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They were still a day’s ride short of the border with Pardiac when it all began to go even more terribly wrong.
“Francis, we must stop,” Caitrin Quinnell said breathlessly, crowding her horse between two of the men who had organized their desperate flight from Ratharkin.

Francis Delaney, younger brother of the Earl of Somerdale and suitor for her hand, drew rein and twisted in the saddle to stare at her in disbelief.  Her cousin Robard merely gaped at her.

“Cait-annwyl, we daren’t stop,” Francis said.  “You know they’re that close behind us.”

“It isn’t for me; it’s for Onora.  We have no choice.  The babe is coming.”

Feeling queasy, Francis glanced back at his older brother, who had drawn up beside Caitrin’s sister to lean across and steady her with a hard hand to her shoulder.  All of them had known the risk they ran, by daring to attempt that mad, pell-mell dash around the mountains of Rathark, but he had hoped their luck might turn again, that the prince’s ragged army of freedom-fighters might be able to regain the city—and that this time, they might even expel their Haldane overlords once and for all.  

“Jesu Maria—not now, Cait!” he breathed.

It had not been meant to go this way.  The girls’ father, Judhael of Meara, had planned the rebellion carefully, fueled by old Mearan grudges from a previous Haldane invasion more than a decade before.  

The meat of the dispute went back long before that, to the Great War of 1025 and the death without male heir of Judhael’s grandfather, Jolyon Quinnell, the last sovereign Prince of Meara—a conflict Jolyon himself had precipitated through the reckless alliances he had forged whilst selecting a successor from among his three surviving daughters.  The question was complicated by the fact that the first two daughters had been twins.  

Following Prince Jolyon’s death, the elder of the twins, Princess Roisian, had been proclaimed her father’s successor, according to his wish; but when she then contracted marriage with the King of Gwynedd, intending that their progeny should rule both Gwynedd and Meara, her mother, the dowager princess, had refused to accept the marriage, and set the younger twin, Annalind, in her place—for Roisian, she declared, had vacated the throne by leaving the country without permission of the Mearan High Council. 
Roisian’s husband, Malcolm Haldane, had answered this challenge to his wife’s birthright with force, and five years later had presented his firstborn son, the present King of Gwynedd, as Prince of Meara at birth—and he had continued to assert that son’s rights until the day he died, twice venturing into Meara to put down rebellions.  Nonetheless, a substantial portion of the Mearan populace continued to maintain the fiction that the younger twin, Annalind, had been the true heir—and after Annalind, her son Judhael . .  . and the offspring of his daughters.  On this interpretation of Mearan law depended all the Mearan hopes of reclaiming their lost autonomy, in defiance of any pretense by Roisian’s son, Donal Blaine Haldane.

Both warring princesses were long dead, and Malcolm Haldane as well, but King Donal was of even more ruthless mettle than his father; nor was this the first time he had ridden into Meara to reassert Haldane authority.  While Meara’s partisans had always known that regaining their country’s independence would be costly—though initial skirmishes this time had been encouraging—no one had foreseen that, while Prince Judhael was engaging Donal Haldane’s main force before Ratharkin, the Mearan capital, the king’s half-brother would lead a skirmish force behind Mearan lines and put the junior Mearan royals to flight, pursuing them southward as they fled for refuge in the Mountains of Cloome.  
In that blinding hindsight that illuminates error far too late, Francis Delaney knew that he should have insisted that Caitrin and her sister remain safely ensconced with their mother in the Connait, before the rebellion even began.  When they had begun their planning, he had not even realized that Onora was pregnant; and her dolt of a husband had neglected to mention that fact until her condition became visibly apparent, well into the campaign.  

Now, as Caitrin tugged urgently at his wrist, he was haunted by the vision of her younger sister’s pretty face etched with the tension of serious birth-pangs as she doubled over her saddle, one hand clinging to the horse’s mane and the other clutched across the bulge of the child she carried.  Farther ahead, Onora’s husband conferred with the pitiful handful of Mearan retainers still left to them: less than a score.  

