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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


The copper tea kettle skittered at its magic-given top speed through the woodland track. It had already polished its bottom shiny on the alternate turf and bare earth it skidded across. Its owner, the AAA+ magician S. Carolinus, had once, many years ago, commanded it always to be three-quarters full of water for tea; and to have that water on the boil. In spite of its mission, it was faithfully three-quarters full and on the boil, now.


“On the boil,” in Carolinus’s terms, meant that the kettle water was just below the boiling point; so that Carolinus could have his cup of tea when he wanted it, night or day.


So now the kettle continued to skitter and almost boil. Only as it bounced over the uneven ground, it occasionally splashed some of that water high against its hotter, dry, higher-up sides; and that water burst in steam out of its spout.


When this happened it gave a sharp, brief whistle. It could not help whistling, any more than it could help being on the boil, or going to Carolinus’s rescue—which was what it was doing now. It was only a kettle. But if, as some folk suspected, the articles of Carolinus’s cottage had personalities of their own, this kettle’s heart was in its present task.


So, it skittered through the wood—at the best speed with which Carolinus had endowed it—giving voice occasionally to its sharp whistle; and the creatures of the woodland it passed reacted accordingly.


A bear feeding on all four legs stood up suddenly with a “Whuf!” of surprise as it went by. Aargh, the English wolf, who feared nothing but had an ordinary wolf’s prudence where unknown things were concerned, leaped abruptly to cover behind a tree as it went by, in order to observe it from relative safety. A boar, farther down the path, who was in the habit of charging anything in sight, on general principles, blinked his eyes at it, his curly tusks gleaming in the sunlight, got ready to charge—then thought better of it, in this case.


He backed away, off the path, and let the little kettle pass.


So it proceeded. Deer fled from it; small burrowing creatures dived into their burrows at the sight of it. In short, it spread consternation in every direction as it passed. But, this was only the beginning, the preamble to what happened when at last it broke out of the trees into the cleared area surrounding the Castle de Bois de Malencontri, the castle of that gentleman, the famous Dragon Knight: Baron Sir James Eckert de Bois de Malencontri et Riveroak (currently not in residence).


The kettle skittered across the cleared area, mounted the bridge over the moat, and shot through the open great gates in the curtain wall of the castle. There was a guard on duty at the gate. But he did not see the kettle until it began to clatter across the logs which made up the bridge. When he did, he nearly dropped his spear. He was under orders never to leave his post for any reason—as fourteenth-century guards on the front gates of castles always were. But in this particular case he held on frantically to his spear and ran full speed ahead of the kettle into the courtyard, shouting at the top of his voice.


“Gone mad! I always said he would!” muttered the castle blacksmith, glancing up briefly from the open shelter above his forge in the courtyard, carefully built away from anything else it might set fire to. The blacksmith had lowered his eyes again by the time the kettle went by, and he dismissed the sharp whistles he heard as merely a ringing in his ears.


Meanwhile the guard had fled through the open door of the castle into the Great Hall, still shouting.


“A witch-kettle! A witch-kettle. Help!” His voice rang against the walls of the Great Hall and back into the castle itself, bringing other servants flooding out. “It’s following me! Help! Help!”


His voice reached even to the kitchen of the castle where the Lady Angela de Bois de Malencontri et Riveroak was telling the cook—for the several hundredth time—that after returning from the outhouse she must wash her hands before cutting up meat.


The Lady Angela was a winsome sight, in a blue and silver gown, had either she or the cook cared about that at the moment; but neither of them did. Picking up her skirts with a resigned fury—resigned, because it seemed there was always something around the castle for her, as Chatelaine, to be furious about—Lady Angela headed in the direction of the shouting voice.


When she got to the Great Hall, she discovered the men-at-arms there, with other servants, were all plastered back against its walls; while the little kettle had somehow managed to mount the high table, set itself in the very center, and begun whistling steadily, as if it was tea-time—not only for Carolinus but for anyone else who was around.


“M’lady! M’lady!” babbled the gate guard, as she passed him where he was clinging to one of the pillars of the halls about four feet off the floor. “It is a witch-kettle! Ware! Go no closer! It is a witch-kettle—”


“Nonsense!” said the Lady Angela, who was from an alternate world in the twentieth century where they no longer believed in witch-kettles.


She strode decisively past the guard toward the high table.




CHAPTER 2


Meanwhile, less than a mile and a half from this scene, there was the Dragon Knight, himself. He was the good knight Sir James Eckert, Baron—and in the King’s name—Lord of the High Justice and the Low, for the lands of le Bois de Malencontri et Riveroak—though where Riveroak was, only James and the Lady Angela knew.


Actually, it was the name of the small town holding the twentieth-century college in which they had both been teaching assistants, before they had ended up back here, dimensions away, in an alternate fourteenth-century world—with dragons, ogres, sand-mirks and other suchlike interesting characters.


To everyone else here, Riveroak was a place unknown; probably far, far away over the western sea.


At the moment, Sir James, being in direct fief from the King, and with a tendency to avoid administering any justice, High or Low, to the people of his lands, was presently engaged in picking flowers.


He was on his way back from an over-long stay up at the border between England and Scotland, in the north. He had stopped for the flowers, hoping that a bouquet, presented to his wife, might allay part of her understandable annoyance at his somewhat overdue reappearance.


He had been led to these flowers by his neighbor and closest friend, the also good knight Sir Brian Neville-Smythe. Sir, Brian was unfortunately only a knight banneret, with a ruined castle which he was hard put to keep livable; but he had a name in the land; not only as a Companion of the Dragon Knight, but in his own right as a master of the lance, at the many tournaments held about the English land in this time.


Sir Brian, full of happiness, was by this time a good four miles off; on his way to his lady-love, the beauteous Lady Geronde Isabel de Chaney, current Chatelaine of Castle de Chaney; since her father, the Lord of same, had been gone now some years in Crusade to the Holy Land.


She and Sir Brian could not marry until her father returned and gave permission. But they could most certainly get together—and did at every opportunity. Sir Brian (and Dafydd ap Hywel, the Master archer—another close friend and Companion) had been with Sir James up at the Scottish border, visiting the castle of Sir Giles de Mer, a fourth true Companion and good knight. Like James, Dafydd was also only now returning to his home, a half-day’s ride away, with the outlaw band of his father-in-law, Giles o’the Wold.


Since Sir Brian knew all this countryside like the back of his hand, and Sir James was only a latecomer of barely three years, it had taken Sir Brian to direct him to this place where summer flowers might be gathered nearest to Jim’s castle.


Sir Brian’s knowledge had been excellent. On the water-rich ground of a marshy-edged lake there was indeed a proliferation of plants in flower, with rather loose petals of a sort of orangey-yellow color.


They were not exactly in the same class with roses, of which James—or Jim, as he still thought of himself—had vaguely been thinking. But they were undeniably flowers; and a large bouquet of them could certainly not make matters worse concerning Angie’s reaction to his delayed homecoming.


He had his arms half-filled with lengths of twig with blossoms on them—for the flowers grew on a sort of bush, rather than individually—when he was interrupted by a bubbling sound from the lake before him. Lifting his eyes from the flowers, he suddenly froze in position.


The water in the center of the pond was disturbed. It was mounding upward into large water bubbles that finally burst and let a round shape poke through. The round shape grew and grew and grew …


Jim stared. Because it seemed that the round shape would never stop growing. Finally, it emerged to the point of revealing itself as ten feet across; and looked like nothing so much as short, wet, blond hair plastered to an enormous round skull.


