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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


Jim (Baron Sir James Eckert, Lord of Malencontri Castle and its environs, and also now uppermost-level apprentice in Magick) woke two hours before moonset; and rose from bed, going to the nearest of the Solar windows to look out


Behind him in their bed his wife, Angie (Lady Angela), slept peacefully. Beyond the window it was still full night, but cloudless and moon-bright From just under the top of Malencontri’s tower, where the Solar’s large, single room was, the full moon itself was still up, and everything far below him stood out clearly.


The tall trees beyond the cleared space surrounding the castle blended together in an unbroken wall of blackness; the stubbled ground of the cleared space showed a faint shine on its patches of grass, evidence that the night’s rain had stopped only recently.


As he watched, two figures, bent under the loads on their backs, came out of the woods to his right and cut across the cleared space at an angle to enter the woods again on its further side. They walked slowly, heavily, one figure taller than the other, the large bundles riding high on their shoulders.


The prospect of dawn must have roused them, with its hope of sun to dry their worn clothes—for clearly all they owned was carried on their shoulders now—and put a little heat into their bones. So they had roused from whatever forest nest they had made in the rain for the night and were once more moving on; to what they did not know, but someplace better than this, and much better than wherever they had left.


Standing before the six-inch squares of glass that made up the panes in the Solar window, warmed by the blazing fireplace, refueled even while he and Angie slept by the servant who, with a man-at-arms, was always on duty outside their door, Jim felt a chill go through him.


They grew more numerous every day, these drifters. Running from news of the bubonic plague, now in France—always traveling west, always so poor they did not even have a donkey to carry their belongings, and with no real goal in sight—driven on only by the instinct for survival. The chill deepened in Jim. There they trudged, cold, undoubtedly hungry, if not starving. All doors were closed to them out of a fear of the very sickness they fled from.


No community would take them in, for the same fear. Some member of the Church might put out food for them, but otherwise could not help—probably would not help. They had probably given up hope of aid, even from Heaven.


Faith and Love, those two great Pillars of Strength in the medieval world—available to even the poorest—were almost surely lost to them by now. Faith, that offered hope even beyond the grave, would have been drowned in the animal effort to live. Love, in all its meanings of this time—love of wife, children, comrades, community, and country—all the ways the word wove together in the tapestry of medieval society, had once made the fabric of their lives. All gone now.


What was left now was no more than the blind urge to run, and under that instinct, they trudged mindlessly westward, ever westward, like cattle before the driving, level snow in the fierce wind of a blizzard.


Jim remembered how he had lied about being a knight and a baron when he and Angie—now his wife—came to this medieval world, a far different version of the Earth into which he had been born and grown up. He stood here now, warm, protected and fed as what he had claimed to be. It was true he had done what was required of someone with the rank he had claimed. He had followed the rules. He had fought with the proper weapons when necessary, according to the customs here—not well, but well enough to get by. But his attempts to live had been rewarded. Those two out there had not There was no more fairness in this time and place than there had been in the world of his twentieth-century birth.


The ones he watched might reach the sea eventually—it was not a great distance from them now—and there would be nothing for them there, either. What would they do then? Drown themselves like lemmings in their spring migration? There seemed no sense or reason to their keeping on.


The chill was deep in him now, and he knew what had driven it there: the question that had returned again and again to him the last two years of those few he and Angie had spent in this historic period of a world almost exactly like the one in which they had grown up.


Will Angie and I ever really belong here?


And even as he faced that question once again, Carolinus, his Master-in-Magick, appeared beside him.


“Good! You’re up!” he said. His red robe, like all his robes, was worn thin, and would stay that way until, in a less absent-minded moment, he would recollect the fact and make it clean and new again. “Jim, I’ve only a short time to tell you something important.”


“Shh!” said Jim. “Angie’s asleep!”


“She will not wake while we talk,” said Carolinus, “and, Jim, try practicing at least a little proper respect to senior Magickians. You may need it soon. You may now be in the last stage of apprenticeship, but you’re not yet a fellow member to a Magickian—let alone one like me. Must I remind you I’m not only the most senior of Magickians, but one of the only three AAA+ Magickians in the world?”


“Of course not,” said Jim. “I never forget. But I thought we could drop formality in private.”


