that had we not had word from them before this current assembly,
that we would declare them lost.”

A general murmur went up
and made its way around the table. Everyone knew that this would be
the announcement, but none wanted to hear it said. Merry sat
stone-faced, staring off across the yard at nothing. Her son’s
expression mirrored hers. They were talking about his father as
well as their Brothers.

“We will not be able to
recover the mysteries we have lost and this will be to our
detriment, but we will continue as best we can in the purpose God
intends for us. We must accept this, too, as the will of God. I
will hold a ceremony next month at the Villa for the three current
apprentices in standing, Robert Adkins, Adonaijah Sidzenga and
Cesar Hananiah. Everyone’s presence will be required for the
initiation and the Tree of Life. You will be notified of the time
and date. I will now turn this meeting over to the Seneschal who
will update us on the state of the world in general.”

The Grand Master sat down
and Lucio Dambretti stood up. He took a swallow of wine and opened
his mouth to speak, but was cut off by a murmur that went up from
Planxty Grine’s end of the table. He stopped and frowned as the
sound of drums and pipes reached his ears. The Council members rose
in unison, to squint into the surrounding meadow for the source of
the music, except for Merry who remained seated as if mesmerized.
Away to the west and the south, they began to see a bluish glow
that seemed to emanate from the grass. Five separate lights
converging on their location.

“Che cosa e` esso?” Lucio
asked. He recognized this light. Elven lights. Unexpected guests
were coming to the meeting. The drums grew louder and soon the
sound of bagpipes seemed to stand out more clearly and closer than
the rest. The assembly looked about at one another in alarm. They
had no weapons and most of them had drunk far too much wine after
the heavy supper.

“It’s Paddy!” Merry said
suddenly and leaped to her feet, almost upending the entire table
in the process. “He may know something about Mark
Andrew!”

The Chevaliere started
away from the table and, at a signal from the Grand Master,
Champlain caught her arm.

“Hold, Sister,” he said
warningly. “Things are not always what they seem,” he added in a
low voice and then stood watching the blue fires and the line of
small figures jogging toward the patio across the
meadow.

Two short, stout figures
were out in front of the long column. As they drew nearer, the
sound of the pipes was joined by a penny whistle as the drumming
became clearer and they could distinguish at least six different
types of drums plus sticks and possibly swords or daggers being
played upon one another. Merry was hard put to remain at the table
waiting. The two leaders of the column marched directly to the
patio and down the center of the tables to stop in front of the
Grand Master, still playing the lively marching song while the
column of elves and other faery creatures from the underworld broke
off and made a large circle around the flower beds. The elven fires
formed a semi-circle far out into the meadow behind the Grand
Master’s table. D’Brouchart and his nervous Council members turned
around and around, watching this with varying degrees of dismay
written in their faces.

The drumming ceased
suddenly and the last strains of the bagpipes faded away to be
replaced by the drumming hoof beats of horses… several horses… also
headed their way.

“Stand ready, Brothers,”
the Grand Master told them though none of them had
weapons.

The first horse inside the
space was a small pony, almost miniature, with an elf mounted on
it. He wore a shimmering green and gray outfit with a long,
pheasant feather in his hat and a lance in one hand. He slid from
the pony immediately and came to bow low before the Grand
Master.

The elf turned his large,
blue eyes on the assembly and announced in a clear, high-pitched
voice of rather stentorian proportions “His Excellency, King Adar,
Royal Regent of the Underworld, Prince of the Grave, King of
Terrors, Lord of Saturn, wishes an audience with this assembly and
requests that all members would remain at ease and at rest during
the tenure of his stay without fear of pain or otherwise unpleasant
consequences!”

Before anyone could agree
or object, six more horses rode into the midst of the tables. Each
one bore a Knight in full dress uniform, each carrying shields,
lances, swords or bows or a combination thereof. Each one wore a
different color, but each shield bore the familiar family crest of
the Ramsay clan. The first Knight to dismount was dressed in the
traditional white uniform with the red cross on the breast and on
the back of his long mantel. His helmet was a bit different from
the small Templar helmets and obscured the upper part of his face
and his nose. The council members riveted their collective
attention on this man as he stabbed his lance into the earth in
front of the Grand Master’s table and leaned his shield against his
knee. The other Knights dressed variously in blue, gray, brown,
green and yellow remained mounted on their horses. The horses
nickered and pranced about nervously in the small
enclosure.