It continued to come up; rising until it revealed a huge forehead, a pair of rather innocent-looking blue eyes under thick blond eyebrows, a massive nose and an even more massive mouth and jaw—a face that would have been heavy-boned even if it had been the face of a man of normal size. But what it was, in fact, was the face of an incredible giant. If the head was any indication, the whole person to whom it belonged must be nearly a hundred feet in height; and Jim would have guessed, from his acquaintance with such small lakes as this, that the water in it was nowhere deeper than eight feet.


Jim had no time to speculate on this, however, because just then the head began to forge toward him with its chin just above water; creating a considerable bow wave with a muscular neck thoroughly in proportion with the head. The bow wave ran ahead, leaped the margin of the lake, and splashed Jim to the knees. Meanwhile, more and more of the body belonging to the face had risen above the water to reveal a giant not as tall, but even more remarkable than Jim had expected.


Towering, this monster eventually stepped out on to the margin of the lake, to stand dripping, and staring down at Jim. Jim’s estimate had indeed been wrong. Thirty feet was more like the actual height of this stranger.


Giant as he was, he still seemed perfectly human in every other respect. He wore some sort of massive piece of gray-colored hide, or skin with no fur on it. This hung from one shoulder, dropping to his knees and wrapped around him in the fashion of Tarzan’s clothing in old movies. Or, thought Jim a little wildly, the way cavemen were normally pictured as being dressed in animal skins.


But there were two differences between this and a caveman. No, three. The first was his enormous size. The second was that he was apparently as at home on the land and breathing air as he presumably had been under the lake and breathing water. But the third was the most amazing of all. The man, or creature, or whatever he was, tapered downward.


In short, below that enormous head he had a relatively narrow, by giant standards, pair of shoulders, and a chest only slightly smaller in proportion to the shoulders. But he continued to taper on downward from there, until he ended up in feet that were probably no more than four times as large as Jim’s.


The same could not be said of his hands, which looked not merely large enough to be buckets for a derrick, but to seem capable of picking up a derrick itself in each fist.


“Wait!” boomed the giant. Or at least that was what Jim thought he heard.


“Wait?” echoed Jim, startled into speech. “What for … ?”


Then he realized, out of his earlier years in the twentieth century when he had been an associate teacher at Riveroak in the English department, that what he had just heard was not “wait.” He was being addressed in Old English; and what he had actually heard was “Hwaet!”


The only reason he made this identification with his whirling mind was because that same word happened to be the first one in the Old English poem of Beowulf, created some fourteen hundred years before Jim’s own original time, on his own world.


He tried to remember what “Hwaet!” meant—evidently it was some form of greeting or call to attention—but he was too bewildered at the moment to fish up any of the Old English he had once painfully learned. It was a shock to be addressed so, here on this world; where up until now every human being, and those of the animals who also inexplicably talked, including the dragons, spoke the same tongue.


“I’m—I’m sorry,” he stammered, “but I don’t speak—”


The giant interrupted him, talking now in the same language everyone else did.


“Of course!” he boomed. “Been two thousand years, if me memory serves—or was it three? A long time, anyhow, since last I was here. The way folk speak was bound to change. No, it’s all right, wee man, I can also speak the way you little folk do. Easy as that!”


—And he snapped the thumb and middle finger of his right hand together, with a noise like that of a cannon going off.


Jim shook the ringing out of his ears, and broke out with the first thought that came into his still-stunned mind. He looked from the inversely pyramidal giant to the lake, which now seemed, by comparison, very small indeed.


“But—” he said. “Where’d you come from? How did you get—”


“Lost me way!” boomed the giant, interrupting him again. “Many centuries it is since my last faring hither. Mislaid me way among the underground waters of this isle.”


Jim’s only thought was that now the other was beginning to sound even more like Beowulf—but Beowulf translated, with a sort of old-seamanlike flavor.


Standing only a dozen feet apart as they were, Jim had to crane his neck to look up at the giant’s face; and he got a very foreshortened view of it, even at that. To see the other more fairly, he backed off about twelve paces.


“Fear not!” boomed the giant. “Know that I am Rrrnlf, a Sea Devil. Call me ‘Ranulf,’ as you wee folk did the last time I was here. As then, by the Sirens, I mean you and your kind no ill. It’s another I seek. How do call yourself, lad?”


“I—er—” Jim, on the verge of introducing himself simply as “Jim Eckert,” caught himself just in time, “am Sir James Eckert, Baron of Malencontri—”


“Strange names you small folk do have!” rumbled the giant. “Only one ‘R’ and no ‘L’ anywhere. However, no matter. Whereaway’s the sea?”


Jim pointed westward.


“Ah,” said the Sea Devil with satisfaction, “then I’m lost no longer.” His speech was becoming more normal with every sentence. “From here I can go anywhere beneath the ground and not be lost again. But why hold those—whatever they be?”


“Flowers for my wife,” Jim told him.


“She eats flowers?” boomed Rrrnlf, staring.


“Noooo …” said Jim, wondering how to explain himself. “She just likes to keep them—to look at them, you know.”


“Why doesn’t she come here, then, to get them?” demanded Rrrnlf.


Jim was beginning to get a little annoyed with all this questioning. What blasted business of this human-shaped mammoth was it anyway about Angie and the flowers?—On the other hand, no point in making someone his size angry.


“Because she’d rather have them close at hand!” he said.


At the same moment, an idea exploded in his mind like a shower-of-stars rocket on the Fourth of July. He had been completely forgetting the—admittedly limited—magical ability he had picked up in coming to this feudal world. What was the use of being able to do magic, if a magician like himself couldn’t use magic to take care of a little situation like this?


Quickly, he wrote a spell on the inside of his forehead.


MAKE ME AND MY CLOTHES→ SEA DEVIL SIZE


Immediately he found himself looking into the giant’s face on a level. As usual there had been no particular sensation; but he was now thirty feet or so tall himself and gazing at the other from what seemed to be only a couple of feet away.


Seen straight on this way by someone the same size, the Sea Devil appeared rather a pleasant-faced, if still heavy-boned, blond character, with only the shape peculiarity about him, except the intense, deep blue of his eyes. They were eyes which irresistibly reminded Jim of the greatest depths of sea water at which he had ever gazed, with sunlight glancing off it.


Surprisingly, Rrrnlf did not seem at all startled by Jim’s sudden growth.


“Ah. A wee mage!” he said.


His voice still boomed. But now it did not seem to have the thunderous quality that Jim had thought he had heard in it, while listening to Rrrnlf from his own normal height above the ground. The other went on.


“Well met, Mage!” said Rrrnlf. “Fear not. I know magic and those who do it.”


He beamed at Jim.


“—A great luck meeting you!” His voice was jubilant. “A mage is the very one to aid me. It happens I’m in search of a foul robber, whose limbs I will tear from his body when I find him; leaving him to wriggle in the sea mud like the worm he is! Only, use your magic and tell me where to find him.”


“I’m afraid,” said Jim, “my magic’s not that good yet. I’m just starting out as a magician. I’m sorry to hear you’ve been robbed, though—”


“Most foully and unfairly robbed!” burst out Rrrnlf, suddenly looking very dangerous. “My Lady taken from me!”


“Your Lady?” said Jim. He tried to imagine a female equivalent of Rrrnlf, but his mind boggled at the idea. “You mean—your wife?”


