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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





CHAPTER 1



For six days and nights the wind blew steadily out of the northwest; so that the servants huddled in their quarters, wrapped in everything warm they owned, and thought they heard voices of dark prophesies in the wind. It blew until it blew steep drifts of snow against the great doors in the curtain wall of the castle; so that men had to be lowered by rope from the battlements to shovel it away to get the doors open.


Finally it ceased; and there was a day of perfect quietness, terrible coldness and blue sky. Then the wind began again, worse than before, this time from the southeast; and on the second day it blew Sir Brian Neville-Smythe in through the now-open doors of Malencontri.


The blacksmith and one of the men-at-arms from the gate led Brian, still on his horse, across the courtyard to the entrance to the Great Hall and helped him (stiffly) down from his horse, helped beat the ice off his outer garments, where it clung thickly to those parts of his over-robe that covered armor underneath; and the man-at-arms took the horse off to the warm stables. The blacksmith, since he clearly out-ranked an ordinary man-at-arms, went in with Sir Brian to announce him.


But the blacksmith never got the chance. Because once they were within the Hall they saw Lady Angela Eckert, wife to Sir James Eckert, Lord of Malencontri and all its lands, taking her midday meal there and she, in the same moment, recognized the visitor.


“Brian!” she called from the far end of the long hall. “Where did you come from?”


“Outside,” said Brian, who was a literal-minded person.


He advanced on the high table, set on a platform raised above the hall floor and looking down the two long tables at right angles before it, and stretching away toward Brian, to accommodate diners of lesser rank—but empty at the moment. Angie was lunching alone, but in all proper state.


“I can see that,” said Angie, lowering her voice as he came closer. “But where did you start from?”


“From Castle Smythe. My home,” replied Brian, with a touch of impatience; for where else would he be coming from at this, the end of January after a heavy winter storm?


The impatience was only momentary, however, for he was already eyeing the food and drink before Angie on the high table. To Brian, what Angie—who, like her husband, Jim, had been an involuntary importee from the twentieth century to this fourteenth-century world, some three years before—thought of as lunch time, was dinner time. It was the main meal of his day; and he had had nothing since breakfast, shortly after dawn on this icy morning.


“Well, come sit down, and have something to eat and drink,” said Angie. “You must be frozen to the bone.”


“Hah!” said Brian, his eyes lighting up at the invitation—expected though it was.


The table servants were already readying a place for him at one end of the table, so he and Angie could half face each other; for she sat behind the length of the table, itself, close to that end. Even as he sat down, another servant ran in from the serving room with a steaming pitcher, from which he poured hot wine into a mazer—a large, square metal goblet placed before Brian.


“Mulled wine, by God!” said Brian happily.


He took several hearty swallows from the mazer, to check on what his nose had already told him. Putting the mazer back down, he beamed at Angie with affectionate goodwill. Another of the table servants put a meat pie in front of him and spooned a large serving from it on to his trencher, the large, thick slice of coarse bread which served as his plate. He nodded approvingly, neatly picked out the largest piece of meat and wiped his fingers afterwards neatly on his napkin by the trencher.


“I thought to find you dining in your solar when you were alone, Angela,” he said, as soon as his mouth was empty.


“I have done that,” said Angie. “But it’s more convenient here.”


Her eyes met Brian’s and a look of complete understanding passed between them, twentieth century and fourteenth century for once in complete agreement.


Servants. Angie would by far have preferred to eat in the solar—which was the bed-sitting chamber at the top of Malencontri’s tower and the private chamber of the Lord and Lady of the castle.


The solar was a warm, comfortable place, with its windows tightly glazed against the weather with actual glass, and the floor heated under foot by a reconstruction by her husband of the type of hypocaust that the earlier Roman conquerors of Britain had used to heat their homes, but which the Middle Ages had forgotten. It was simply a space between two stone floors where air could circulate that had been warmed by continuous fires burning in fireplaces outside the room.


There also was an actual large fireplace in the solar itself—ornamental as well as useful in weather like this.


The Great Hall, of course, had fireplaces of its own. Three, in fact, huge ones. One behind the high table where Angie sat right now, and two others; one each halfway down the long walls of the hall. At the moment all three were burning brightly with fires in them, because Angie was there; but the hall was still cold for all that.


Still, against their real preferences, Jim and Angie had taken to eating at least their midday meals here. No servant had come to them on bended knee and pleaded with them to eat in state in the Hall; though there had been veiled references made to the convenience of the serving room—so close to the high table—so that food could be brought in hot. But no one had officially protested.


But there were still invisible limits to what a Lord and Lady could do—even if the Lord was a famous knight and magician. Those who served the gentry would obey any order. Men-at-arms would go forth and die for their feudal superiors. But neither servants nor men-at-arms, nor tenants, nor serfs, nor anyone else on the estate, would go against custom. When custom spoke, everybody obeyed; right up to the throne of the King himself.


And at Malencontri, a general attitude, unspoken but very clearly felt, had finally had its way with Angie and Jim. A Lord and Lady of a castle like this were supposed to eat their mid-day meal in proper fashion, in the proper place. That was what the hall was there for. The table servants who had to bring food from the outside kitchen to the serving room might freeze in the process. That was beside the point. There was a way things should be done; and that was the way it should be done here.


“Where’s James?” Brian asked after a few moments, having managed to take on at least enough meat pie and wine to begin satisfying his clamoring stomach.


“He’ll be along shortly,” said Angie. “Right now he’s up there.”


She pointed her finger vertically.


“Ah, yes,” said Brian, meaning he understood. This gesture of Angie’s, which might have either baffled a stranger or seemed to imply Angie’s husband had left this earthly scene, was something completely reasonable and understood between these two.


“He thought he should take a look at our people on the lands outside the castle,” said Angie, “and make sure all of them came through the storm all right.”


Brian nodded, his mouth full. He swallowed.


“Then, with your pardon, my Lady, I shall wait until he comes back,” Brian said, “and tell you both at the same time what I came to say. I would like the two of you to hear it together. It is great news, indeed. You will grant me mercy if I do not speak of it now?”


“Certainly,” said Angie. In spite of the courtly question at the end of Brian’s little speech, Angie knew that Brian had no intention of speaking until her husband got back; and that was a red flag to her. If Brian wanted to talk to the two of them together, he wanted or needed something from Jim; and in that case experience had taught Angie to be ready to resist. Forewarned was forearmed.


“He should be back soon,” she said.





CHAPTER 2





At the moment Jim was on wing over the southeast corner of the lands he owned as Sir James Eckert, Baron of Malencontri. This part was mainly meadow and open farmland; and he was searching the white landscape below for those relatively few of his tenants and farmers who lived in isolated spots farther out from the castle, to see if any of them needed assistance after the storm.