“What does Michael say?” Francis asked, jutting his chin in the direction of the incipient father.  In fact, he greatly admired Sir Michael MacDonald, to whom he had been squire before his own knighting—a decent man, and utterly devoted to his wife, the Mearan cause, and a two-year-old son, Meara’s next hope, who was presently safe with Michael’s mother in Laas—but Michael was a better lieutenant than he was a general.

“What can he say?” Caitrin retorted.  “He can’t stop her labor.  They’re debating whether to ride back the way we came, and try to create a diversion.”

“That’s suicide,” Robard muttered.  “Does he want his children to be orphans?”

Looking vexed, he jerked his horse around and gigged it toward Michael and the others, leaving Francis to contend with the elder of the two princesses.

“Francis,” she said, “you do know that it could be Duke Richard himself who pursues us?  Some say that Deryni sometimes ride with him.” 

“So some say.”  With a nervous shake of his head, Francis looked back again at Caitrin’s sister.  He must not let his judgment be clouded by fear of Deryni and their magic.  “How much farther can she ride?”

“Not far.  Unless, of course, you wish her to try delivering on horseback.”

He glanced off to the west, where a faint track wound its way up the rocky hillside.  The trail led somewhere—though whether to a cotter’s steading or merely a higher pasture was impossible to guess.  But anything was better than asking a princess of Meara to deliver her child out in the open, especially when their pursuers might be only hours behind.  Perhaps they could find a cave, or a shepherd’s hut.  At least the weather was mild, this late in May. 

“Can she ride for another hour?” he asked.

“Maybe.  But no longer.  The babe is coming, Francis—and remember that she’s done this several times before.  It’s apt to be quick.”
“Then, God help us,” Francis murmured, turning his mount to join Onora and his brother.
###

In fact, they were able to ride for nearly two hours more, until at last they came upon a low, open-sided hut where shepherds were wont to shelter in lambing season, while keeping watch amid their flocks.  There, while Francis and the anxious father fidgeted and the men kept nervous watch back the way they had come, Caitrin set about delivering her sister.  

The labor was short but hard: Onora’s fourth, and she but five-and-twenty.  The child, a girl, was small and weak, slow to suckle, and the mother bled a great deal.  Fearful for both of them, Caitrin bound her sister with bandages, in hopes of stanching the bleeding, and laid the swaddled infant in its father’s arms while, at her sister’s request, she hastily baptized it Sorchette.  Then, while Michael mounted up and Francis helped his brother lift the fainting Onora into her husband’s arms, Caitrin cradled the babe in a sling against her breast and also prepared to ride again.   

“Is there hope for either of them?” Francis asked in a low voice, just before they moved out.  

Tight-lipped, Caitrin did not speak, only shaking her head resignedly over the faintly mewling infant.

###

Indeed, Onora did not last the night.  As they paused in the pre-dawn twilight to let the horses blow, Francis caught the taut, grieving expression on Michael’s face, and at once crowded his mount to the older man’s side, snatching at his reins.

“Michael?” he murmured.

“She’s gone sae cold,” Michael whispered, blue eyes desperate as he held his wife closer against his heart. “We must build a fire to warm her. . . .”

But as Francis jumped down to come and take her from him, he felt the stiffness already gathering in her limbs, and saw the stain of blood across Michael’s saddle-bow—and more blood streaked down Michael’s thigh and the horse’s side.  Michael saw it, too, and bit back a sob as he, too, slid from the saddle and helped Francis gently lay her on the ground.  When Caitrin joined them, she wordlessly handed the infant Sorchette into her father’s arms and knelt beside her motionless sister, searching in vain for some sign of life. 

“She canna’ be dead,” Michael whispered, looking numb and bereft.  “She canna’ be. . . .”

But she was.  And off in the distance, silhouetted against the ridge that blocked the rising sun, they could see light glinting from the helms of several score of riders following the way they had come, perhaps half an hour behind them.