“Wife? Never that!” boomed Rrrnlf. “What does a Sea Devil need with a wife? This was a Lady I took from a sunken ship—from the prow of a sunken ship; and was the image of my own lost love. A most fair Lady, with golden hair and a trident in one little hand. She had been fixed to a ship sunk some time past. I broke her free and took her to safety. For the last fifteen hundred years I have gilded and adorned her with gems. But now she is stolen—and I know by who. It was one of the sea serpents! Aye, a wicked sea serpent, who envied me her; and stole her away when I wasn’t there, to keep in his own hoard!”


Jim’s head spun. It was bad enough to try to imagine a female Sea Devil. It was infinitely worse to juggle all the information thrown at him in Rrrnlf’s last words. He knew of the existence of sea serpents. The granduncle of the dragon in whose body he had found himself, when he had first landed in this time and world, had told him once of a dragon ancestor who had once slain a sea serpent in single combat.


He tried to think of the name of both the ancestor and the sea serpent. He found he could not remember any name for the serpent—perhaps he had not been told any—but the name of his dragon ancestor had been Gleingul. According to his dragon granduncle, what Gleingul had done in winning a one-on-one fight with the sea serpent had been something like the equivalent of the original St. George slaying the original dragon.


Just why Gleingul and the serpent had been fighting had never been explained to him. But if sea serpents were something like undersea dragons, in that they believed in accumulating hoards of gold and gems, what Rrrnlf was saying made sense.


“I see,” he said, after a moment, “but I’m afraid I can’t help you. I haven’t seen any sea serpents around here—”


“You have already helped me by giving me the direction of the sea!” said Rrrnlf. “I shall return to my search now; and—fear not—I will find him. Granfer said that for some reason the sea serpents were all headed toward this isle. The one I seek may have sought to hide underground on this island; though they like not fresh water and avoid it by any means. We Sea, Devils care not whether water be salt or fresh—or even that we stand in open air as now I do. So, I bid you farewell. I’m in your debt, wee mage. Call on me if ever you need me.”


With that he turned about, stepped back into the lake and strode toward the middle of it, the water swallowing him up vertically as it grew deeper. Jim suddenly thought of something.


“But how would I find you?” Jim called after him.


Rrrnlf looked back over his shoulder briefly.


“Call for me at the seashore!” he boomed back. “Even a wee man should know that much. Send your message by the surf. I shall hear!”


“But … what if you’re on the other side of the world?” called Jim. Living in this fourteenth-century society had taught him to seize on any friendships that came his way. He had no idea how Rrrnlf could ever be useful to him; but it would do no harm to be able to call on him. But the other had already submerged.


“Wherever in the ocean-sea I am, your words will reach me!” said Rrrnlf, suddenly bobbing up again. “The sea is full of voices and they go on forever. If you call for me I will hear you no matter where I am. Farewell!”


He disappeared once more under the surface.


Jim stood staring at the lake until the disturbed water finally smoothed out, leaving no sign that the giant had ever been there. Bemusedly, he turned himself back to his actual size; and went back to gathering a full armful of the blossoms. Then he mounted his war horse, Gorp, who had been standing by, comfortably munching on some of the soft and sweet grass of the lake margin, and rode off toward his castle.


It took him only a short time to reach it. He frowned as he rode across the open space—kept open for defense purposes—between it and the surrounding trees. There was something of a desolate look about the castle that bothered him. He urged Gorp to a trot; and within a few moments clattered over the logs of the drawbridge and into the courtyard.


The courtyard was apparently empty. His original feeling of uneasiness became a full-blown foreboding. He dismounted hastily from Gorp and started toward the front door of the castle. Instantly he was almost knocked off his feet by being—for all practical purposes—tackled around the knees. He looked down and saw the agonized face of the castle blacksmith, who was still embracing his knees in the powerful grip of his sleeveless, burn-scarred arms.


“My Lord!” cried the blacksmith, who had finally become aware of what was going on since he had seen the guard running for the castle and shouting about a witch-kettle. “Go not in! The castle is held in a thrall by a witch-kettle! We are all doomed if you are caught in that thralldom, too! Stand out here in safety and counter that evil with your magic. Otherwise we are all destroyed forevermore!”


“Don’t be sil—” began Jim; then he remembered just in time that the word “silly” had a different meaning in the middle ages. It meant “innocent” or “blessed”—which was not what he meant at the moment. He decided that the best way out of this situation was the direct, or medieval, method.


“Unhand, dog!” he snapped, in his best baronial manner. “Do you think I fear thralldom by any witch-device?”


“You … d—don’t?” stammered the blacksmith.


“Absolutely not!” said Jim. “Now, stay here and I’ll take care of the matter.”


The blacksmith’s arms fell away from around his knees and the expression on his face changed to one of hope as Jim stalked off.


About halfway to the castle door, however, a first small doubt began to nibble at Jim. This was a world where nothing could be taken for granted; and magic was very much a part of it. Perhaps there actually were such things as witch-kettles? Perhaps they could indeed hold people in thrall … ?


He shrugged the thought off. He was angry with himself for even thinking it. After all, he reminded himself, he was a magician, if only a C rated one.


He strode forward and in through the doorway into the Great Hall, continuing on toward the high table at the Hall’s far end.


Within, the walls were crowded with the castle’s servitors. But they were all deathly silent; and all pressed as far back against the sides of the hall as they could get. On the high table there was indeed a kettle, that appeared to be steaming; and also—although he could hardly believe it—singing with that steam in a breathy little voice that nonetheless carried its melody, at least, clearly through the hall.


Standing motionless, looking down at it with the tip of her right forefinger most uncharacteristically in her mouth, was his wife, the Lady Angela.


No more than those pressed against the wall all around them, did she move or make a sound.




CHAPTER 3


Jim broke into a run toward the high table. No one had seemed to notice his presence until now, but now he felt as if all eyes were on him. He was almost to the kettle now, anyway.


The Lady Angela turned at the sound of his running feet. She took the tip of her finger from her mouth and stared at him as if he was a ghost. He vaulted up to the level of the high table and enfolded her in his arms.


“Angie!” he said.


For a moment she did nothing; then she enclosed him in her own arms and kissed him fiercely.


“Jim!” she said. “Oh, Jim!”


They hung together for a few moments; and then Jim felt himself pushed away from her, with her hands on his chest. A dark frown was gathering over her eyes.


“And just where have you been all this time—” she began.


Hastily, he shoved the flowers, which he had been unconsciously carrying all this time in his left hand, into her arms.


“For you!” he said.


“Jim, I don’t care—” She broke off again and looked down at the flowers. After a second she took a long deep sniff at them. “Oh, Jim—” She broke off with an entirely different note in her voice. She lowered her head and sniffed deeply again at the flowers, then she put her arms around him once again, hugging him to her.


“Damn you!” she whispered in his ear; then kissed him again, both angrily and lovingly. Then they both let go and stood back from each other.


“But are you all right?” demanded Jim. “Your finger was in your mouth—”


“Oh, I burned it on this kettle,” said Angie vexedly. “I couldn’t believe that it was boiling with no heat under it, so I touched. Stupid thing to do! But Jim—how does it happen you turn up at just this moment? Did you use magic, or something?”


“Not to get here at just this moment,” said Jim. “Why is getting here at just this moment so important?”


“Because the kettle just got here, too, and it wants to talk to you!”


“The kettle?” Jim stared from her to the utensil, steaming and singing away on the table. “A kettle wants to talk to me?”


“Yes! Don’t you hear it?” demanded Angie. “Listen!”


Jim listened.


The kettle was still singing away in its breathy little voice; and up close, as Jim was now, he found its singing made recognizable words. The song was a brief refrain, but repeated over and over again.




This is an emergency.