He was feeling a keen delight in being airborne. It was strange, he thought now, how he forgot about the sheer joy of it when he was not translated into dragon form; and how strongly the feeling came back to him once he was aloft. It was a far more gratifying feeling than flying a small plane, which Jim had taken a few lessons at doing, back in his original twentieth-century world, or even like soaring in a man-made glider, which he had done as a passenger, twice. In this case it was his living, feeling self alone that was riding the air currents; and there was a triumphant sensation of both freedom and power.


In his large dragon body, with its much higher mass-to-surface ratio than that of his human one, he was not bothered by the cold. Heat would have been something else again. He had almost melted down trying to walk through the summer heat in the middle part of France as a dragon, a couple of years ago; and the rush of cold air about him now was only pleasant.


He was alive right out to the tips of his enormous wings, which reached out an awesome distance on each side of him, in order to make it possible for that body of his to plane through the air. He was soaring, not flying, as most of even the large birds preferred to do, because of the enormous expenditure of energy required to keep him aloft by flapping his wings alone; but once at sufficient altitude, he could ride the air currents and the updrafts with careful adjustments of his wings; the way a sailing ship might adjust both fore-and-aft and square sails to cause the wind to propel it across the surface of the water.


This adjustment was purely instinctive on the part of his body. Nonetheless, he appreciated it as much as if it had been a skill. It made him feel like a king in this airy realm.


However, he had now covered almost all of his estate and it was time to be heading back to the castle. He would be late for lunch. He started the long swing to his right that would send him homeward; but just then he spotted the widow Tebbits’ s little sapling-and-clay igloo.


“Igloo” was not really a proper name for it; but he could think of no other architectural name that fitted it. It had been built out of saplings and thin branches woven together and plastered airtight with clay. It either had no proper roof, or the roof had settled into the walls over the years, giving it roughly the shape of an igloo. In any case, in the middle of the roof was a hole that was right above the sand-filled firebox in which the widow lit the fire for her cooking and heating.


That hole was not showing any escaping smoke now. What was more, it was covered from the inside.


Jim circled down and landed with a thump before the door, which the new direction of the wind had cleared of snow. The sound of his coming to earth evidently alerted whoever was inside; for someone fought with the door for a few seconds, then it popped open. The widow herself stepped out, bundled up in clothing, blankets and assorted rags until she looked more like a teddy bear than a human being, and recognized him immediately.


She gave the small obligatory scream that the Malencontri people had decided was the proper way to acknowledge their Lord in his dragon form, and then tried to curtsy. It was a mistake with all the padding she had on, and she almost tumbled over. Jim stopped himself just in time from reaching out to catch her. She would never have forgiven herself if her Lord had had to do something like that. Happily, the frame of the door kept her from going all the way down and she recovered her footing.


“M’lord!” she said.


Out of her swaddling of coverings, her round, soft, aged face peered at him with two sharp dark eyes.


“How are you, Tebbits?” asked Jim. The widow had a first name, but nobody on the estate seemed to remember what it was. “I noticed there was no smoke coming up from your roof.”


“Oh, no, m’lord,” said the widow. “Thank you, m’lord. It’s good of you to speak to me, m’lord. I’m ever so grateful to you, m’lord. There’s no smoke because the fire’s out.”


“Is something wrong with the firebox?” asked Jim, remembering to use delicacy in approaching the subject.


“No, m’lord. Thank you, m’lord.”


“Why is the fire out, then?”


“It burned up the last ember and just went out, like fires do—with your grace and pardon for saying so, m’lord.”


Jim sighed inwardly. He felt rather like a man in the dark with a ring-full of keys, trying to find the right one that would unlock the door in front of him. All of the tenants had a horror of openly complaining. They had ways of making their wants known to him—roundabout ways—and the pretense was always that they were perfectly in control of things and needed no help whatsoever … but if he happened to notice, just at this moment they could use …


“You wouldn’t have gotten a little low on firewood, during the snowstorm?” asked Jim.


“Why, I believe I did,” said the widow Tebbits. “I’m so dreadfully forgetful these days, m’lord.”


“Not at all,” said Jim heartily. How she had survived, in spite of all that padding inside, an unheated shelter for the last few days, particularly at her age, was beyond imagination. “You know, I think I saw a fallen branch off in that patch of woods over there. It might be useful to you. I believe I’ll just go and get it for you.”


“Oh, pray don’t put yourself to the trouble, m’lord,” said Tebbits.


“Tebbits,” said Jim, in an autocratic, warning voice, “I choose to go get you that bough!”


“Oh, pray forgive me, m’lord. Very sorry, m’lord. Crave pardon!”


“Be right back,” said Jim.


He turned around and with a thunder of wings leaped into the air, winged the short distance to the nearby stand of trees he had been thinking of and flew far enough over them so that when he came down he would be out of sight of the widow Tebbits. There were no fallen branches handy, nor had he any intention of going to the trouble of searching for them under the snow. He picked a fifteen-foot limb from an oak and simply tore it loose from the frozen trunk. On second thought, he found another limb of about the same thickness and length and tore it off. Holding the limbs by their ends so that they dragged beneath him between his feet and did not interfere with his wings, he sprang into the air once more, flapped back dragging them, and landed at the widow Tebbits’s.


“Here!” he said gruffly—and then noticed that she was eyeing the thickness of the branches where they had been attached to the tree somewhat wistfully. “Oh, come to think of it,” he said, “have you an ax where you can get at it conveniently?”


“Alas, m’lord,” said Tebbits. “I’m afraid I lost it, like.”


She had almost undoubtedly never had one, thought Jim. Iron was expensive. He must do something about getting her at least some sort of tool for cutting up thicker pieces of wood.


“Ah, yes, I see,” said Jim. “Well, in that case—”


He picked up one of the two frozen tree limbs he had brought her and began breaking off—quite easily with the strength of his dragon forearms—the heavy ends of its main stem, as well as any extended limbs that would keep it from fitting neatly into her fire box. He reduced the branches to burnable lengths and, picking these up, put only as many as she could carry into the arms of Tebbits, who clutched them awkwardly, but obviously gratefully, in spite of the thickness of the cloth insulation in which she was wrapped.


“I’ll have Dick Forester send someone down here with some of the castle wood sometime later today,” Jim wound up. “Have you flint and steel? Can you get the fire started?”


“Oh yes, thank you, m’lord,” said Tebbits. “You’re always so kind to a useless old person.”


“Not at all. Be old myself one day, no doubt!” he said bluffly. “Heaven bless you, Tebbits.”


“May Heaven bless you, m’lord,” said Tebbits.


Jim sprang into the air with a thunder of wings, feeling rather smug at having been able for once to bless one of these people of his before they could bless him. Once back to altitude he resumed his flight to the castle.