The dismounted Knight’s
long black hair extended below his helm to his shoulders. He
reached up slowly to remove the helmet with his gloved hands and
then tucked the silver helmet under his right arm. Merry tried to
pull free from Champlain who still held her by the arm. He let her
go only after she landed a solid kick on his shin and then she ran
around the table to stop in front of the Knight.

“Brother!” she said
breathlessly. “Where have you been?!”

“Your pardon, my lady. Do I
know thee?” The Knight asked her and her eyes widened.

She placed one hand over
her mouth and took a step backwards before looking wildly about for
John Paul. John Paul was still at his place at the far end of the
Grand Master’s table. This was not Mark Andrew and it could not be
John Paul. Her son vaulted the table in a flash, scooped her up and
took her back where she had come from to stand by the disgruntled
Frankish Knight as he frowned at the strange Knight standing before
them.

“Your Grace!" The Knight
addressed D’Brouchart. “King Adar would speak to thee under a flag
of truce. Be it known to all these gathered present that any acts
of violence will be attended to posthaste and without malice or
prejudice. We would protect our king.”

The Grand Master nodded
slightly and then sat down. He motioned to his Knights and the
apprentices to sit as well. He recognized this fellow and the sight
of Ramsay’s long dead brother made his blood run cold and his knees
weak. Whatever this was come upon them, he was
unprepared.

The Knight turned and held
up one hand. Paddy, Bart, the black dwarf, and Sam, the elven
leader, all turned to await the arrival of their king as the
remaining five Knights dismounted and stood facing the men at the
tables, watching for any signs of trouble.

Another set of hoof beats
approached the assembly as a deadly quiet fell across the entire
meadow. The horse did not gallop as its predecessors, but walked.
The spokesman for King Adar went quickly to take two of the empty
chairs lining the tables and set them side-by-side, directly in
front of the Grand Master. D’Brouchart glanced at his Seneschal,
but Lucio merely raised his eyebrows and shrugged ever so slightly
as the specter of Mark Andrew’s dead brother stood with his back to
them. His expression was one of amusement mixed with
awe.

“Is it real or just an
illusion? A trick?” The Grand Master leaned very close to the
Golden Eagle to ask this question.

“I’m unsure, your Grace,”
Lucio answered him just as quietly. “He looks real enough and so do
the others. And their weapons look more solid than the ones we
carry.”

The Grand Master nodded.
What insanity was this? Who was this king and who were these
Knights dressed in these colorful copies of the Templar uniforms of
old. He recognized the Ramsay family crest. And this appeared to be
Luke Matthew Ramsay standing before him. It would stand to reason
that he would use his family crest on his shield if he were no
longer a Templar and Luke Matthew had not been a Templar in almost
a thousand years. In fact, Luke Matthew had been but dust and bones
for more than eight centuries.

John Paul pulled up a
chair to sit in the space between his mother and Adonaijah
Sidchenga, Sir de Bleu’s apprentice. His mother’s grip on his arm
was like a vice and her face was completely without color. He
thought she might faint at any moment and he did not feel too well
himself. He had looked in his own face when the Knight had taken
off his helmet, but the specter of Luke Matthew had failed to
acknowledge him in the least, even when he had gone past him to
take his mother back around the table. This was the uncle he had
never met. The uncle who had appeared time and again in their
dreams and visions and, yet, he seemed not to know any of them with
the exception of the Grand Master. The prophet tore his gaze from
the Knight without the helmet to peruse the figures of the other
five helmeted men. The one in blue and the one in yellow looked
extremely familiar. And the one in gray, he recognized undoubtedly
as Sir de Lyons. He held his sword in one hand, his shield in the
other and had a long, gray bow slung over his shoulder with a
quiver of arrows on his back. If the one in yellow was Barry and
the one in blue was Sir de Bleu, who were these others? One of them
was almost as big as Champlain and had blonde hair showing under
his helmet. The other was very slim and tall and his eyes sparkled
in the light of the paper lanterns as they darted back and forth
along the length of the table, watching for signs of trouble. Many
long, slender braids peeked from beneath his helmet.