Fetch Jim Eckert here to me.


He is needed desperately!


Fetch Jim Eckert here to me!





Jim blinked as the kettle went back to its first line and began to sing the quatrain all over again. He listened to it halfway through again before he came out of his daze.


“I’m here!” he told the kettle. “This is Jim Eckert. I’m here. What do you want to tell me?”


The kettle immediately switched its song.


It sang:




Carolinus needs you, Jim,


You must swiftly rescue him!


He is sick, in living hell—


From nurses who would make him well!







Two “wisewomen” from Hill Farm


Not really wise, but strong of arm.


Dose and poultice him to death.


Haste, before his final breath!







Rescue Carolinus!


Rescue Carolinus!


Rescue Caro—





“All right! All right, I’ve got the message!” snapped Jim; since it seemed the kettle was prepared to go on singing “Rescue Carolinus!” indefinitely.


The kettle fell silent. A small puff of white steam did manage to escape from its spout after he had spoken—but it was absolutely noiseless. The kettle’s copper sides seemed to gleam at him in apology, but also in mute reproach. Inexplicably, Jim felt guilty for his outburst at it.


“Sorry,” he said aloud, without thinking.


“You idiot!” Angie hugged him once more, affectionately. “It’s only a kettle. It doesn’t understand an apology.”


“I suppose you’re right.” There was a cold feeling in the pit of Jim’s stomach. “But evidently Carolinus is sick and being mistreated by these people who think they’re helping him get well—as I can well believe could happen in this particular here and now. I’ll have to go to him right away.”


“We’ll both go to him right away!” said Angie. “And didn’t the kettle sing something about these women being strong of arm? I think we better take a few men-at-arms along with us. Theoluf!”


Jim’s squire detached himself from the wall and came forward.


“Yes, m’Lady? M’Lord?” he asked. He was a most unusual-looking squire, having been one of Jim’s men-at-arms until he had been promoted to this new rank. Above the half-coat of armor he wore on his upper body, his dark face under its slightly graying shock of hair—though he was probably no more than in his early thirties—and the scar on his face made him look as if he had been around for years.


“Pick out eight of the men-at-arms; and you and they come along with us,” commanded Angie. “Also see to the horses and all other preparations for the trip. We’ll leave immediately.”


She looked past him.


“Solange!” she called.


The castle cook, a tall woman well into her forties and about fifty pounds overweight—although a lot of that looked as if it might be muscle—also came forward from the wall. She was a bit on the stout side to be curtsying; but she gave a sort of a bob.


“Yes, m’Lady?”


“See food is made up for the men’s saddle bags and for m’Lord and myself,” said Angie. “In my absence you are in charge of the inside servants. Yves? Yves Mortain! Oh, there you are. As chief man-at-arms, you’ll be in command of the castle while we’re gone. You both understand?”


“Yes, m’Lady,” said Yves. With Solange, he turned away. She was not from France, in spite of her name, but actually from the island of Guernsey.


“One moment!” snapped Angie. “Who do we have that knows something about these two sisters from what was it—Hill Farm?”


“Margot might,” said Solange, turning back. “She comes from near there, m’Lady.”


“Margot!” called Angie. But it seemed that Margot was not among those in the Hall. “Solange, have her fetched at once and sent to us!”


“Right away, m’Lady,” said Solange.


Margot made an appearance within a few moments after Solange disappeared through the doorway back into the keep and its ground-floor kitchen. Apparently she had been back there at some duty or other when the kettle came in, and had prudently stayed out of sight.


“Yes, m’Lady,” she said, curtsying. She also was tall, but narrow, with a wide mouth and graying blonde hair.


“What do you know about two sisters who act as nurses and help sick people—for a fee undoubtedly—from a place called Hill Farm?”


“Oh that’d be Elly and Eldra, m’Lady,” said Margot. “They were the only two children of old Tom Eldred, who was the biggest and strongest man around the neighborhood. Both Elly and Eldra took after him—looked like him, I mean, m’Lady. As a result no man would have them for fear of being beaten by his wife; instead of the other way around. Young Tom Davely even left home and ran off, when Eldred told him he was going to take Elly to wife whether he liked it or not—”


“Thank you, Margot,” said Angie, decisively, for Margot had dropped into a comfortable, confidential tone which seemed to threaten a complete history of her neighborhood. “That tells us all we need to know. You can get back to whatever you were doing, now.”


She turned to Jim.


“I’ve got a few other arrangements to make, to be sure the castle doesn’t fall apart while I’m gone,” she said to Jim. “You’d better take a fresh horse. Even if you’ve ridden him easily, Gorp’s been carrying you for some days now, I imagine.”


“You’re right,” said Jim. “I’ll go take care of that right now.”


He and Angie went off in opposite directions, Jim to make his way back out the front of the Great Hall, from which the servants were rapidly dispersing, under the sensible servant doctrine that if those in authority couldn’t see them, they were much less likely to be put to work.


In less than half an hour the expedition to rescue Carolinus was on horseback and on its way. Jim and Angie rode first, with Theoluf and eight of his best men-at-arms behind them. The kettle had been left, looking a little forlorn, the only occupant of the Great Hall. Servants were normally passing to and fro through that large space; but the feeling that the kettle might after all still have something of witchery about it was enough to make them keep their distance.


Jim and Angie were busily comparing notes. Her part consisted of bringing him up to date on affairs around the castle. But she listened closely as he told her about the Sea Devil; and then to his earlier adventures up near the Scottish border. These involved the Hollow Men (who were a form of ghost) and the Borderers, those Northumbrian knights and others of authority who lived next to the Scottish border; and—last but not least—the Little Men.


She had been fascinated that the Little Men had taken to Dafydd, which was why they had wanted him to act as their leader; and Jim ended up very nearly telling her that on which Dafydd had sworn him to silence—the fact that the bowman had been related to an ancient royalty that the Little Men remembered, even if no one else did.


“I’d tell you the whole story, but I promised Dafydd,” said Jim finally.


“That’s all right,” said Angie. “I know there are some things you can’t tell me. As long as it’s nothing to do with your own health and safety, I don’t worry about it. Do you think the Little Men could be what’s left of the Picts who were there when the Romans built the wall?”


“I don’t know. We could ask Dafydd; but I promised to forget his connection with them—so I don’t like to go asking him questions.”


He reached across from his horse, took her hand and squeezed it. They looked into each other’s eyes.


“You’re marvelous, you know that?” said Jim.


“Of course I know it,” said Angie lightly. She gave Jim’s hand an extra squeeze and let it go. They went back to riding side by side in perfectly decorous fashion.


The Tinkling Water, which was the place of Carolinus’s residence, was not far away, and they were there before they had run out of things to tell each other. Its pool, turf and trees, at least, were unchanged.


It had always been in a peacefully empty, open circle of grass surrounded by tall elms. The grass had always been close and lush without any sign of a weed in it. It had been like a carpet surrounding the pool and small, peaked-roofed house that Jim knew from experience had only two rooms—one upstairs and one down.


The front door was approached by a gravel path that was always magically raked, up to its single step to the entrance. Beside the path was the small, round pool of beautifully blue water, from the exact center of which a jet spouted some four or five feet into the air, before breaking into drops and falling back into the pool with a tinkling sound that was very much like that of the wind gently clashing some oriental glass chimes. It was this particular element that gave the location the name of The Tinkling Water.


In Jim’s opinion it had always been a very beautiful place. But it was not a beautiful place now.