But, in the process, something new caught his eye. Something not on his land at all. On the small estate of Sir Hubert Whitby adjoining his, Sir Hubert was waving his arms, shouting something incomprehensible at this distance, and directing several of his own tenants or servants over some problem or other—Jim’s telescopic dragon-sight informed him.


Sir Hubert was not the best of neighbors. In fact, he was probably not far from being the worst of neighbors, Jim thought. But then he checked himself. Sir Hubert was not really bad, dangerous, evil, dishonest or rapacious—or any of the many things that neighbors could be in this fourteenth-century England. But he was a never-satisfied annoyance; always angry about something, always insistent and complaining about it at great length.


For a moment Jim was tempted simply to complete his turn and forget that he had seen anything at all. But then his conscience, plus the strong social feeling of obligation to neighbors that existed in this time, turned him back and he soared in the direction of Sir Hubert and his problem.


As he got closer, soaring this time on a convenient slant of the wind, he saw what the problem was. One of Sir Hubert’s cows had evidently fallen into a snow-filled ditch, or small ravine, and Sir Hubert, with the four men he had with him, were trying to get her out.


But the cow could not help them—or else she did not understand what she was supposed to do to help—and her weight was such that the four of them could not lift her or drag her from it. Sir Hubert was making so much noise that none of them realized Jim was even close to them until he landed in their midst with the same sort of thump with which he had landed outside of the widow Tebbits’s home. They all whirled about and for a moment they merely stared at him.


“A dragon!” roared Sir Hubert, whipping his sword out of its sheath. His face was pale, but the sword was quite steady. In spite of all his other faults, Sir Hubert was not a coward. No one was likely to live to adulthood back in this time if they were, of course, no matter what level of society they belonged to.


Clearly they had not recognized him, the way Jim’s own tenants and people did. The four men with Sir Hubert were actually not armed, aside from their ordinary all-purpose belt knives. But they all snatched these out and hefted whatever else they had in their hand that might be a weapon—in this case a couple of long poles which two of them held; and in the case of one man, rather ridiculously, a rope he was holding.


It was foolish of them, of course. Even fully armed and armored, on foot the five of them would probably never have escaped alive if they had seriously tried to battle a dragon of Jim’s size. While they might do some serious damage to Jim before being killed, Jim would certainly be the last to die.


“Don’t be an ass, Sir Hubert,” said Jim, finding the British phrase rolled quite happily off his tongue. What a handy sort of phrase it was for situations like this, he told himself. “I’m James Eckert, your neighbor—only in my dragon body. I came over to see if I could help.”


Sir Hubert’s face stayed pale and his sword stayed pointed, but its point dropped a few inches.


“Hah!” he said doubtfully.


“I happened to be flying by, taking a look at how my own lands had come through the snowstorm,” said Jim, “and I saw you having some trouble over here. So I came.”


Sir Hubert’s sword dropped down, but he still did not sheath it.


“Well, if it’s you, why didn’t you come like a man?”


“There’s a lot more strength in this dragon body of mine, when it comes to helping with something like this,” said Jim. “Stop and think for a moment, Hubert!”


“Well, damn it! How the bloody hell was I supposed to know?” the knight said. “You could have been any dragon, ravening for our blood!”


“I don’t raven,” said Jim. “You’ve eaten dinner at Malencontri often enough to know that, Hubert.”


“Well …” Sir Hubert sheathed his sword. “How can you help us?”


“I’m not sure yet,” said Jim. “Let me take a look at the situation. What kind of hole is she stuck in?”


“Little dimple in the ground, that’s all,” grumbled Sir Hubert. “If she had any sense in her head she could walk out of there. Damn cows, anyhow!”


“Steep sides or sloping sides?”


“Sloping,” said Sir Hubert. “If she’d help a little, we could have got her out of there.”


“If they’re sloping, maybe I can get down in beside her. Then if I lift and the rest of you tug, maybe she can scramble out,” said Jim.


“She’ll kick you,” said Sir Hubert with relish. “Maybe,” said Jim. “Let’s see.”


He approached the hole, and the cow, who had been upwind of him until now, suddenly smelling and seeing a dragon in her immediate vicinity, bellered in terror. Jim tested the slope of the ground under the snow and after a moment slid down beside the cow’s flank. She cried out for help again; for now Jim’s body was pinning her against the opposite side of what Sir Hubert had described as a dimple and she could not manage a good kick through the hip-deep snow.


Whether she actually succeeded in kicking him or not, Jim never knew. But he managed to get down beside her, low enough so that he could get leverage for the shoulder of one folded wing beneath her belly. Once he had her firmly pressed between his shoulder and the opposite side of the depression, she stopped bellering, gave one sad moo of utter despair and fell silent.


Jim took a deep breath and lifted, like a man lifting a weight balanced on one shoulder. The cow was no light-weight; but on the other hand, the muscles Jim was bringing into play were awesome compared to any human’s. The cow rose upward and sprawled out on her side on the far edge of the dimple; Sir Hubert’s men immediately laid hands on her, skidded her across the snow away from the depression and began to coax her to her feet.


Jim climbed out of the depression himself.


“Well, you did it easily enough,” said Sir Hubert grumblingly, almost as if he was accusing Jim of doing him an injury.


“You’re entirely welcome,” said Jim, knowing that Sir Hubert’s words were as close as the knight could come to saying thanks. He leaped into the air and began to climb once more for the long soar home.


With the wind in the southeast, he had to climb for altitude and make a long sweep over Sir Hubert’s land to get himself turned about and headed back to Malencontri. He was in the process of this when he suddenly realized he was high enough and looking in the right direction to see the woods in which Carolinus had his cottage; and his conscience niggled at him.


He had been meaning to talk to Carolinus—his Master in magic—ever since he and Angie with young Robert Falon and their personal attendants had gotten back from the Christmas party of the Earl of Somerset almost a month ago. But one thing and another had kept him from getting together with the older magician.


This was an ideal time to call in briefly for a quick chat on a couple of points that dated back to the Twelve Days of Christmas at the Earl’s, and had been bothering Jim since. For one thing, he had the sneaking feeling that he owed Carolinus an apology—having gotten somewhat annoyed with the other man during those twelve days.


But, back at the castle, it was already past lunch time. Angie would be waiting for him in the Great Hall. And there might be something to do with Robert that would call for him to be there …


Robert had become a concern that seemed to crop up in all sorts of otherwise ordinary situations. In fact, Jim was not at all sure that he was the right man to bring up an orphan boy of noble birth in the fourteenth century, where all such were raised to be warriors. He was no real warrior himself. The youngster could well be hampered by Jim’s different, twentieth-century outlook on life—


Jim pushed that thought from his mind. Robert was still far too young to eat lunch with them in the Great Hall. Still—Jim’s conscience pulled him both ways. But then he reminded himself that Angie would not wait very long before going ahead and eating by herself; so actually no harm would have been done. He, himself, could eat anything that was available after he got back to Malencontri, whenever that might be.