“Sometimes. Sometimes not! This is not one of those times. I come to you at this hour in person, that no other Magickian might chance to overhear, and, by the way, with a ward around us now through which nothing could be heard, to privately give you information it is against the laws of the Collegiate of Magickians for a member to share—two laws in particular I, myself, helped write. It was I who woke you just now, I who then gave you some moments in which to become fully awake, so that you would hilly grasp the importance of what I have to say.”


“Sorry,” said Jim. “But look, Carolinus, I was deep asleep just ten minutes ago, and about to go back to it. Wouldn’t you rather tell me in the morning—”


“Jim, listen to me! You must tell no one—not even Angie. There are things no apprentice should ever be told beforehand. One is that his Master-in-Magick has proposed him for full membership—until the Collegiate has agreed to consider him. I’m telling you this now—and the other matter that brings me here—because the problem is dire, and I believe I have seen in you a capacity no other apprentice has ever shown.”


“I see,” said Jim, fully awake to the conversation now and at last impressed by what Carolinus was telling him. He had never heard the elder magickian speak to him with quite this much urgency before. “All right, if it’s that serious I won’t even tell her—though we generally don’t keep secrets from each other—”


“This is not your secret!”


Carolinus glared at Jim for a moment. He seemed to grow in stature. “I understand,” Jim said.


“Then engrave this thought in your mind. Whatever must be done to prevent it, whatever it costs you, me or anyone else—the King must not die! The King must not die!”


“You’ve mentioned this before,” Jim said. “But never this seriously. Is there some immediate danger—” Jim began to ask, but it was too late.


Carolinus was gone.


Quietly Jim went back to bed and slid carefully under the covers. Angie did not stir. The image of the two refugees, drifting westward, was still with him; riding on top of it in his mind was what Carolinus had said. The part about his now being considered for membership in the Collegiate was welcome—he had ideas of what he wanted to do with that membership—but it was no great surprise. They would have had to do something about him eventually.


Although he had no direct evidence of the fact, he was sure that no other apprentice-rated magician came within a country mile of him in terms of magical abilities—not anywhere in this world, though that was not really due to his having an innate genius where magic was concerned. It was to do with the advantage of having grown up in a world of scientific method and knowledge more than five hundred years in the future of this time.


Carolinus’ unusually powerful concern over the life of the King was something else again. There must be not only reason for it, but reason that deeply concerned the worldwide Collegiate of Magickians itself. According to the history that had been his undergraduate and graduate study where he had come from, Edward IV was not due to die for years yet.


But—he reminded himself—events here often did not exactly match what he had learned in the world of his birth.


This last thought gnawed at his mind, colored by the emotion of seeing the drifters. He was tired, in need of sleep, but sleep seemed impossible.


Thought succeeded thought. Possibility followed possibility. Mental scenarios in which he dealt with one wild situation after another.... The night-duty servant quietly came in several times to replenish the wood in their fireplace. Each time Jim pretended to be asleep.


At last, he did sleep—but not well—waking to find predawn looking in the windows and Angie gone. He got up, dressed, called in the room servant to make up the bed, and lay down on it.


He fell asleep again. This time he dreamed—until the sound of the door opening woke him a second time, as surely as if it had been an alarm.


“Jim!” said the Lady Angela Eckert, to the further sound of the door closing sharply behind her. She came in, lit now by bright morning sunlight through the Solar windows, moving swiftly to his bedside to stare down at him. “You’re as white as a sheet!”


Jim looked up at her from their big bed and answered without thinking. His voice did not come out right. He had meant it to sound humorous. It did not.


“Someone just walked over my grave,” he said.


Angie continued to stare at him, her face showing a mixture of expressions: alarmed concern, near anger.


“What on earth do you mean saying a stupid thing like that?” she said finally … but gently now, her face showing only concern as she sat down on the edge of the bed. “Here you are, all dressed up and lying there on a made-up bed.”


“Dressed up?”


He glanced down at his body. He had forgotten he had dressed—dressed up—in his finest clothes, and had forgotten that the bed beneath him was made up. The dream came back to him.


But Angie was going on, talking almost automatically as she stared at him with still deeper concern.


“—When I let you oversleep it was because I thought you looked so tired. But everyone in the castle is going to have to work like beavers today—”


“No beavers,” he said, still stupid. “Fourteenth century. England. No beavers here.”


“Bees with their little tails on fire, then! If we’re going to get the castle ready in time for Geronde and Brian’s wedding—”


“The servants’ll do all that,” he said, and once again his voice came out wrong. “They won’t let me do any of it.”