The reason for this was some thirty to forty people who were now camped around the cottage. Their tattered shelters—it would have been flattering them to call them tents—were scattered over the lush, green lawn. Litter was everywhere; and the people themselves—mainly men, but with some women and a few children—were more dirty and ragged than usual, even for the fourteenth century.


It was very clear what had happened. Carolinus’s place had been surrounded by one of the roving bands of vagabonds and ruffians who were continually on the move up and down the roads, working when they had to, stealing when they could, and belonging to no particular Lord or Master.


It was equally clear that they were here at this present time like vultures at a carcass, in the hopes that Carolinus would not survive, and that they might find valuable pickings inside his house and property. Right now, of course, they were merely waiting to see what would develop.


Angie, Jim saw, recognized them as quickly as Jim himself had—and he was sure that the men-at-arms behind him had done so even more quickly. He heard the slight rattle and clink of metal on metal as his eight men-at-arms and Theoluf made sure their weapons were close at hand and in position for quick use.


Ignoring them all, Jim led the way, riding his horse through the crowd, forcing it to scatter and clear before him until he came to the gravel path. Then he dismounted, and Angie with him. Among the sullen muttering of the mob a voice could be heard explaining this was the dragon who was a knight


“No, Angie!” he said urgently, in a voice low enough for her to hear but not loud enough to carry to those around. “Stay on horseback. It’s safer. I’ll go in alone.”


“You certainly will not go in alone!” said Angie. “I want to look at these so-called nurses!”


She had dismounted and started up the gravel walk before Jim had a chance to do anything but hurry after her. They reached the door and Jim flung it open without knocking.


A gush of ill-scented air struck them in the face, and for a moment the gloom inside confounded their eyes, adjusted to the outside sunlight. Then they saw that Carolinus was lying on his bed, the head of which was against a far wall of the downstairs room. One woman was standing over him with folded arms while another stood across the room, both looking around with startled faces at Jim and Angie.


Margot’s description had not exaggerated. Both of these “wisewomen” had three or four inches of height on Jim; and they probably outweighed him by something like fifty pounds apiece. They were as broad-shouldered as they were tall; and the folded bare arms of the woman who stood by Carolinus’s bed showed muscles like those in the arms of Jim’s blacksmith. It was this woman who was the first to react to their entrance.


“Who be ye?” she snapped in a baritone voice. “This be a sick house. Out with ye! Out!”


And she freed one of her arms to wave them away as if they were flies.


Jim felt himself brushed against from behind and Theoluf suddenly appeared beside himself and Angie. The squire had for the moment reverted back to being the chief man-at-arms he had once been; and not merely his face, but his whole manner, was anything but friendly toward the two women.


“Silence!” he snarled. “And show proper respect for the Baron and Lady of Malencontri.” He laid a hand on his sword hilt and took a step forward. “Did the two of you hear me? Let’s hear some courtesy from you!”


“Elly!” cried the woman across the room, shrinking back against the wall. “ ’Tis Sir Dragon and his Lady!”


“Dragon Knight or no,” said Elly, unmoved, still standing by the bed with her arms still folded, “this is no part of their domain; but land that belongs only to the Mage, whom we are here to tend. Here, we give the orders. Out with the two of you! Out! Out!”


Theoluf’s sword rasped out of its scabbard.


“How say you, m’Lord?” he said. His eyes glittered. “Shall I call the lads and take these two out and hang them?”


“Hang them?” cried Angie in her ringing voice. “No! They must be witches. Burn them! Take them and burn them—both of them!”


The one against the wall, who was obviously the sister named Eldra, gave a shriek and crammed herself even further back against the wall. Even Elly, by the bed, seemed shaken. Jim stared at Angie. He had never heard that tone of voice from Angie before, or expected her to express such sentiments before. This was his gentle Angie, talking about burning people alive? Then he realized that Angie did not mean the threat. She was merely trying to crack the composure of Elly, the stronger-minded sister.


Elly, however, remained stoutly by the bed, although even in the relatively dim light of the house with its few narrow windows, it could be seen that she had turned pale.


“Talking of burning’s one thing. Doing it’s another!” she said stoutly. “Happens we have a few friends outside who might have a word to say if your armed men try to harm us, m’Lord—”


“Excuse me, m’Lord, m’Lady,” interrupted a new voice; and a small man wearing the tattered rags of a brown robe with a rope girdle tied in three knots at the waist—the dress of a Franciscan Friar, came out of the shadows beneath the stairs to the cottage’s upper floor. His hair was black, dirty and shaggy; but the crown of his head had been shaved bare to give him a tonsure. “Indeed, gentles, the good women here are only doing the best they can for the Mage, who is badly ill.”


He walked around to confront both Jim and Angie, ignoring Theoluf and his bared sword.


“I am Friar Morel,” he said, “shepherd to the little flock you see outside.”


He crossed himself.


“—Which God protect, along with the Mage and these two good women and your noble selves.” He crossed himself again. “Dominus vobiscum”


In spite of Jim’s general lack of religion, he had not spent a good chunk of his graduate time learning medieval church Latin without being able to understand and respond to the friar’s pious, “The Lord be with you.”


“Et cum spiritu tuo,” he said. “With you as well.”


He was aware that the friar had brought up the Latin exchange more by way of proving his credentials than anything else. But now the little tonsured man was speaking again, this time to Angie.


“M’Lady,” he was saying reproachfully, “you could not really have meant what you said about burning these two good women. I can tell you in the Lord’s name that they are not witches, but only wisewomen who lend their help to the sick and troubled. Only by their efforts has the Mage remained alive until now.”


“Is that so?” asked Jim. He strode forward, elbowing Elly aside. In spite of her words, she backed off without protest. He laid one hand on Carolinus’s forehead. It was cold and clammy rather than hot. But the old man seemed unconscious. Then the aged eyelids lifted briefly and words whispered from Carolinus’s lips.


“Get me out of here—”


“Don’t worry, Carolinus,” Jim answered him. “We’ll do just that. You’ll be much better back at Malencontri in the castle. What have they been doing to you?”


“Everything…” whispered Carolinus, and then evidently ran out of strength. His eyes closed.


“Why, ’tis a foul lie!” broke out Elly. “Delirium, I say, brought on by his sickness! We’ve given him nothing but wholesome purges and drenches, and only bled him twice.”


“That’s enough to kill him!” snarled Angie.


She had joined Jim and was now standing by his side. She spoke over her shoulder.


“Theoluf, have a couple of men make a litter. Let them get poles from anywhere and we’ll use blankets or whatever cloth we have around to carry Carolinus on.”


“Yes, m’Lady.” Theoluf sheathed his sword, turned about and went out through the bright sunlit rectangle of the doorway. They could hear him giving orders to the other men-at-arms.


“ ’Twill be his death!” cried Elly. “To take him from our care, when we have barely kept him alive all this time. He will not even survive the ride to your castle!”


“Oh, I think he will,” said Angie fiercely to the larger woman. She too had been feeling Carolinus’s forehead. “He may not have been very sick to start off with; but you two have brought him close to death with the way you’ve been feeding him all sorts of rotten things!”


“He is ours!” replied Elly fiercely. “Lady, you may be; but this, as I say, is not in your domain! The Mage’s last sensible wish was to stay with us. And we will keep him here at whatever cost there may be to it!”


“Indeed,” said Friar Morel smoothly, “not merely these two good women, but all of my flock would be sad to see you try to take the Mage from here to die on the way to your castle. In God’s name, we would have to resist any such attempt!”


“M’Lord!” called Theoluf’s voice from beyond the doorway. “Could you come speak with me for a moment?”