Lucio leaned toward
Champlain and whispered “Is that de Bleu?”

Champlain nodded and added
“And de Lyons and Barry, if I am not mistaken.”

Lucio nodded and narrowed
his eyes. The sounds of the hoof beats had slowed and were
approaching more closely.

“Is that Champagne?” He
almost hated to say the name of the dead Templar.

“I do believe so, Brother.
And Sir Beaujold, methinks. What manner of evil is this, Brother?
Are they all dead then?”

Merry jerked her head
around to stare at him. Beaujold! The Knight who had relentlessly
pursued Mark Andrew to her home in Texas and then had done his best
to kill him. The one who had left him pinned to the earth in the
prairie. The one who had died after being covered with acid from
the horrid Insects of Sherma that the Grand Master had unleashed on
the hillside behind the house. Why was he here? Had they finally
succeeded in killing Mark Andrew? Was that what they had come to
say? Who was King Adar? Where had he come from? But was not Mark
also called Prince of the Grave?
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Their first glimpse of
‘King Adar’ sent up a general susurration and gasps all around and
brought several of them to their feet. The armed Knights raised
their weapons and the assembly resumed their seats
immediately.

Mark Andrew rode slowly
down the aisle formed by his entourage between the tables. His
horse pranced with a nervous, slightly sideways gait that belied an
arrogance befitting its rider. The gold crown on the king’s
forehead sparkled in the lantern light and the red stone affixed to
its center glittered darkly. His chain mail jangled under his black
surcoat and his long mantel hung about his shoulders and down
almost to his tall black boots. He wore long, black sleeves under
the mail and surcoat and heavy, black gloves. The Ramsay family
crest was on his chest where the Templar cross should have been,
but the Golden Sword of the Cherubim was in the scabbard on his
side. Its golden hilt gleamed in the light of the torches and
lamps. But it was the sight of the figure behind him that drew even
more attention than the king.

He reined in the dancing
black stallion and slid gracefully to the ground before reaching up
to help down his passenger.

Von Hetz fell back out of
his chair at the sight of the woman and John Paul stood up,
knocking his chair back and away from him. Merry’s mouth fell open
in shock. The young woman slid from the flat elven saddle and stood
with her hand resting lightly on Mark Andrew’s left glove. She wore
golden ornaments in her long, red hair and heavy filigreed earrings
dangled from her ears. A magnificent necklace of varicolored
gemstones set in silver and gold adorned her slender neck and her
dress was a deep, iridescent blue with a tight bodice covered in
black embroidery. A wide skirt of the same material, quilted on the
sides and split up the middle, displayed rows and rows of black
satin ruffles falling from her tiny waist. She was lovely. Regal
and splendid and horrible. Elizabeth McShan. The very
same.

Simon came around the
table as if in a trance and approached the King. Luke Matthew
barred his way, holding his silver broadsword at a forty-five
degree angle between them.

“Sit, Brother,” the Knight
told the Healer and took one step toward the smaller man. Simon
backed up, bumped into the table and then sat on the ground or
perhaps, collapsed. Lue René Rampal, Simon’s apprentice came around
the backside of the table cautiously to help his Master back to his
seat beside the Ritter who was picking himself up off the ground.
Luke Matthew turned his baleful gaze on John Paul and jerked his
chin up slightly. The Knight of the Orient sat down heavily beside
his mother. There was nothing they could do at the moment, but wait
for the dog and pony show to unfold.

Sam and Paddy and Bart all
bowed low to their king as he passed them and then Luke Matthew
turned to kiss his brother’s gloved hand before showing him to the
two chairs he had reserved for them.

Merry could not believe
her eyes! Elizabeth? But this girl was different from the Elizabeth
who had shown up at Mark Andrew’s door some thirty years ago. She
was shy to the extreme and seemed hardly able to breathe at all as
she walked along beside him, holding up the elegant skirt with one
delicate, jewel-bedecked hand. She kept her large green eyes on the
ground in front of her feet, unwilling to meet their gazes. This
was not the Elizabeth she had met, not the leering, taunting
specter in the crypt under the Chapel. The same evil creature she
had almost beheaded.