He altered the angle of his wings and headed toward the tops of the trees that still obscured the little clearing in which Carolinus’s cottage stood.


The clearing, when he got to it, was pretty much as he had expected it. It was completely surrounded by very tall oaks and yews, and roughly oval in shape. It was also roughly the size of a football field. Snow hung on the trees around the clearing and coated the ground up to within about ten yards of the cottage, leaving a perfect circle in which it was still summer.


Within that circle, the cottage stood, snow-free. The grass was green, flowers bloomed, and a fountain tinkled its jet of water in the middle of a small pool from which occasionally small golden fish—or were they very small golden mermaids?—leaped like miniature dolphins into the air. Jim’s eye had never been quick enough to make sure.


Beside the pool was a neatly raked gravel path leading up to the door of a small, oddly narrow peaked-roof house that ought to have looked out of place here; but what with the pool, the grass and the occasional flash of a golden jumping figure from the pool, it looked as if it could not have been any place else.


Jim landed with a thump at the end of the gravel path; but no one immediately tried to look out from the house to see who had arrived. He turned himself back into a human, complete with warm clothes (he had had a little trouble with the clothes part in the early days of learning how to use magic, but had it under control now), walked up to the door of the house and tapped gently at it.


There was no answer. He pushed gently on it and it swung open. He stepped in.


“Eh? What? Oh, it’s you, Jim,” said Carolinus, looking up.


He was seated in his large, wing-back chair, with a thick and heavy volume of some book or other, open on the table at his elbow; and the small green, sylphlike and fragile, female figure of a naiad perched on one of his knees, as lightly as a butterfly on a twig. Carolinus looked at her.


“You’d better run along now, my dear,” he said gently to the naiad. “We can finish our talk later.”


The naiad drifted off his knee to stand before him with downcast eyes. She murmured something incomprehensible.


“Certainly!” said Carolinus.


She turned and went toward the door. Jim stood aside to let her pass and she approached him with downcast eyes, glancing up for just a moment and murmuring something else equally incomprehensible.


“Not at all,” said Jim. He had not understood her, as Carolinus obviously had a moment before; but the words he had chosen ought to be fairly safe as an answer. She went on out the door and it closed behind her.


“Well, well, my boy,” said Carolinus cheerfully. “It’s good to see you, and particularly to see you in your human body, rather than the dragon one. This is a small house, you know.”


It was indeed a small house; and what was more, crammed to the rafters with books and everything else imaginable, ordinary and occult. In fact, it looked more like a warehouse than a home. But since Carolinus was accustomed to merely ordering whatever he wanted from whatever was piled around to appear in front of him, this made no difference to the older magician.


“Well, yes,” said Jim. “I’ve been meaning to drop by ever since we got back from the Earl’s, and I happened to be close so I simply came on. I’m not interrupting anything, or catching you at a busy moment, am I?”


“Not at all, not at all,” said Carolinus. “Lalline and I can chat at anytime. You and I see each other all too seldom.”


The last words were a perfect invitation for Jim to point out that he had made a lot of efforts to see Carolinus. It was Carolinus who had been hard to find. However, he did not.


“But never mind that, now that you’re here,” went on Carolinus jovially. “You’re looking rested and in good spirits. Ready for your next adventure?”





CHAPTER 3





“Adventure!” said Jim, with a sudden cold feeling in his stomach. “Certainly not. I’m looking forward to having nothing to do with adventures for a long time. Angie and I are going to try to live as ordinary people for the next few years.”


An evil suspicion crept into his mind.


“You haven’t got something up your sleeve for me, have you?” he demanded.


“I? James!” said Carolinus. “I certainly wouldn’t impose another set of duties on you so quickly after the last affair at the Earl’s. No, no. I don’t have the slightest thing in mind for you. If you get involved in anything, it will be because you do it yourself.”


“I’m sorry,” said Jim. “It was just that those twelve days rather took things out of me. Do you mind if I sit down?”


“Sit down? Of course,” said Carolinus. “Of course—that is, if you can find a chair. There are some around here, someplace.”


He peered about the interior of the cottage shortsightedly.


“I know there are some other chairs. Try under those volumes in the corner there.”


“Sorry for overreacting,” said Jim, seated finally after a small but necessary delay. “But Angie feels that I spend far too little time with her; and I can’t say I blame her.”


“Of course not,” said Carolinus. “Is the chair comfortable?”


“Well …” said Jim. “To tell you the truth, no.”


“It should be!” said Carolinus in a terrifying voice.


The chair instantly was. It was possibly the most comfortable chair Jim had ever sat in, in spite of the fact that it had four single legs, a stiff upright back, no arms and no padding.


“To tell you the truth, Carolinus,” he said, “I came here because, after thinking it over, I may have been a little too suspicious and a little too short-tempered with you during those twelve days. But I was used to having you around to check with in emergencies; and I could never get in touch with you.”


“Dear me!” said Carolinus.


“Oh, it’s all right,” Jim went on. “I understand now you were deliberately leaving me on my own, as the best way of doing things. But I’m glad to be back to where I can find you when I want you and check with you if I need to.”


“Find me, and check with me by all means, Jim,” said Carolinus. “Bear in mind, though, there is no going back. You have now tried your wings as an independent magickian; and you will have to fly by yourself from here on.”


“I will?” asked Jim. A couple of years before, Carolinus’s words would not have had a particularly ominous sound. Now that he realized the possibilities of magic better—as well as its limitations—he found they worried him.


“What are the limits, then, to what you can do for me?”


“You can ask me questions,” said Carolinus. “And within certain limits I will answer them. Absolutely complete answers to anything simply do not exist. You will discover this yourself, Jim, once you are an established magickian of at least A level and dealing with those of a lesser level; or even with an apprentice of your own.”


“I can believe you,” said Jim, who had about as much intention of ever taking on an apprentice in magic as he had of setting himself on fire.


“Remember always,” said Carolinus, “there’s never any point in offering information to someone until they’re ready to receive it. But, if you wait until they ask, then the two things that need to happen are happening. One, they’ll be ready to listen to what you have to tell them. Secondly, now they give a value to what you say; whereas until they had a need, they might have been inclined to question or even argue with your instruction or advice, out of sheer ignorance.”


“Had I been doing that?” said Jim.