“Be right there!” said Jim. He swept his gaze around through the two women and to the friar. “If I find anything has been done while I step outside to either m’Lady or Carolinus, none of you will see another sunrise!”


He was surprised to realize he meant it.


He stepped to the doorway. Just outside on the front step, Theoluf was standing, while beyond him, with their horses facing outward and their hands close to their weapons were the eight men-at-arms they had brought with them. Effectively, these kept the scruffy crowd around them from getting close enough to overhear. Theoluf murmured in Jim’s ear.


“These ditch-rats,” muttered Theoluf, “who are clearly here for the pickings they may gain from the Mage’s house, are only waiting until they can make free of it. All there is that is here now will be warded with magic; but the magic dies when the Mage dies. They are clearly of a mind to keep us from taking him away from here and saving his life. I would we had brought another dozen of the lads! There will be long knives hidden about all of them, and even not a few swords.”


Jim ran his eyes over the now-scowling group, peering out from among their bright-colored, dirty rags of tent and clothing. It called for the death penalty by Royal Decree to carry a sword; unless you were of a rank, or authorized by someone of rank, to do so. But these people’s lives could be forfeit on half a dozen other excuses at any moment. Yes, there would be swords among them. Clearly, also there were closer to forty than thirty of them. He, Theoluf and the men-at-arms would be outnumbered four to one; and while those against them might be untrained, they would certainly have had some experience with their weapons. It was not good.


Not that that made any difference, Jim suddenly realized. This was the fourteenth century and he was a Baron and a knight. The very idea of giving in to any rabble like this would disgrace him forever in the eyes of his neighbors, including those of his best friends. In particular, Sir Brian Neville-Smythe, as his best friend, would take the shame personally. Brian, in his own right, would not have hesitated to attack an army by himself. In fact, Jim had occasionally thought Brian would probably have enjoyed the chance.


So, the only question was not whether to attack and try to carry Carolinus out—but when and how.


It occurred to him fleetingly that he could use his own magic to seem to multiply the numbers of his men or else make them several times as big so as to overawe the rabble. Then he remembered that if Friar Morel was actually a member of any order of the clergy, no matter how minor, while existing magic could not be erased, no new magic could be made to work here; particularly if Morel had prayed against its use.


In fact, Jim realized abruptly, he must already have done so. Otherwise Carolinus would have used his own magic to transport himself in a twinkling from the hands of these nurses to Jim’s castle—where, of course, he knew he would be well taken care of, even if Angie was there without Jim.


Nor was there any doubt that there was some connection between the two nurses and those camped outside. Whatever had made Carolinus sick in the first place must have been something strange. Because Carolinus never got sick; although he had more than once pointed out to Jim that while magic could heal wounds, it could not cure sickness.


So, it had probably been something not dangerous by itself, but enough of an excuse for the two women to move in on him. Then somehow those outside must have heard of it, and moved in also; since Elly and Eldra could hardly not have known that their treatments could only make Carolinus’s condition worse.


They knew that he was an old man and frail; and therefore his body would not be able to stand much abuse without giving up entirely. It was a good thing Jim, Angie and Jim’s men-at-arms had gotten to him in time. In fact, it was a good thing the kettle had brought the message in time. Morel would not have been able to stop the kettle since his prayers could only block new magic.


But, any magic Jim might try would be blocked. So, the use of it by him was out. That meant they would simply have to fight their way through with what they had. To do so, carrying Carolinus, would be no easy task; since those outside would be looking for an opportunity to kill him in the heat of battle.


Come to think of it, however, it would be best to make sure that magic would not work before giving up on it. He beckoned Angie and Theoluf to him, frowning at Friar Morel who, uninvited, moved forward also. The frown stopped Morel.


With Theoluf and Angie leaning close Jim whispered.


“Stand back and give me room,” he said. “I’m going to try changing myself into dragon shape.”


The two nodded and stepped away from him. Morel peered out through the front door and would have approached them then, but Theoluf put out a hand and thrust the smaller man back with no gentleness whatsoever. Jim wrote the accustomed spell in his mind.


ME DRAGON SHAPE, CLOTHES TO VANISH 
UNHARMED→ NOW!


He stood where he was. Nothing happened. He remained Jim Eckert, with nothing about him resembling a dragon.


Well, that was that, then. He looked at Angie and Theoluf, both of them gazing back at him in expectation.


“I’ll explain later,” he said out loud and quite openly.


They couldn’t magic their way out; but also they could hardly take on odds of four to one and fight their way out, carrying Carolinus in a litter at the same time.


It was swords or wits that were left to solve this situation. What would a good fourteenth-century knight like Sir Brian do in a fix like this?




CHAPTER 4


Of course!


Jim’s mind woke to a sudden inspiration. What Brian would do, would be to take a hostage!


It was doubtful whether either of the two nurses would be particularly valuable as hostages. On the other hand there was Friar Morel.


Jim pulled Angie aside and spoke into her ear in too low a tone for anybody else in the room to hear.


“Did you arrange for anyone to come after us if we weren’t back right away?” he asked.


She shook her head and turned to whisper in his ear.


“No,” she said. “Certainly Yves Mortain is going to send somebody by tomorrow morning; in fact, I’ll bet he’ll send a considerable force, if we aren’t back by that time. But I don’t like the idea of spending the night here; particularly with Carolinus in the state he’s in. I think we’ve got to get him back to the castle just as fast as we can. Get him warm, get some food into him, and start taking care of him.”


Jim nodded and Angie went back to paying attention to Carolinus with Theoluf, naked sword in hand, scowling at Elly, just in case either she or the other sister might think to interfere.


Jim thought.


He could pull the men-at-arms from outside to inside the house, then simply close the door and lock it. The magical wards Carolinus had put not merely around this house, but around the whole clearing, were better than the defenses of the most stout castle imaginable. Those outside would not simply be able to break their way in, even though the walls looked as if they would give way to a punched fist. A magician’s dwelling simply did not yield like that.


But there was this other point—Angie’s feeling that they should get Carolinus away as soon as possible. Jim tended to agree. The old magician looked next to death. He was pale as a corpse already, lying on the bed in the uncleaned, grayish gown he was wearing.


But could they get away simply by using Morel as a hostage? Undoubtedly, the vagabonds outside would have little love for Morel, personally—any more than they had for each other. The kind of people of which these groups were composed had put affections behind them a long time ago. They might not want to protect the friar for his own sake; but he was undoubtedly highly useful to them.


Not only did he throw a cloak of semirespectability over them as a group, but he was probably the shrewdest one among them and could well be their leader.


At this point the door opened and one of the men-at-arms from outside stuck his head in.


“We have the litter ready, m’Lord,” he said. “Shall we bring it in?”


“In a minute,” said Jim. The head disappeared and the door closed. Jim turned back to Friar Morel. “We’re going to carry Carolinus out of here. Now, if any of those people outside give us trouble we’ll cut your throat; because we’ll be taking you along with us as a hostage.”


“You cannot!” Morel drew himself up to what must be his full five feet five of height. “I am in Minor Orders and under the protection of clergy. Whoso harms me imperils his immortal soul.”


Jim had not thought of this. He was not sure that there was that severe a penalty for harming someone in Minor Orders; to one of which Morel almost undoubtedly belonged. Still … he had been about to give an order to Theoluf, and have the squire hold his poignard at the priest’s throat.


Glancing at his squire now, however, he saw that Theoluf had very definitely gone pale. Morel’s claim was clearly nothing but that, backed up by the ragged robe he wore. But Theoluf was as clearly not ready to take a chance on what the friar threatened; and that meant that none of the other men-at-arms would be willing to lay hands on the friar, either.