“Michael, you must take your daughter and go!” Francis said urgently.  “They’re coming.  If they capture you, they won’t let any of you live.  Take Caitrin and two men.  Derek, go with them.  I’ll keep the rest with me and try to throw them off the scent.  There’s cover ahead; if we separate, they maybe won’t see.”

“No,” Michael said dully.  “I won’t leave her here for them to find and sully.  She’s better than all of them!”

“Then, take her with you!” Francis snapped, seizing Michael by the shoulder and hauling him to his feet.  “Caitrin, take the babe and make him go!  We canna’ let the Haldanes take all of you!”
She resisted at first, but at least she had the wit to realize that he was right, as did Michael.  There was no other hope.  As she took the babe back into the sling and let Francis help her onto one of the bigger, fresher horses, his brother got Michael remounted, himself mounting up when he and Robard had handed Onora’s body up into her husband’s keeping.  

“Ride for Cyby,” Francis said low to his brother, as he singled out two men to accompany them, “but don’t split off from us until we’re in the cover of that hillock up ahead.  Then ride as fast as you can, and don’t look back.  We’ll do what we must, to buy you time; and if we can, we’ll catch up with you eventually.”
###

In the end, they managed to buy more than an hour before their pursuers overtook them.  By then, the tiny band escorting three princesses of Meara—one alive, one dead, and one poised between—were well away; and the desperate men who had bought them their escape, led by Sir Francis Delaney, sold their own lives dearly.  

Only six of them remained standing, by the time it was over.  Of the rest, those only wounded in the skirmish were quickly dispatched to join their slain comrades.  Francis and Robard and their four remaining men-at-arms were brought before the enemy commander and several of his officers, wrists bound behind, where the men who had taken them forced them roughly to their knees.

“These are the last of them, my lord,” the sergeant said to the man obviously in charge: a fit-looking man of about forty, cradling a helmet in the crook of his left arm.  His battle-stained surcoat was dusty green, marked with white roundels and a yellow martlet—not a Haldane, then, though he had the jet-black hair that usually marked that line, albeit threaded with silver at the temples and in his close-trimmed beard.  Furthermore, his eyes were decidedly more blue than Haldane gray—indeed, almost violet.  Some lesser noble, then—though there was something about those eyes. . . .

“Which one of you is in charge?” the man said reasonably enough.  His broadsword was slung from a baldric over one shoulder, and the arm cradling the helmet rested casually on the sword’s pommel, next to a dagger.

Robard had the good sense not to look automatically at Francis, but their remaining men cast nervous glances at both of them.  Bracing himself, Francis made ready to reply, but it was Robard who spoke first.

 “I am Sir Robard Kincaid,” the older man said boldly—and in truth, he was far more likely to be the one in charge, being some twenty years older than Francis.  “And you are . . . ?”

The man regarded Robard dispassionately, no hint of emotion stirring the strong features.  

“My name is Morian ap Lewys.  I serve the King of Gwynedd.  And that is the last answer you shall have from me.  Henceforth, I shall ask the questions and you shall answer.  You rode with the rebel Judhael of Meara?”

“We rode with Prince Judhael of Meara,” Robard allowed, chin lifting in defiance. 
Morian inclined his head indulgently.  “So you are pleased to call him.  You will understand that my master takes exception to that claim of title, himself being Prince of Meara by right of his mother.”

“Not by Mearan law!” Robard retorted.

“Ah, but we operate under the laws of Gwynedd,” Morian said reasonably, “so Mearan law does not apply.  Where are the daughters of Judhael Quinnell, who rode with you from the field before Ratharkin?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Robard said flatly.  
“Do you not?”  Morian cocked his head at Robard, fixing him with those blue-violet eyes and smiling faintly—indeed, sweeping that startling gaze over all of them.  In that instant, Francis felt his resolve wavering, his lips parting to speak—but he clenched his jaws tight with a supreme act of will and managed to keep silent.
Morian meanwhile had turned his compelling gaze on the next man kneeling beside Robard: a gnarly, tough-looking soldier called Dickon Smithson.