“As a matter of fact,” said Carolinus, “you haven’t. But then, you don’t fit the usual pattern of apprentices. Your problem lies in a different area, one in which I’m helpless to be of any use to you; and that is, your thinking is entirely conditioned by this—what shall I say—mechanistic…”


“You mean I’ve been conditioned by the technology of the twentieth-century world I came from,” said Jim.


“Yes,” said Carolinus. “That’s it exactly.”


“I don’t know what to do about that,” said Jim.


“Well, it has to be your problem; but it’s also, paradoxically, the basis of your unusual ability to find solutions, outside the normal bounds of what a learning magickian might, in dealing with a problem. For me to try to correct your habits and preconceptions in this area would probably throttle the very abilities that are your greatest asset. Therefore, you must sink or swim on your own, Jim; even more so than the ordinary apprentice.”


“That’s fine if I get into something on my own,” said Jim. “But if you, yourself, give me something to do and I need help, then I can call on you, and you’ll answer and give me the information I ask for?”


“Not necessarily all the information you ask for,” said Carolinus. “I have a great deal more information than you imagine, Jim. Most of it you couldn’t use, even if you could understand it. But I’ll always give you as much information as I think you can use.”


“But if I solve problems in ways you can’t and don’t, yourself, because I come from somewhere else, you can’t know what information I can’t use, or understand.”


“That may be, possibly. It may be a remote possibility. But,” said Carolinus, “one of us has to choose what information you are to receive. And since it is my information; and I’m one of only three AAA+ class magickians in this world, where you are only a C-class magickian, my apprentice and a relative newcomer—I shall be the one who chooses.”


“In other words,” said Jim, “I’ve got no choice. Well, I suppose I can’t force you to give me any more information than you want to.”


“You’ve always been very quick to see the point, Jim,” said Carolinus. “That’s one of the things I remarked immediately about you when we first met.”


“But you’ll do the best you can to help me within what you see as possible limits, right?” asked Jim.


“Yes,” said Carolinus. “Remember, Jim, I have a great consideration for you—wouldn’t have taken you on as my apprentice otherwise—and I rejoice when you succeed and am concerned when you are in difficulty. In short, I hope you feel you can trust in my goodwill.”


“Actually, I never doubted that,” said Jim. What he had feared, of course, was Carolinus jumping to the wrong conclusions because the older magician was thinking purely in terms of his own fourteenth-century experience. Or at least, that was the way Jim had felt most of the time. For a little while during the Christmas party at the Earl’s he had wondered whether Carolinus wasn’t necessarily using him for his own convenience, and had been for some time. But that proved to be wrong. “No, I trust you, Carolinus, of course. So does Angie.”


“I appreciate that, my boy,” said Carolinus. “Nor have I forgotten how you saved my life when those two local healing women were about to heal me to death with their potions and rough treatment.”


Jim remembered. That had indeed been a time when Carolinus had been helpless; and Jim and Angie with some of their men-at-arms, plus the fortunate appearance of John Chandos, Giles and Chandos’s squire, had appeared in the nick of time to rescue the elderly magician and get him to Malencontri where he could be nursed back to health. Jim’s guilty feeling for doubting Carolinus at the Earl’s, grew to an even greater self-accusation.


“I’ll trust you, Carolinus,” he said. “You can count on me.”


“And you can count on me, my boy,” said Carolinus. “Opportunely, since we have just established our mutual trust, there is something that I have been meaning to speak very seriously to you about, since you are moving—let us say—into a new area of the use of magick. You know, of course, that you have this unlimited drawing account on magickal energy because of your unusual status, and that this has caused some upset on the part of other magickians and their apprentices, who feel you’re being especially favored.”


“I know,” said Jim grimly.


“Their upset doesn’t concern me,” said Carolinus. “They’ll get used to the fact that your difference supports it. But you also remember that you used this drawing account quite freely at the Earl’s Christmas party. You managed to get a number of things done with it. But still you were rather prodigal with its use.”


“You think so?” said Jim.


“I’m very sure so,” said Carolinus. “As I say, I’m not worried about the other magickians complaining about this. What does concern me is that you are not observing something that, as a magickian operating essentially on your own, you must never overlook.”


“Oh?” said Jim. He had never heard a note this serious in Carolinus’s voice before. He found himself suddenly alert. He and Angie had been in some danger because of other magicians’ complaints about his handling of magic before this.


“I would like you to remember something always,” said Carolinus in the same voice. “No matter how little energy you may draw to do a certain amount of magick, no matter how large your resources may be, it is always wise, at all times, to hoard those resources. In other words, do not use your magick if there is at all any other convenient way of getting done what you want to get done. I know, you’ve seen me hopping around hither and yon—and even taking you with me sometimes—magickally. But I am a much older man than you and, well, there are other reasons you’ll understand when you’ve learned a little more. The rule remains: do not use magick unless you have to.”


He looked severely at Jim, who looked suitably impressed in return.


“The simple reason is,” Carolinus went on, “that you may have a sudden, unexpected demand on the most magickal energy you can command at that particular time and under those circumstances. You have no way of predicting either what that demand will be, nor what your circumstances will be; so be safe. Keep as much in reserve as possible. This is very, very important, James!”


Jim felt a slight coldness on the back of his neck. Carolinus was being so serious that he was suddenly and very deeply wary.


“There isn’t something—some danger—you know about that I don’t know about, for which I might need magic?” he asked.


“No!” said Carolinus emphatically. “None whatsoever! I give this to you as a general rule. But I emphasize that this rule is of the greatest possible importance, always; particularly when you are adventuring into magickal situations on your own.”


“Well, I’ll certainly remember it,” said Jim soberly.


“Good!” said Carolinus. “Remember your encounter with the Dark Powers at the Loathly Tower; and how I told you I had to make a long journey to get the magick enclosed in that staff I held. Large magick is not easy. No magick is the answer to all situations. You must first rely on yourself, your own will and your own wits.”


He broke off rather abruptly and coughed.


“Now,” he said briskly in his normal tone,” was there something else you wanted to talk to me about?”


“Not at the moment,” said Jim, feeling surprisingly relieved that they were back to ordinary, friendly words after the almost ominous tone of the advice Carolinus had been giving him. “We’re all fine at the castle. We’ll be in touch with you shortly as soon as the weather gets a little better.”


“I’m glad to hear it,” said Carolinus. “I assume you’ll be flying back there now, rather than transporting yourself magickally?”


“I’d planned to anyway,” said Jim. “I like flying. But, come to think of it, isn’t turning myself into dragon shape or out of it a use of magic?”


“As a matter of fact, in your unusual, individual case, it isn’t,” said Carolinus. “You’re different, insofar as that goes—rather like a Natural—you came into this world as a dragon; and as long as you’re a dragon when you go out of it, all the energy involved cancels out.”


“Good,” said Jim. “I’ll step outside then, to turn back into a dragon.”