It would be up to Jim himself.


He braced himself for the effort, and put on the most ferocious grin he could contrive.


“I care naught for such threats!” he said, putting his face down close to the smaller man’s. “I will be the one to cut your throat, if necessary! Be sure I will do it!”


Now it was the turn of Morel’s face to lose color. Jim could almost hear him thinking that the Dragon Knight might well have sold his immortal soul to Satan, long since.


To emphasize the point, Jim drew his own poignard and, reaching around to the back of Morel’s head, took a firm grip on the other’s lank, greasy hair below the tonsure there, and jerked him around so that his back was to Jim. He placed the sharp edge of his naked blade against the other’s throat.


“Now!” said Jim.


But with that, a new source of opposition appeared.


“Ye’ll not be taking a sick man from us!” cried Elly.


Jim turned his head to look at her and saw that from somewhere among her balloonist clothing she had produced a good-sized knife of her own which she now held at Carolinus’s throat.


“Sooner would I see him dead, than in the hands of those who cannot cure him!” Elly went on.


It threatened to be a standoff. But a sudden inspiration erupted in the back of Jim’s mind.


“You think you can cure him?” said Jim fiercely. “Do you know that you, yourself, now stand on the very brink of death from being this close to him? You little understand what terrible illness you’ve exposed yourself to!”


Using Morel’s hair as a handgrip he forced the other over to the side of Carolinus’s bed. “Look at him, Friar!” Jim said. “You know your Latin! What you’re looking at is a man in the last stages of phytophthora infestans! You know what that means, of course?”


“Er—y—yes. Yes, of course!” said Morel, his teeth suddenly chattering with fear. “Why didn’t I see it myself? The nurses are doomed!”


There was a shriek from Eldra, across the room. Elly’s face went ugly with sudden fear; but she still stood fiercely with the knife in her hand and her arms folded.


“You are a magician, not a man of medicine—” she said to Jim accusingly. But her voice was abruptly unsure.


“I am also a man of medicine!” snarled Jim. “You know what those Latin words mean, Friar. Is it not the most deadly disease on the face of the earth—worse than leprosy?”


“Yes—yes—yes …” stammered Morel, giving at the knees, and trying to back away from the bed but being prevented by Jim’s standing behind him.


Jim turned to Elly and Eldra.


“You heard the friar,” he said. “Let me tell you what’s going to happen next to Carolinus; and to you—if you’ve caught it from him. There will start to grow ugly black fringes, like hairs, coming out on the skin all over. When you see those, you know you’re already starting to rot inside.”


Eldra shrieked again. Elly’s knife had disappeared.


“Sir—m’Lord, magician …” stammered Eldra, “if we have caught it, can we come to your castle? Will you help us?”


“I’ll think about it,” said Jim harshly. “Now, I’ll keep hold of the friar here, just to be on the safe side, but you two go outside and start telling those people out there what they’re up against—what may happen to them if they get too close to any of us.”


“M’Lord …” faltered Elly. “I cannot say those Latin words. Would you tell me once more?”


Jim sounded out the various syllables of the words.


“Fy-top-era in-fes-stans”


Elly’s eyes lit up. Jim was satisfied. The medieval memory, which in all these people needed to be able to stick like glue to whatever it heard because of the general lack of ability to write, had just come through again. Outside, Elly would be able to parrot the sounds she had just heard, whether she understood them or not. She headed toward the door; but her sister already had it open and was out it before she disappeared through herself.


“M’Lord,” said Theoluf shakily, “I’m your squire now; and with you to the death. But the other lads may be as little willing as the scum without to be close to the mage; if he has such a dread disease and we cannot carry him by litter, just the three of us.”


Jim had not thought of that. For a moment he stood, still half holding up the sag-kneed friar by the bedside—and then a further inspiration came to him. He beckoned Angie over to him; and, holding the friar at arm’s length with one hand, with the other turned her sideways so he could whisper privately in her ear.


“Potato blight!” he breathed.


“What?” said Angie out loud in a startled tone of voice. “Po—”


“Shhh,” whispered Jim. “Careful, don’t say it out loud—even though those words probably wouldn’t mean anything to these people either. I tried to think of some horrendous disease, the Latin name of which the friar wouldn’t understand; but one he would automatically go along with. All I could think of was the Latin name for the disease that hit the potatoes in Ireland during the potato famine there. You remember? In eighteen hundred forty-six and eighteen forty-seven, Ireland’s potatoes were ravaged by this disease—it’s also called the ‘late blight.’ A million people are supposed to have died of starvation.”


“Oh,” said Angie. “Yes. Of course.”


“Good. Now go whisper in Theoluf’s ear and explain to him that it’s all a fake; that I’m simply using a disease for a vegetable that they don’t even have here, yet. Then the two of you go outside; and you tell each one of the men-at-arms by whispering in his ear—individually. They may not believe Theoluf if he simply passes the message on. But they have to believe their Lady Angela de Malencontri et Riveroak. That gang outside will simply think you’re giving the men special instructions you don’t want overheard. Will you do that?”


“Right now!” said Angie—and in the same instant she was gone through the door.


It was nearly ten minutes before she reappeared, but this time she brought in four of the men-at-arms with a litter between them that they had made from two poles, probably taken from the people outside, since they were of dry and weathered wood; and fitted with several layers of cloth, securely tied to the poles to make a temporary litter-bed on which Carolinus could be carried.


“Now,” said Jim to the men-at-arms with the litter, “we want to ease Carolinus gently onto this. One of you take the litter at each end; and Theoluf, you and the others pick up the bed sheet by its corners. Then lift sheet, Carolinus and all onto the litter.”


So they did, with Jim and Angie supervising. Carolinus groaned softly, once, as he was being moved, but otherwise gave no sign of awareness. He still seemed to be either unconscious, or, at best, only semiconscious.


They all moved outside, Jim still holding his poignard at Morel’s throat. He closed the front door of Carolinus’s cottage behind him, knowing that it would lock magically and automatically. The other four men-at-arms were in then-saddles, now, and the ones who were going to carry Carolinus were seated, ready to take the handles of the litter as it was transferred to them.


The vagabonds outside had drawn back from the entrance and opened a path of sorts to the wood, but they had not drawn back as far as Jim had hoped they would, nor was the path all that wide or open. They had simply moved those shelters that stood directly in the way—the shelters that Jim and his men had more or less trampled down with their horses’ hooves on their way in.


It had made Jim a little uncomfortable to simply break his way through even such temporary structures; but he knew very well that such was the fourteenth-century way of doing things by men of rank like himself. Not only his men-at-arms, but the vagabonds themselves, would have figured it for a weakness in him, if he had not.


The little troop formed up, with Carolinus surrounded by extra men-at-arms. So that there was a double thickness of armed men between him and the vagabonds; counting those who were carrying the litter, each of whom had already tied his particular wooden pole end to the high cantle of his medieval saddle. Angie mounted, and Jim mounted with Morel astride the horse before its saddle.


“All right,” said Jim. “Move out now at an easy walk, so Carolinus is jolted as little as possible. Angie, you ride next to him so you can keep an eye on him—”


This was something of a trick on Jim’s part. But he wanted Angie as well as Carolinus surrounded by armed men. Angie moved accordingly; and Jim took up the tail of the procession with Morel astride the shoulders of Jim’s horse and Jim’s poignard still at his throat. Theoluf was at the head. They moved slowly out through the crowd.