“That’s not the point and you know it. They’ve got to see you looking furious, as if you’d have to do it yourself if they don’t. They want you all worked up and involved, so they know they ought to be all worked up and involved, too—they’re our two best friends, after all, and everybody knows it. All worked up because the banns had to be read again to have it here by extraordinary Church permission and our dirty old chapel cleaned and refixed in no time at all so that Geronde can have the Mass she wants following the wedding—and everything else.”


There was no good answer to this. It was all true, so he said nothing.


“And here you he,” she went on, “three hours past sunup, in visitor-greeting clothes, doing nothing!”


He could hardly deny his clothes or the fact he was doing nothing. So he said nothing. Angie would change gears in a moment. She herself was wearing an old, mulberry-colored gown … everyday clothes—


“Jim,” she said, firmly, “what is it? First the dress-up. Now you scare me half to death saying what you did.”


He had to give her a reasonable answer. The truth.


‘They’re both part of the same thing,” he said. He sat up, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed so that he sat beside her. He put an arm around her shoulders. “Carolinus came toward the end of the night He had something to tell me. But he made me promise not to tell anyone else—even you.”


“Well, that was good of him!—No, cancel that. I know he wouldn’t do anything like that without a good reason.” She turned her head to look up into his face. “And that made you have some crazy dream?’


“Maybe!” said Jim. He did not really know. “But when he came, I’d just been looking out the window and seen a couple of drifters—a man and a woman, I think. One was a full head taller than the other. I couldn’t get them out of my mind. So, I lay awake a long time, then went back to sleep and had this dream.”


“And made the bed yourself, and got dressed up like this while you were still dreaming?”


“Of course not. I dressed, thinking I’d stay up, called in the servant to make the bed, then lay down on the made-up bed—and had the dream.”


“Some dream, to affect you like this!”


Again he had no easy answer.


‘Tell me what it was about,” she said.


He put his arm around her and took her hand, laying it out palm up in his own open palm. They both studied it for a moment—Angie’s looking fragile against his broader, thicker hand, with its longer fingers, callused now by tight-held reins and hours of weapon practice with Brian. Then he brought his arm back and covered both hands with his other, holding her hand within both of his.


“I meant what I told you earlier, literally,” he said, as gently as he could. “I dreamed they were walking on the ground over me. I dreamed I was dead.”


“Jim!”


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t going to tell you. But you had to know. That’s how it was.”


There was a moment when neither said anything.


“I believe you,” Angie said gently. “But you know, none of what you’ve told me makes me understand why there was this business of walking over your grave.”


“In the dream,” he told her, “it was an experiment. I was thinking of all sorts of things after Carolinus left and I didn’t think I could go back to sleep, and one of the things I was groping for was a hunch about what was behind Carolinus’ visit. You know how I do things. I don’t ignore my hunches—so I was reaching for one, and about that time I must have fallen asleep.”


“You think just a hunch could give you a dream like that?”


“Maybe. Remember, in this magic-filled world hunches could be more than hunches.”


He shivered, remembering the reality of his dream, then cursed himself for putting it into words, because he knew she must have felt the shiver in his hands as he held hers. “I just mean that in this world, hunches can be more than hunches.”


“I won’t believe that!” said Angie. “Did Carolinus ever tell you hunches were real here?”


“No. But he’s never told me much about magic. What I’ve picked up from him has mainly been through watching him, listening to his talk generally, and adding two and two together.”


“Did you ever add things up to come up with this hunch idea, before last night?” “No, I never did before.”


“Then any hunches that made your nightmare were just that,” she said. “It could just be your imagination making everything bigger than it is. What did Carolinus tell you to trigger all this off?”


“Just reminded me the King must not die.”


She stared at him.


“Why should he die? How could it be any business of yours if he did?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “Carolinus was gone without telling me. He’s said the same thing before.”


“Well, it could all be coincidence. Or it could have been just as you remember it and still be wrong. Now what’s all this got to do with putting on your good clothes?”


“That was another hunch after I got up.”


“Well, change to everyday clothes, then. Spit in the eye of the Devil!”


She was trying to help him forget, and he loved her for it, but the reality of the dream was still with him. He would have had to tell her about it anyway, but he had made a clumsy mess of it, diving into the telling as he had.


“No, I think I’ll leave them on. Remember, it’s an experiment.”


“Then leave them on! It doesn’t matter. But come help me fire up the staff and maybe you can forget about it!”