“Do,” said Carolinus. “I’d much appreciate it.”


Jim did.


Back at the castle, some twenty minutes later, Jim landed on the flat, battlemented top of Malencontri’s tower, under the flagpole, from which the banner bearing his coat of arms flapped in the somewhat active breeze. He was greeted by the ritual short shout of alarm which was the male equivalent of the widow Tebbits’s polite scream. He nodded an acknowledgment at the man-at-arms on sentry duty, changed to his human form, walked down the stairs, opened a door and stepped into the solar.


Angie was there, seated at a table with papers spread out before her, doing what no right-minded lady in the fourteenth century would want to be caught doing—keeping the accounts of the castle household.


Actually, John Steward should have been doing this. But Angie had discovered that John, entirely in accord with hallowed custom, had been skimming off for himself a certain amount of the funds necessary for the castle’s maintenance. Shocked by this, she had checked with Geronde, who had looked into the accounts, and come to the conclusion that John was not being greedy at all in what he took. In fact, he was being rather sparing in making use of his skimming possibilities. She had strongly counseled that Angie leave the matter alone.


But Angie was determined that things should be done in a more reasonable twentieth-century manner. She had taken over the accounts herself, giving John Steward instead a twice-yearly fee, which was in fact a little more than he had been taking. Then, she herself kept the records and kept them rather more tightly than John had ever done.


“Jim!” she said, looking up from the table. “Where have you been?”


“Oh, I stopped at the widow Tebbits’s—she needed some firewood,” said Jim. “Then I saw Sir Hubert was having some trouble with a cow stuck in a hole; and I was so close to Carolinus’s then, I thought I’d drop by and see if I couldn’t mend our relationship. I was having some hard thoughts about him toward the latter part of our visit at the Earl’s, you remember.”


“And it’s taken you until now?” said Angie. “The afternoon’s almost gone!”


“Yes,” said Jim, “I must have talked to Carolinus a little longer than I thought. But let me tell you—he started out by asking me if I was ready for my next adventure. I told him, ‘’Certainly not! Angie and I are going to live as ordinary people for the next few years.’”


“You told him that?” said Angie.


“Absolutely!” said Jim. “That’s what I said to him, flat out.”


“Then nothing is going to take you away for a long while yet,” said Angie.


“Absolutely!” said Jim. “You can count on it.”


“Good. I will,” said Angie. “Brian is downstairs.”


“Brian?” said Jim. “What brings him over?”


“He wanted to tell the two of us at the same time, so he’s been waiting for you to get back,” said Angie. She got up from the table. “Let’s go down to the hall now. He’s been perfectly happy sitting down there, talking to your squire.”


Jim’s squire was Theoluf, a former man-at-arms who had been elevated to squire rank for Jim, when there was no one else available. He had at least a dozen, possibly more, years of experience in the same sort of martial activities that Brian lived for. Brian could hardly have sat down and chatted with him if he had been still a man-at-arms, even the Chief man-at-arms—which he had been. But now that Theoluf was a squire, he was advanced enough in rank to be someone to chat with; although Jim was ready to bet that while Brian was still sitting at the table, Theoluf was standing.


Jim, of course, could not break himself of the twentieth-century habit of inviting everybody to sit down. Angie had adapted to the business of having inferiors stand when they talked to her; and she as well as Brian and Geronde de Chaney, Brian’s betrothed, had tried to break Jim of the bad habit of inviting them to sit.


Jim was better at it now, but he still slipped occasionally. His own servants, having gotten instructions from Angie, passed down through John Steward, were in the habit of simply ignoring the offer when Jim suggested they take a seat.


They had been relieved to be ordered to do that. The truth was they felt uncomfortable sitting in Jim’s presence—it was as someone might feel five hundred years later, not knowing if they were using the right fork at an ultra-formal dinner.


When Angie and Jim came into the Great Hall through the serving room, next to the high table, Theoluf was standing, just as Jim had expected, before the dais on which the high table stood. Brian was sitting, in his usual upright horseman’s posture, but with one elbow on the table and a forefinger emphasizing a point he was making to Theoluf at the moment.


“… But one thing you must always train them to do,” Brian was saying emphatically. “A man down does not mean a man slain!”


“And so I do tell them, Sir Brian,” said Theoluf earnestly. “But getting them to remember it and believe it until after they’ve had a close ’scape from a man they thought was dead, is something else again. When I was at Warwick Castle I had one lad, searching for money in what he thought was a corpse, gutted by it; though it had been on its feet and fighting like the devil himself, a moment before—”


Theoluf broke off and bowed, as Jim and Angie appeared by the high table. His hat was already in his hand, since he was talking to Sir Brian, so he could not take that off. But the bow was becoming a rather smooth and practiced gesture for the ex–man-at-arms, Jim noticed. It was a far cry from the awkward way Theoluf had jerked his upper body when he had first been promoted to squire.


“Theoluf,” said Angie, as she and Jim took seats behind the high table, flanking the end of it at which Brian was seated, “run see about some food for your Lord. What would you like, Jim?”


“Oh, cheese, bread, some cold meat—and some small beer,” said Jim. He was actually almost coming to like the small beer. Wine would taste infinitely better; but he was trying hard to resist the fourteenth-century habit of drinking it on any and all occasions that gave the slightest excuse for it.


“Yes, m’lady,” said Theoluf. He bowed apologetically to Sir Brian, and ran off through the serving room in search of table servants.


“Brian!” said Jim. “It’s really good to see you. I didn’t expect to have you come in this weather, though. You look fine. And Geronde’s fine?”


Brian and his betrothed, Geronde de Chaney, traded homing pigeons so Castle Malvern and Castle Smythe could stay in touch when the weather was bad like this, or in any emergency. Castle Malvern boasted a priest in residence. Brian had no such luxury, but he did have a former monk among his retainers, who could read and write a limited form of Latin. So messages went back and forth in that language.


“Never finer,” said Brian. “Wondrous things have occurred—but before I get into that, I must tell you before I forget, it was a great sorrow to Sir Giles not to be able to see you after the tourney.”


“I’m sorry, myself,” said Jim. “He came all that way to the Earl’s from up near the Scottish border, and we really never had a chance to talk. I thought he might come home with us here for a short stay; but when I looked for him later that day I couldn’t find him. I’d heard he’d left already. I hope it was nothing I did or said.”


“Not at all,” said Sir Brian. “You remember that since he could not ride in the tourney himself, he acted squire for the other Northumbrian knight there, Sir Reginald Burgh; whom, if you remember, was the third to ride against Mnrogar?”


“Yes, I was told that,” said Jim. “That’s why I didn’t go looking for Giles until after it was all over. But do you know why he left so soon?”