At first they were allowed to pass with silence; but a murmuring began among the vagabonds that began to escalate. Then suddenly, there was a cry of rage behind Jim; and he looked back over his shoulder to see some of them trying to open the door to Carolinus’s cottage and failing. Of course, Carolinus’s magical wards would still be holding it secure against anything up to and including a battering ram. Jim smiled internally, and turned his attention back to their passage through the crowd.


The vagabonds were now obviously very unwilling to let Carolinus, let alone Friar Morel, be taken from them. They were beginning to crowd in and close up the passage to the trees. The glint of knives was visible among them; and, as Jim watched, first one, then several, swords appeared and there was a general movement toward the small mounted group.


“Ye’ve got no right to take him!” shrilled the voice of Elly suddenly behind them. “Ye’re taking him to his death—and we could save him. Only we!”


Jim felt a sinking feeling. Apparently the fear he thought he had infused in them by mentioning the Latin name of the potato blight was losing its terrors. He looked forward and saw that the end of their way out from among the crowd had now been closed off; and the vagabonds on each side were moving in. The voices around him rose in tone until they were in the center of a clamoring group and steel was showing on every hand.


“Forward!” ordered Jim grimly.


Up front, Theoluf echoed the command; and the men-at-arms drew their own swords.


The crowd closed in. They were forced to halt. Theoluf turned to Jim for orders.


“Cut your way through if necessary!” shouted Jim.


But—before they could move, a sound rang out that froze everybody as they stood.


It was the silvery peal of a trumpet. Not the mere raucous voice of a cowhorn, or even one fitted with a sounding nipple, but the pure note from the kind of rare musical instrument that was made of metal and used only by such as royal heralds and important officers of the King.


It cried from the edge of the woods, a little to the right of where Jim and his small group had been heading. Looking, Jim saw three figures on horseback. One, slighter than the rest, bore a staff with a forked pennon on it and was just taking a bronze trumpet from the lips beneath his lifted visor. He was all in armor, fourteenth-century style, which was a combination of chain and plate.


On the other side of the central one of three was a short, but broad, figure in the same type of armor, also with a forked pennon; but in this case the pennon was attached to the lance sitting upright in its socket attached to his saddle. In between was a tall figure with its visor down, wearing full plate armor—something very rarely seen. As Jim watched, the center figure raised its visor; and a voice that was familiar to Jim echoed out over the crowd.


“In the King’s name!”




CHAPTER 5


The openly waved swords and knives of the vagabonds had disappeared suddenly. Jim released Friar Morel, who jumped down and ran to join the vagabonds at the cottage door. The friar gone, Jim reined his horse about and rode directly toward the three figures on horseback, and the rest of his small group followed him.


The vagabonds scrambled aside, abruptly silent. Even Elly’s voice was still.


As Jim got closer he recognized the shorter, wider figure—and the figure just then raised the visor of his helmet, revealing the luxuriant curling blond mustache and magnificent nose of Sir Giles de Mer.


It was the same Sir Giles that Jim, with Sir Brian and Dafydd ap Hywel, the Welsh archer, had just spent a month visiting at the de Mer Castle, up by the Scottish border. Jim stared a little to see the smiling face of the other man. Giles must have been almost at the heels of Jim, Brian and Dafydd all during their long trip home, if the short knight was here now. If that was the case, though, how had he managed to pick up his two companions?


The armored figure with the trumpet was clearly a squire. The tall figure in plate armor Jim had already identified. He was as clearly in command; not only here, but of whatever military force was out of sight behind him in the trees of the forest.


The military force could only be assumed to be there. But the virtual certainty of that, plus the trumpet blast and the sounding of the King’s name, was enough to immediately change the attitude of the vagabonds. It would be good Norman practice to hang them all from the nearest trees, on principle; and well the crowd knew it.


Jim rode up to the central figure and stopped.


“Happily met again, Sir John!” he said. “I’d be glad to see Giles again, in any case; but the sight of you makes it doubly welcome. Can I take it that you’ll be coming back with us to Malencontri, for whatever sort of poor entertainment my castle affords?”


“It was there I was headed originally, Sir James,” answered Sir John Chandos. Famous as he was, the man seated on a tall and powerful roan war horse before Jim had refused all offers of higher rank; and insisted on remaining merely a knight-banneret, like Brian and Giles. But the lean, regular features spoke of power and command, without any need for titles or blazonry.


He smiled, now, looking at Angie.


“Can I take it that this is Lady Angela, your fair wife?” he said. “Not only you, but she, has been spoken of at court.”


Jim looked at Angie and could almost swear that there was a trace of a blush on her face for a second.


“I can only hope they speak well of me, Sir John,” she murmured.


“Be sure they do,” the knight answered. He looked back at Jim, lowering his voice. “Those ruffians behind you know it not, but there are only the three of us. Perhaps we should move out as quickly as possible.”


“Absolutely, Sir John!” said Jim fervently. “Will you do us the honor to lead?”


“Let us say we will ride in company; and, with your permission, Sir James, perhaps the Lady Angela will agree to accompany me,” said Sir John, bringing his horse forward and turning it about to line it up on the other side of Angie. “Will you do me the courtesy to follow with Sir James, then, Sir Giles?”


“Gladly!” said Giles. “And glad I am to see you again, James!”


“And I you,” answered Jim.


Giles and Jim, with Chandos’s squire following alongside Theoluf, and the mounted men-at-arms behind, turned their horses around and led off into the woods, cutting back on an angle into the track that acted as a road between the Castle Malencontri and the Tinkling Water. As the shade of the trees fell upon them, the men-at-arms resheathed their swords. A moment later, the wood had swallowed them up.


“How did you happen to appear just when we needed you?” Jim asked Giles.


“The answer could hardly be simpler, James,” answered Giles. “Sir John and I reached the edge of your domain. There we found a plowman who told us that you had just left for this place called The Tinkling Water. He gave us directions to get here; but faith, they were hardly needed. It was a short distance and a straight one.”


“I hadn’t expected to see you again so soon, Giles,” said Jim.


“There are sad things afoot, James,” said Sir John, but without turning his head. Obviously he had been listening, even while keeping up a conversation with Angie. “But let us not talk about them until we are safely in your castle and can speak privily among ourselves.”


He did turn his head now, to look at Giles; who was riding directly behind him.


“Giles,” said the older knight, “I would you not speak to Sir James of it, either, until we can be secret in our talk.”


“Certainly, if you wish it so, Sir John,” said Giles.


He turned a cheerful face to Jim.


“I wagered you would not expect to see me so soon!” he said to Jim. “I had agreed with Brian to come down for the Christmas holidays, but not until then. Will you not be at the Earl’s Christmas too, James?”


“That depends,” answered Jim.


The truth of the matter was that he had dodged as much as possible those Christmas festivities, which both Brian and Giles clearly loved. They consisted of childish games, dangerous sports and a great deal of trying to get somebody else’s wife in bed with you—with, on top of all this, a tremendous amount of food and alcoholic drink to be consumed. None of these things were particularly attractive to Jim.


On the other hand, it was socially desirable that he and Angie show up eventually. He was still trying to think of a good excuse that would allow them to dodge it, this year, too.


The thought made him pay attention with half an ear to what was going on ahead of him. There, Sir John, in the best of courtly manners, was devoting all his attention to flattering, and—in a word—politely going through the motions of seducing Angie. Angie seemed to be fielding his courtesies fairly well; but Jim found his admiration for the other knight at war with his resentment at such advances being paid to his wife under his very nose. Yet, here, this was a common and accepted occurrence.
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