“Here I come,” he said, more cheerfully than he had said anything since she had come in and found him on the bed.


But late in the afternoon, the Bishop of Bath and Wells, with his customary entourage of chaplain, clerk, personal servants and a dozen stout men-at-arms, came visiting, and Jim had to play host to him alone, while Angie hastily changed into more formal apparel.


The equivalent of afternoon tea was set up immediately, and they all settled down (or up, rather) in the Solar for a leisurely exchange of news and views until the formality of supper. Meanwhile, outside, the afternoon waned, to the point where the Great Gates of Malencontri were closed against the oncoming night.


To the west of the castle, the red, late-autumn sun was still visible, but already beginning to lose its lower edges behind the tops of the thick belt of trees out of which the drifters had come the night before. Still, the fading, late-fall twilight continued to give illumination to the end of the day. Only now, only a few moments past, two riders had come out of the ruddily tipped trees, heading for the already barred Great Gates of the castle.


Already, however, several senior men-at-arms were gathered on the catwalk, looking over that part of the castle’s curtain wall to observe and leisurely discuss the newcomers. They would most certainly not be let in now, after gate-close.


Other men-at-arms were joining them as soon as they were off duty. Men-at-arms only, for the defensive catwalk below the battlements clear around the castle wall was territory of the men-at-arms alone—ordinary Castle servants were allowed up on it solely when their added numbers were needed to repel an attack on the curtain walls.


Regardless of this—though they could hardly have failed to understand the situation—the two now walking their horses toward the gate came on.


It was not merely Malencontri’s orders that would bar entrance to them, of course. Cities, towns, castles, even private dwellings with anything that could be stolen inside them, barred all entrances, locked all shutters and put themselves in a defensive position every eve until daybreak. It was common sense against any night attack when most inside would be sleeping. More than that: it was the custom.


Custom, of all holy things, rating just below Faith and Love, was not there to be treated lightly in this society and time. Faith simply was, of course; Love—here in its fall sense, stretching all the way from duty to a superior or an ideal, to the child who could be gotten at only over your dead body—could not be questioned. But Custom endured because what had always been must always be. Custom, sworn to in court, could make even a lord back down to a demand by his tenants. So the men-at-arm discussed the two approaching with the distant interest given to something that would have to wait until the morning to be resolved.


The taller of the two was clearly a knight. He wore the weapons, the swordbelt. Moreover, his spurs, which might even actually be gold, glinted occasionally in the light that remained. The other, smaller rider, also weaponed but without the swordbelt, was undoubtedly his squire. It was even possible that the smaller was a younger brother or otherwise related. The two wore visorless helms and looked more than a little alike.


But what really interested the more experienced men-at-arms was not the pair themselves so much as the armor worn by the knight. Dulled as it was by the soil of travel, it was obviously beautifully made and fitted him like a set of court clothes. A suit of armor almost beyond cost for the person who had paid the original price for it. But since he was so poor or unimportant that he traveled with none but his squire—and probably a family member at that—that person could not have been him.


So how had it come into his possession, fitting him as perfectly as it did?


They all turned with expressions of interest as they were abruptly joined by Theoluf, a former chief man-at-arms himself, now elevated to the rank of being their lord’s squire (and now therefore officially a gentleman), but one who would still unbend to the point of speaking more on a level with his men than most squires would.


They pointed out the stranger knight’s armor, even as he and his companion reached the gate and the knight began to hammer on it with the shaft of his lance.


“Open!” his angry shout came up to them. “Open, I say, for Edward Le Captiv!”


Theoluf s normally good-humored—if wound-marked—face flashed into an expression of fury, terrifying behind the scar that almost split his face from right chin-point to his left forehead. Instantly he leaned over the battlements and shouted back.


“At once, Your Grace! At once!”


He swung back to face his men-at-arms.


“Bone-heads! Privy-wits!” he snarled at them. “Were none of you with me on our first visit to France when we rescued him from the Rogue Magickian, Malvinne?”


Silence. White-faced, none of them answered. The wrath faded from his expression. None had been with him in France. There was always considerable turnover in the manning of the establishment’s men-at-arms, for numerous reasons. His voice became a little less outraged—but still sharp enough.


“What do you wait for? That is the young England who asks entrance, Edward, heir to the throne! Dolts! Run!”


They ran.