“It seems Sir Reginald had planned to leave early,” said Brian. “He had some matter up along the border that would require his being back as soon as possible. But because he had taken some small hurt in his spear running with Mnrogar—oh, nothing serious, a few ribs cracked, or a shoulder displaced for a moment—he was in no fit shape to fight, in case he and his men ran into the same sort of outlaws that Giles encountered on his way down. Giles, therefore, being a fellow Northumbrian, felt it his duty to ride with Sir Reginald; and he had barely time to pass this word to me before he was off to do so.”


“Maybe he can come down again,” said Jim.


“Possibly next year—” began Brian; and they were suddenly surrounded by servants, putting down a fresh table-cloth and a napkin, plus trencher, beer, cheese and meat as ordered. They were gone again in a moment, but the thread of conversation had been interrupted.


“Well, we’ll hope so,” said Jim, privately wondering whether it would be much of a journey for him, in his dragon body, to fly up to see Giles for just a few days at the Castle de Mer of his family. “But you were saying that wondrous things had been happening?”


“So I did; and so they have,” said Sir Brian. “You will hardly credit two such chances falling together so happily at the same time. You will recall what none of us expected, the capful of gold pieces that King Edward sent down with the Prince as his gift to the winner of the tourney? None of us, of course, were hoping for such a kingly guerdon.”


That would certainly be true, thought Jim. The King of England did not usually favor the winners of any but royal tourneys with gifts.


“But, as you know,” Sir Brian went on, “it ended in my keeping. I had been counting on only the horses and armor of my opponents; and indeed both horse and armor that I gained from my opponents were of noble worth—particularly Sir Harimore’s. However, he wished to ransom these back, the horse being as dear to him as Blanchard of Tours is to me; and the armor being such a cunning fit that he was fearful he would not find as good again. I could not deny him, of course, though I did allow him to force payment on me, which was not the best of chivalric manners. But then, you know how it is with me and Castle Smythe.”


Jim and Angie knew. Castle Smythe was perennially teetering on the edge of becoming a ruin; and while Brian won a tourney from time to time, most of the money had to go to supporting those in the castle who were retainers of Brian’s and would not leave him, but stayed on merely for a roof over their heads and the poorest of food. But even these simple needs ate up most of his winnings, so that there was usually little left for much-needed repairs of his small castle—even though it was little more than a tower keep, with outbuildings and a curtain wall enclosing all.


“Well, I had done so well this last Christmas,” Brian went on, “that I was in high hopes of at least mending the roof of my Great Hall; and still having enough to feed us all until the first spring crops come in and some of my herd of cattle”—(there were only six of them, Jim knew)—“would give birth. But then, on top of all else, came this marvelous rain of gold pieces. I counted them when I got home; and could not believe my eyes.”


He paused to let Jim and Angie both murmur polite agreement with his astonishment at that moment.


“There was enough there to mend all of Castle Smythe,” Brian went on, “and keep us well for more than a year—and in a year I would have won other tourneys. For the first time, I would begin to get ahead of my necessary spendings. From that point, who knows what richness of lands and buildings I might not produce? I could clear the scrub wood from my southwest corner and put it to pasture; but, in any case, the King’s gift was a gift from God. In fact I was tempted to go to Windom Priory to ask counsel of the good priests there as to how to thank Him. But it came to me that they might well say that I should give all or most of it to them for churchly uses; and I am sinner enough not to want to lose that much of it. Oh, I will make them a handsome present; but I shall decide myself how large shall be the gift.”


“Well, you were the one who earned it,” said Angie.


“No,” said Brian, shaking his head, “fortune favored me—no more. But, though little I knew it then, this wealth was already destined for better use.”


He sat back in his chair, beaming at them.


“A much better use!” he said. “For, within a few days of my return, a message came by pigeon from Geronde, summoning me over to see her. I had been intending to go in a day or so anyway; but I went right away. When she saw me, she flung her arms around me; for the best of news had come. An aged knight, returning from the Holy Land, had brought word and passed it on to a King’s Justice, on regular circuit through Devon to hold his court; and he had passed it on to another gentle knight, of name Sir Matthew Holmes; who, on his way back to Gloucestershire, kindly came by Malvern Castle and told her. Her father has been seen living in the city of Palmyra, in the Holy Land—but, beyond the fact that he was recognized there, we have no word of how he is living, only that he is in good health for his age, which by now must be close to fifty.”


“Then you don’t know whether he’s planning to come home or not?” said Angie.


“No. And it was exactly that, that showed both Geronde and I the miracle involved in my gaining the King’s gift,” answered Brian. “With the amount of moneys I now have in hand, I can travel swiftly to this Palmyra, find him and bring him back. Bring him back, I will, by force if necessary; because he must consent to Geronde’s marriage to me.”


He broke off and turned to Jim.


“Will you come with me, James?” he said. “It will be something to see the Holy Lands, of course. But, more important, I can be certain sure of bringing him back if I have you with me!”


Jim had been expecting it for the last few seconds; but the request still hit him like a fist between the eyes. He was conscious of Angie watching him.


“Brian—” he began, and hesitated. “Well, you see, much as I’d like to go, I couldn’t get away now if I wanted. Sir John Chandos kindly offered to see if he could not speed up matters at the King’s court—whatever legal matters there are involved in our getting the wardship of young Robert Falon. But until that is actually given to us by the King, I have to be here, in readiness to go up to London myself, if necessary. You understand?”


“But, James,” said Brian, “with the help of good Sir John, it should not take too long. Now, I was planning to leave as soon as possible, so as to make the trip, find Geronde’s father and get back before the terrible heat of the summer season down there strikes. But I could wait for some weeks, say—”


“No,” said Jim, feeling Angie’s eyes stony upon him. “It’s too much of a chance. You should probably follow this up as quickly as possible. I’d like to go more than I can tell you, Brian. But I think in this case, you’d better go alone.”


The light that they had seen in Brian’s face from the moment he had come in, the light and the excitement, had completely gone out of it. Now his back stiffened.


“Of course,” he said, “you are absolutely right, as usual, James. It would be too much of a gamble; and I can indeed understand why you would want to wait here to be on hand to make sure of the Falon wardship. We will say no more of it.”


“If there’s any other way in which I can help you, Brian,” said Jim earnestly. “I don’t know what it would be; but since I have some magic at my disposal, maybe we could set up something, or think of something—some way in which I could be useful to you while I’m still here.”


“No, no. Not necessary at all,” said Brian. “As I say, we will speak no more of it. In any case, I should have asked you how you and your people came through the storm. I and mine were safe within our walls, with all we needed to survive; but you have serfs and tenants in outlying buildings; and if I mistake not even some cattle in the open. Did you lose much of importance because of the snow and the wind and the fierce drop in temperature?”