“What are these
abominations you bring before me, Brother?” The Grand Master
addressed him first.

“King Adar!” Sam corrected
the Grand Master and slapped the table with the flat side of his
dagger. “You will show the proper respect to the king,
sir.”

The Master scowled deeply
at the elf and turned up the cup of wine that was still sitting in
front of him.

Mark Andrew bowed to the
Master and then raised his hand and looked down at the young woman
beside him. He refused to look at Merry.

“I would request that you
not refer to my Queen as an abomination, your Grace,” he said
solemnly. “She is here under my protection and will be treated with
the respect due a Queen.”

A general uproar erupted
around the table and the king’s Knights moved about the tables
nervously until the noise had abated.

“You have lost your mind,
Sir,” the Grand Master told him flatly. “You have stolen my Knights
and raised the dead with dark magick. And you have set yourself up
as King over a kingdom of fools.”

“I did not come here to
debate the merits of my personal life, your Grace.” Ramsay smiled
at him and then directed his queen to the chair on the right.
“Please, sit down, Elizabeth.”

The girl obeyed him, but
kept one hand on his arm.

“I have very little time,
Sir, and I would present a petition to you, if you would listen.”
Mark Andrew took the other chair and placed his left hand on the
hilt of his sword.

“You are in grave error
coming here, Brother,” von Hetz spoke up and Mark Andrew turned his
deep blue eyes on the Knight of the Apocalypse.

“I have no other options,
Brother,” Ramsay told him.

“And so you find yourself
in trouble and you come to us?” The Grand Master picked up the wine
glass again and drained the last of the wine, smacking his lips
disdainfully, barely controlling his growing rage. “I should think
that cavorting with demons and phantasms would be a dangerous
occupation, du Morte. It is no wonder you find yourself in
difficult straits.”

“King Adar!” Sam insisted
again.

“King Adar!” The Grand
Master spat the words. “You would dress a whore in finery and make
her your queen?”

Mark Andrew was up before
anyone could move with his sword drawn and the tip of the golden
blade dangerously close to the Grand Master’s chin. Von Hetz and
Dambretti were likewise curtailed in any further movement to come
to his defense by the blades of Luke Matthew and Paddy Puffingtowne
positioned in similar attitudes. The Grand Master held both his
hands out to either side of him, palms up.

“You go too far!” Lucio
told Mark Andrew and the ‘King’ cut his eyes at the Knight of the
Golden Eagle.

“It is a bad habit I picked
up from you, Sir,” he retorted. “I will hear no more disparaging
remarks directed at my queen or my knights while I am in your
presence. Is that clear?”

Edgard d’Brouchart lowered
his chin slightly, placing it on the blade in total contempt and
narrowed his eyes.

“It makes no difference to
me, gentlemen,” Mark Andrew continued. “I will kill all of you here
and now and be done with it. I am tired of this life and this
occupation. It is thankless as well as endless. I came here for a
just purpose and a noble cause. If you would turn it into a blood
bath then so be it because if I cannot have your attention for a
few short minutes, then all will be lost soon enough and I will be
finished with you all the same. It matters not to me.”

“Your Highness,”
Elizabeth’s voice was small and timid behind him. “This is a shock
to them surely. Their chagrin is easily understood. Their words
cannot harm me. Please… give them a moment.”

“I will give one moment.”
Mark Andrew backed up slightly and lowered his sword. “Will you
listen or no?”

“I will listen to you, Sir
Ramsay, but I will not pay homage to your title or your… wife.” The
Grand Master eyed him steadily.

“Fair enough.” Mark Andrew
backed up, sheathed the sword and resumed his seat. Elizabeth
placed her hand on his arm again immediately and Merry thought she
saw her heave a sigh of relief.

Luke Matthew glanced at
his king and Mark Andrew nodded to him. He and the clurichaun
backed away from the table, but did not sheath their
weapons.