Chapter 2


The Bishop of Bath and Wells was a burly, pugnacious man in his early middle age who could be very powerful and demanding in his speech, but at the moment he seemed on his warmest and most congenial behavior. This, in spite of what he announced as a mere slightly twisted ankle, but which required him to limp and use a walking stick.


He had come, with a small gold crucifix to be a present of his own, to thank them for the white Chinese silk altar-cloth material Angie had been able to get through Carolinus’ eastern Magickian connections. The cloth itself had been a thank-you gift from Angie for the Bishop’s help in getting the English King to give Jim ward of the orphaned baby, Robert Falon.


Today, the Bishop had brought part of the silk, already made into the frontal of one altar cloth, to show it off—so went the intricate business of gift-giving in the high Middle Ages.


“… I have just had word—” the good prelate had begun by saying, once he, Jim and Angie were safely private below Malencontri’s tower top in the Solar apartment. He had reached for another small cake. “—that the plague has reached London.”


“But it’s too early!” Jim almost said aloud before he caught himself. In the history of his world and Angie’s, the plague had only just reached Genoa in a rat-infested ship, sometime between the years of 1347 and 1349.


The times of their world and this were out of whack. They were not just off by a set number of years, as the early Julian calendar and the later, modern one of Jim and Angie’s future century had been found to be. Various important incidents, like the deaths of kings or the year of a decisive battle, seemed to be taking place here at unexpectedly different times.


Meanwhile, having stunned his two listeners with his news, the good Bishop took up his wineglass and sipped from it.


“Yes,” he went on, “it moves swiftly. Already, there are villages in France where not a soul has survived.”


“I thought those were just stories!” said Jim.


“Unfortunately, they are true, Sir James. The Fiend is among us, and it is our duty, not only within the Church but without, to do what we can to deny him at least some of his victims.”


These last words came out with a more steely edge than Jim had expected to hear, even from this prelate. The Bishop (Richard de Bisby) came from one of those families of the upper nobility called magnates. Families such as that of the Earl of Oxford; families in which, under the rule of primogeniture, the eldest son inherited everything, and the younger sons were either sent into the Church or pointed toward the military.


In the Bishop’s case, this had made him a prelate who might actually have been happier in life with a sword in his hand rather than a crosier. Certainly he was built to take on the duties of a medieval swordsman, from his ruddy, tough-featured face to his meaty, powerful-looking hands.


But this was a new Bishop, a different, fully ecclesiastical Bishop, very much a leader who thought in the long terms of the Church, and the survival of his communicants.


“It seemeth,” he was saying now, “there is no medicine for it—no salves to ease the pain of the cruel buboes of those dying from it, so that they are already in Hell before they die. Carolinus tells me, Sir James, that you and the Lady Angela come from a far place. Could it be that either of you know more of this plague and what might be done to stop it than we do?”


Information rushed from the back of Jim’s mind. As a graduate student working toward a degree as a medievalist he had done a paper on the plague, and facts jumped forward, only to be pushed back before he could utter them.


He could tell the tough-looking man sitting opposite him nothing that would stop the disease or cure those who had caught it. The medical terms that would explain the known later-day details would make no sense in this time.


“We believed it was spread by the bites of fleas, who’d already fed on rats with the disease in them—but that’s all,” he said. “The rats that brought the disease to Genoa—from which it’s been spreading—must have come on a ship from the Far East, where the plague has been known for some centuries; they’ve had no cure for it there, either.”


That much was an honest answer. The details about its pneumonal form, spread by the breath of those already infected, were not only unexplainable in fourteenth-century terms but could not help the situation. There was nothing else Jim could say which would give the Bishop any assistance.


“—it might be wise,” he added, however, “to clean your church property and people as much from fleas and rats as possible.”


“I will remember that,” said the Bishop; and Jim, knowing the medieval memory, even in an educated literate man like the Bishop, knew the other would.


“—And Your Lordship is undoubtedly aware of the penny-royal? That small mintlike flower that fleas do not like and which therefore repels them? We’ll be putting it all around the castle here generously, ourselves,” said Angie.


“Thank you, my daughter,” said the Bishop. “I was aware of the plant, of course, but I had not thought of it in connection with this.”


Jim, meanwhile, had stolen a glance at Angie, who had returned it briefly after the Bishop answered. The one thing they had both feared for themselves, stuck in this early historic period, had been sickness—for either one of them. Magic could close and cure wounds. It could not do a thing for any kind of physical malady.