“No, surprisingly not,” said Jim. “I’ve just come back from flying around the estate in my dragon body; and I found almost nothing in the way of problems. I did help a few people, including the widow Tebbits, who had run out of firewood. But actually, it did us no harm at all.”


“I’m glad to hear it,” said Brian, rising from the table. “But, now that I think on it, there is still light enough for me to get back to Castle Smythe this eve before total darkness; and while there’s wind, there is no snow. Indeed, the weather is not as bad as I’ve endured many times before. I think I will leave, then. You will understand there are things that I must make ready, a great deal of planning and arrangement so that Castle Smythe will go forward properly while I am gone; because I will probably not be able to take anyone with me, even John Chester.”


John Chester was Brian’s squire, and the last person Brian would ordinarily leave behind. A coolness had come into the atmosphere, however; and it was very clear that any protest by Jim or Angie, that Brian should stay after all, would have no success and possibly just make the situation that much more awkward. Jim and Angie stood up also.


“Well, good luck,” said Jim.


“Yes, Brian,” said Angie. “Be careful—for Geronde’s sake as well as your own. And for ours.”


“A prudent knight takes no unnecessary risks,” said Brian. “The same may be said of a prudent traveler—and I shall be both. Farewell, then. If there is any news that I can send back from this Palmyra place, Geronde will have it; and she will let you know.”


The light was going from the day, and the warmth of being together had already departed from their little gathering in the Great Hall. They accompanied Sir Brian to the far end of the hall, where servants helped him back into his armor and outdoor traveling cloak. His horse was brought around; and they stood for a moment in the doorway, watching him out of sight across the courtyard and beyond the gates, until he could be seen no longer.





CHAPTER 4





For nearly five weeks neither Jim nor Angie mentioned Brian or Geronde to each other. This was unusual, since normally they talked everything over. But in this case, Jim had a new feeling of guilt, this time about their last meeting with Brian; and he suspected that Angie had, too—so the subject was bound to be a little touchy.


It stayed there, like a sort of half-forgotten headache that would surface from time to time when there was nothing else to think about. But still, with time, it was surfacing less often, when unexpectedly there was a blast of a silvery horn from outside the castle walls—not the braying of a cow’s horn, or even one fitted with a nipple to act as a hunting horn—but the sound that only a true musical instrument could make; and a man-at-arms came running to them from the guard on the gate, meeting them just as they stepped outside the Great Hall, on their way to see what was happening themselves.


“M’lord! M’lady!” gasped the man-at-arms, a relative youngster with the bright blue eyes common in the countryside and a shock of slightly reddish hair. “Yves Mortain sends to say that it is Sir John Chandos who approaches, with a dozen mounted men-at-arms.”


“Well,” said Jim. “Welcome him! Welcome him! Run back and tell them on the gate he’s to be brought in with all courtesy!”


The message bearer spun around and dashed off ahead of them again.


“You’d think they’d all realize by this time,” grumbled Jim, “Sir John’s welcome here anytime.”


“That’s not the point,” said Angie beside him. “They’re doing what they’re supposed to. And, anyway, how do they know but what Sir John’s turned out to be an enemy, since he was last here at Malencontri? Things like that happen in this time, you know.”


“I suppose,” said Jim, still dissatisfied. “What I wouldn’t give for just some kind of speaking tube that would reach from the Great Hall to the front gate.”


He wiggled his shoulders uncomfortably, for although the day was bright, and the castle walls around the courtyard cut off most of the breeze from him, he and Angie had come out dressed as they were for the relative warmth inside the castle. It was a bright day and a relatively still one as far as moving air went—but it was still February.


“Yves Mortain is simply doing his job,” said Angie.


“Yes, you’re right,” said Jim. Yves Mortain had been named Chief man-at-arms when Theoluf had been elevated to the position of Jim’s squire. Yves was entirely competent; and, to tell the truth, Jim was secretly aware that Yves knew a lot more than he did about how a castle should be defended and a watch on the gate should be kept.


But already through the doors of the gate, opening now to the bridge above the moat, the sound of the hooves of the first two horses of their visitors were audible, and Sir John rode through the gate into the courtyard, looking elegant and barely middle-aged as usual, on a large black stallion which whisked its tail as it approached, as proudly and cheerfully as if it was just starting the day’s trip, not ending it. It halted in front of them.


“Sir John!” said Jim happily. “It’s good to see you!”


Sir John took off his steel cap with a flourish.


“Sir James, Lady Angela!” he said. “I bring special news for you, and I wanted to be the first to get it to you. So I have come down from London. Shall we go inside?”


“Absolutely!” said Jim. He looked around for his squire.


But Theoluf had already appeared, with a man-at-arms to lead the train of Sir John’s armed retainers off to the stables for their horses, and to shelter for themselves, as well as, undoubtedly, to food and drink. Theoluf himself came forward to hold the head of the stallion, as Sir John swung down from the saddle.


“By your leave, Sir John,” said Theoluf, “I will have him in the third stall from the front door to the stables and the best care taken of him. May I ask his name?”


“He is Tonnere de Beaudry,” said Sir John.


“This way, if you please, Tonnere de Beaudry,” said Theoluf, addressing the war horse with the courtesy its worth deserved, and leading it off.


Sir John turned back to Jim and Angie, and all three together began the walk toward the entrance of the Great Hall. Thoroughly chilled by this time, Jim would just as soon have moved a little faster; but manners dictated that their stroll to the front door be leisurely.


“I can only stay the night,” said Sir John. “I have matters to deal with in the west. But my way led by Malvern Castle, where I had hoped to possibly encounter Sir Brian without turning aside—for Smythe Castle was out of my way. I wished to bring him his Majesty’s personal congratulations on winning the Earl of Somerset’s Christmas tourney. His Majesty was held in thrall by the description of that tourney by Richard de Bisby, Bishop of Bath and Wells. But Sir Brian was gone, unfortunately, to the Holy Lind. Lady Geronde de Chaney, however, gave me shelter for the night. While I’m here, though, I must say how I, myself, was impressed by the way the Earl’s troll, under your handling, of course, handled those five good knights of ours. He is indeed an unusual troll, both in size and, I assume, in attitude.”


“Yes, you could say that about him,” said Jim. “I didn’t see you in the stands, though. I looked for you by the Earl—


He broke off, feeling an impulse to bite his tongue, though the words were already out. By his status, if not his official rank, Sir John should have been seated very close to the Earl, but he had not been.


“Oh that,” said Sir John lightly. “I was sitting with an old friend, a fellow campaigner, on one of the lower tier of benches there. But I missed nothing—”


He turned to Angie.


“—And I was most impressed by the diversion you arranged for us on the last night of Christmas, m’lady.”
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