“What is your name?” Morian asked, almost gently.

Dickon looked reluctant, but gave the enemy commander a nod of his head along with his name.

“Thank you.  Now, since I know that your party were escorting the daughters of Judhael to safety, perhaps you can tell me where they were sent.”

Dickon shook his head, looking uneasy.

“So, you don’t know,” Morian ventured.

Again Dickon merely shook his head—for, in fact, he did not know, since Francis had been careful to keep his voice low when he gave Michael’s escort their instructions.  But Dickon’s expression suggested that he had not intended to give his questioner even the satisfaction of that gesture.
A whisper of a frown touched Morian’s lips, but then his gaze passed to the next man, of whom he asked the same question—and received the same answer.  Twice more this was repeated, until he came at last to Francis.

“Your name?” Morian asked.

“Sir Francis Delaney,” Francis found himself replying—though, in truth, he had meant to give some other name.
One of Morian’s eyebrows rose minutely.  “Delaney,” he said.  “Ah, yes.  There is a Delaney who is boon-companion to one of Judhael’s kin—his son-in-law, as I recall, the . . . Earl of Somerdale?”  He regarded Francis for several seconds, then added: “But you are not the earl, are you?”

When Francis said nothing, Morian asked, “Tell me, Sir Francis Delaney, would that be your brother?”

To Francis’ dismay, he felt himself nod, like a mouse transfixed before a snake, or a rabbit before a wolf.

“Excellent,” Morian murmured.  “Now I perceive that we are making progress—and I gather that, in fact, it is you who commanded of these men; not your friend Kincaid.  Tell me, did your brother go with the women?”

Again, Francis could not seem to help himself from nodding, though this was not at all what he had in mind.  Could it be that Caitrin had been right, and that this Morian ap Lewys was one of the Deryni rumored sometimes to ride with the forces of Donal Haldane?  He did not look the evil monster that legend held Deryni to be, but nothing save some arcane compulsion could have made Francis betray his own brother.

Sighing, looking somehow saddened, Morian let his gaze rest again upon each of them, in turn, before sweeping one gloved hand in a weary gesture that included all of them except Francis.

“Finish it,” he said to his lieutenant in a low voice.  “We can’t take them with us—they would only slow us down—and we can’t release rebels.  Don’t make it any worse than you must.  And you—” he nodded in Francis’ direction “—come with me.”
Stunned, Francis found himself unable to resist as one of the enemy soldiers seized him by a bicep and dragged him to his feet.  He followed docilely as the man called Morian led the way to a spot away from the others, where he set aside his helmet and sat down on an outcropping of rock, also directing Francis to sit.  Behind, Francis could hear his own men being hustled away, their disbelieving murmurs and mutters of dismay at what must be their fate, but he could not summon the will to turn and look, or even to protest.  They had all known the fate that awaited their rebellion, if it failed—had accepted the possibility of dying in battle—but this cold-blooded ending to it was beyond anything he had imagined.

“Believe that I regret what now must be done,” Morian said, as if reading his thoughts.  “It is a senseless loss of life.  But my orders leave me little option save to exercise such mercy as I may, under the circumstances.  Look at me!” he ordered, as Francis briefly closed his eyes.  

Much against his will, Francis found himself obeying.

“Good.  Now, ’tis clear that you gave the order regarding where the women were to go,” Morian continued.  “I, in turn, am under order to pursue them.  Where did you send them?”

“To—to—”  Francis shook his head, gritting his teeth as he fought the compulsion.  “No!  I won’t!”

He flinched at the faint sounds of blows being struck behind him—and groaning, sometimes cut short; butcher-sounds—but he could not, for the saving of his soul, make himself turn around to look.  

“Francis, you will tell me,” Morian said softly, leaning to within a few hand-spans of his face and holding him with that blue-violet gaze.  “You know that, as surely as you know that you cannot turn around to see what is being done to your men—and I am sorry for their fate.  