“Very well, Sir, let us
hear your petition,” the Master assented. Lucio reached for his
empty cup and then took up Champlain’s cup instead, to take a long
swallow. The idea that he had been held at bay by a monacchichio…
again was most disconcerting. It was the third time the clurichaun
had treated him thus. One day they would have a serious
misunderstanding and someone would get hurt. His Brother’s kingship
did not upset him nor surprise him near as much as this public
humiliation bothered his pride. He looked at Champlain in
consternation and the Frankish Knight shrugged slightly. Champlain
was just too complacent about these things. He looked down the
table to see Simon d’Ornan leaning his forehead on his hands. The
Healer seemed to be truly ill now and von Hetz! Von Hetz was livid
with rage. And didn’t it just figure that Mark Andrew would come
back now, tonight, and usurp his bar-be-que? The reception for his
new wife? Again, he wondered how Mark Andrew managed it and now he
was a king, no less.

“Santa Maria!” Lucio said
under his breath and returned his attention as blandly as possible
back to ‘King Adar’. He had to focus his thoughts on more important
matters. He cast his gaze on the girl at Mark Andrew’s side. She
glowed with a silver essence, shot through with purplish streaks
and brilliant blue sparkles of energy. A healthy enough soul and
she smelled like violets and tasted like fresh baked foccacia. This
was not the same entity he had seen in the crypts below the chapel.
The thing that had frightened him half out of his wits. This was a
young and innocent soul and she was extremely nervous about being
there amongst them. He could tell that she was upset. The lights
about her head danced and shimmered unnaturally. But there was
something else about her… something was missing. Something he
couldn’t put his finger on or his sight. He leaned his elbows on
the table and turned his attention to Luke Matthew’s
form.

 


 


 



 


 


 


Chapter Three of
Seventeen

he pursueth them with
words, yet they are wanting to him.

 


 


Simon d’Ornan was beside
himself. He felt weak and nauseous for the first time in years. How
could Brother Ramsay have brought this woman here among them? The
Knight of Death had truly lost his mind this time. Someone would
have to kill him for sure. There was no doubt in Simon’s mind that
Mark Andrew had been taken over by the evil in the Abyss and was
now sitting before them a ruined man. King Adar? And the elves were
supporting him. Those creatures he had once thought so fair and
incorruptible! One of God’s little wonders. But this! He had never
in his wildest dreams expected this. To see Mark Andrew wearing a
crown and calling himself a king was bad enough, but his Queen! The
woman who had seduced him and defiled him right here in this house
not so very long ago and what if Rachel found out about the woman?
How would he explain it to her? He’d had a hard enough time
explaining Oriel and Sister Meredith to her. Now the mother of his
illegitimate daughter had shown up wearing royal trappings as his
Brother’s wife? At Oriel’s birthday party? And the woman had not
come to celebrate her daughter’s birthday. She had come for… what?
To shock him and the others? To show how great a power Mark Andrew
had become and how she had entrapped him as well in her evil
snares? Had she come to flaunt her control over the Chevalier du
Morte? So she had finally gotten what she was after… Brother
Ramsay.

He raised his head and
looked at her through his fingers. She was still there. A ghost? An
apparition? Something entirely different? Perhaps, but he felt no
evil emanations from her. In fact, he felt nothing at all when he
looked at her now. Nothing that would have cause for alarm. She
actually looked totally out of place, completely lost and she kept
her eyes glued on Mark Andrew’s face, clinging to his arm like
there would be no tomorrow as if she were afraid of them. Whenever
she did allow her eyes to wander, he saw a mixture of humility,
fear and curiosity in them. No malice. No self-assured glances or
haughty smirks and when she looked at him, there was no sign of
recognition. This was not the same Elizabeth he had known thirty
years ago.