“Yes, I can see that you have guessed what I am,” he went on, as Francis’ eyes widened in sickly horror.  “Some of the stories are true.  I will have the information I require, and I will hurt you, if I must, to obtain that information.  I know that you perceive your rebellion as loyalty to your true prince, but I tell you truly that my loyalty to my prince is no less than yours, and I will do what I must, to preserve his interests.  Do I make myself clear?”

Half sick with fear, Francis turned his face half-away, eyes screwed shut, steeling himself for some unknown onslaught that, when it came, was less an attack than a dispassionate caress: a hand slid around the side of his neck, fingers out-splayed to cradle the back of his skull, and then what felt like a subtle pressure inside his head.
Then he was pouring out his soul, whispering all the needed details of the party that had fled: Michael and the now-dead Onora, hounded to death after birthing the girl-child who probably would not survive either; his brother Derek; and Caitrin, Francis’ own betrothed, fierce and loyal to sister and father and to the Mearan cause, who now, after Onora and Michael’s surviving son Jolyon, was the last hope of Mearan sovereignty—but not with Francis at her side; not now.  

For Francis knew beyond question or hope of reprieve that he was soon to share the fate of the men taken captive with him, now bleeding out their lives on the ground somewhere behind him.  A part of him still was surprised at the comparative mercy of it—for rebels customarily could expect a far crueler fate, usually at the end of a rope.  

But this, Morian ap Lewys had spared them: the kicking out of life at the end of a strangling noose, bowels voiding, blackened tongue swelling and gasping for some respite.  Nor would it be the dreaded fire reserved for heretics, or death by impalement, such as was meted out in Torenth, but a death both quick and clean, akin to a warrior’s death in battle, not unlike the merciful coup de grâce already given to the wounded.  Was it this man’s own mercy, or that of a Deryni . . . or of a Haldane?  Fleetingly it occurred to him to wonder whether his own loyalties had been ill-placed, whether this Deryni commander who fought for the Haldane cause had not found the better prince to follow.

“We are none of us monsters, Francis,” he heard his executioner whisper, just before the blade slid home beneath his breastbone—an almost painless upward thrust that pierced his heart, unloosing a crimson veil that began to sag lazily across his startled vision.  “I truly regret the necessity for this, but we do what we must.  May God have mercy on your soul.”

###

Not until many months later did word reach those whose escape had been bought with the lives lost in that place.  Having buried both sister and infant niece in a tiny country churchyard near where she now sheltered, Caitrin of Meara listened in silence as her father read aloud the letter from Lord Derek Delaney, the Earl of Somerdale, who had finally dared to venture back along the route of their flight on that fateful journey into exile.  Prince Judhael had already shared the news with his wife of nearly thirty years, who now had withdrawn with their dead daughter’s only surviving child to a sunny west-facing window embrasure.  There the young prince who bore his grandfather’s name prattled at a pair of stuffed lambs as any other two-year-old might do, unable to comprehend this bleak codicil to his mother’s death.  

“We found their graves set amid a scene of recent battle,” Judhael read, recounting Derek Delaney’s words.  “It can only have been the place where they made their final, gallant stand to cover our escape: fourteen shallow graves, each marked with a cairn of stones.  We did not presume to disturb their rest, for the number matched exactly those who stayed to ensure our survival, but from my sketchy recall of those mad days and nights of flight, I can reconstruct the honor roll of those who gave their lives for Meara.”

There followed a list of those whom Caitrin of Meara had come to know all too well in those desperate days, headed by the name of one whom she had intended as the father of her future children.  From that moment, she vowed to make the Haldanes pay for what they had done, for she had cared deeply for Francis Delaney, and never more so than in his final hours at her side.  

But she would shed no more tears for him, now that she knew for certain he was dead.  Instead, she resolved to steel her woman’s heart and make Meara’s cause her own, and never to let any Haldane see her weep.  It was a vow she would keep, until her dying day.