What had his Brother done?
Resurrected the dead? Hadn’t he heard Mark Andrew argue against
this very point with Edgard d’Brouchart and others among the
Council when they had suggested that the Dragon’s Blood might be
used for such a thing? What in the name of all that is holy had he
done? More importantly, why had he done it? Simon knew very well
how distraught Mark Andrew had been the last time they had talked.
They had even made a suicide pact together, but things had changed…
Simon’s heart lurched. Things had certainly changed for him and the
rest of the Order, but for Mark Andrew… the change had been
entirely different. Mark knew nothing of what had transpired since
he had been cut down in the black dwarf’s cave by the Mad Arab. The
Knight of Death had never spoken to any of them after regaining
consciousness, but had ridden off with the elves to the underworld.
Deserted the Order. Left them behind and with good reason. What had
they ever done in appreciation for his services, but screw over him
time and again? Surely he knew that he and Meredith were no longer
married… surely. But how could he know? How could he know that he,
himself, had a new wife and sons? How could he know that Lucio had
remarried? How could he know that Meredith had been whiling away
the days in seclusion with only her apprentice, her household staff
and her strangely quiet son to keep her company? How could he know
how many times she had confessed her love for him to her priest and
cried on his shoulder, refusing to admit that he might never come
back? Someone needed to tell him, but how? Simon took three deep
breaths, forced his stomach to return to a semi-normal state and
centered his attention on ‘King Adar’ rather than his
queen.

The Ritter could not
remember the last time he had been quite so angry and horrified at
the same time. He was trying to calm himself… unsuccessfully. The
presence of the woman was unbearable. She had led him into sin and
depravity in the tomb… under the Chapel, no less. He had committed
a horrible sin inside a church! It had been the low point of his
long life and the only thing good that had come of it was his son,
Konrad William. He silently thanked God that the boy was not here
with him to see this. He would have given his sword arm to have
looked into his Brother’s mind at that moment, if, indeed, Mark
Ramsay had a mind left at all. It was quite apparent to the Knight
of the Apocalypse who Sees that Sir Ramsay was insane. Had he not
heard the Knight of Death say more than once that raising the dead
was an abomination? He had even said so of Sister Meredith when he
had thought her dead six years ago. Simon had barely been able to
save her from the Golden Sword of the Cherubim then. The same sword
that ‘the King’ now held under the Master’s chin. This act alone,
signified that Sir Ramsay had lost his senses. To draw his sword on
the Grand Master when the Master was unarmed? Unheard of! Of
course, he himself had drawn his own sword on the Grand Master more
than once, and had, in fact, caused a grievous wound to Brother
Simon during one of those unfortunate altercations. He felt his
anger melting away into something more near regret as the unbidden
memories of those past indiscretions buffeted his mind, but his
horror remained and his sorrow at having found and lost his Brother
in a matter of seconds weighed heavily on his soul. Ramsay would
have to die now. There could be no other recourse. Deserting the
Order, raising the dead, necromancy, witchcraft, sorcery of the
vilest sort. Sin. Blasphemy. Setting himself up as a king over
these innocent creatures! What did they know of the evil of the
minds of men? He had corrupted them entirely and they followed him
blindly. And how had he gotten control of Guy de Lyons and Armand
de Bleu and, of all people, Sir Barry of Sussex? De Lyons and de
Bleu were both fairly new members of the Council and Armand
possessed no mysteries and certainly no magick. And de Lyons? The
man had virtually loathed Mark Andrew from the start and had
advocated killing him many times in the past, much like Thomas
Beaujold, his predecessor as Knight of the Sword. And was that not
the shade of the former Knight of the Sword standing at the foot of
the table, watching them from pale blue eyes even now? Beaujold who
had died trying to behead Ramsay on a hilltop in Texas? And now,
here he was, or at least, here was a facsimile of him supporting
Ramsay’s insanity!

And he recognized Hugh de
Champagne, former Knight of the Wisdom of Solomon, Sister
Meredith’s unlikely predecessor who had also died trying to destroy
the Chevalier du Morte! The Ritter had seen many things in his
life, but this had to be at the top of his list of strange
developments. He reached up to scratch his head thoughtfully. At
least, he should try to hear what it was exactly that Ramsay wanted
from them before they decided how to rid themselves of him and his
unholy entourage. He sincerely hoped that they would not have to
kill de Lyons, de Bleu and Sussex as well. Not to mention the
Templar Captain and the ninety soldiers he no doubt had at his beck
and call now. But then what if they were all dead
already?
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