“I have been in contact by fast rider with my Brother in Christ, the Bishop of London,” announced the Bishop, who had intercepted the glance between husband and wife and was beginning to fear that the shock value of his news might be fading in his audience, making them less likely to fall in blindly with the request he had come to Malencontri to make. “I am aware, of course, that magick has no cure for sicknesses—except on the lips of charlatans. Nonetheless, Sir James, your Master-in-Magick and I, both feel that talking the problem over together might be of aid—but there is a difficulty in doing that.”


He took a sip of his wine.


“Unfortunately—as two like you might understand more quickly than most—for a Lord of Holy Church like myself, appearing to consult with even perhaps the greatest Mage might be misunderstood if generally known. As a result I can hardly ask Carolinus to visit me for privy talk at Bath or Wells—much less risk having it known that I had made visit directly to him.”


He cleared his throat. He was not usually in the position of asking favors from others.


“As a result,” he went on strongly, “it occurs to me to ask you if you would be contemplating inviting Carolinus to Malencontri during the few days I can be here. If so, it would be a convenient time for me to speak with him.”


“Of course!” said Jim. “You are now here, my Lord Bishop; and as for Carolinus, he needs no invitation, but I confidently expect him—possibly as early as tomorrow. I could just visit him, no problem if I fly to the Tinkling Water, as I so frequently do, and ask him to come.”


“No, no!” said the Bishop. “It must be known that he was invited separately—a day or so before I was—so that our meeting here was entirely by chance—”


A scratching at the Solar’s hall door interrupted him.


“Come!” said Jim, and Theoluf stuck his scarred face into the Solar.


“My lord, may I crave your kindness to leave for a moment, on a matter of greatest seriousness?”


“Would you forgive me—” Jim looked questioningly at the Bishop.


“Certainly, my son.”


“It’s all right,” said Jim to Theoluf, getting to his feet. “I’ll come. But I’ll be right back—won’t I, Theoluf?”


“Indeed, my lord! Indeed! A moment, only.”


Jim went out, carefully closing the three-inch door, built as a final barrier against any attackers who might have driven Malencontri’s defenders to their last and stoutest defensive position.


“What is all this, Theoluf?” he asked.


“My lord, I am bade to tell you that the Count of Woodstock and the Countess of Kent are at the High Table in the Hall, being cared for and wishing to speak to you and Lady Angela as soon as possible.”


“Countess of Kent?” The Countess of Kent was the highborn woman otherwise known as “the Fair Maid of Kent,” reputedly the most beautiful woman in England. She had her title by right of birth, but she was also the Countess of Salisbury by marriage with her present husband.


“The Countess of Kent, m’Lord,” repeated Theoluf with particular emphasis—and the Count of Woodstock, le captiv!”


“Oh!” said Jim. The Count of Woodstock, eldest son of King Edward and heir-apparent to the English throne, had sometime since been given a higher title, that of the Prince of Wales—the title for the King’s eldest son, heir to the throne. But he had been just “the Prince” when Jim, Brian, and Giles de Mer, with Dafydd and Aargh, the English Wolf, had rescued him from captivity at the hands of Maivinne, a rogue Magickian. Clearly the Prince did not want knowledge of his presence spread around the neighborhood.


Jarred back to a more general appraisal of the situation by realization that England’s Crown Prince was suddenly a guest here, along with someone else’s wife—at the same time as the Bishop was in residence—Jim found his usually nimble wits had no quick decisions to offer.


‘Tell them I’ll come to them as soon as I can—my apologies, of course. Don’t stint on the apologies. Is Mistress Cinders preparing a couple of rooms?”


“All is in hand, m’Lord.”


“Good!” Jim went back into the Solar with a troubled mind.


“Forgive me for this interruption, my lord,” he said to the Bishop.


“Of course, my son,” said the Bishop. “I am familiar with such in my own establishment. So, I take it you are not averse to my guesting here for the next few days. It would be a kindness to find out for me if Carolinus plans to visit in that time—I understand he lives not far from here.”


Jim knew that the Bishop knew full well how close Carolinus lived—but he was being polite.


“No distance at all,” said Jim, getting up again, “and no trouble. Also it is a pleasure to us always to have you under our roof. If you’ll forgive me for leaving, I’ll go right now.”


He was only too aware of how Carolinus suited time to himself. This world’s leading Mage could easily interpret “a day or two” as meaning “whenever you feel like it.” Jim closed the door to the corridor behind him before the Bishop could offer any more polite protests, and headed toward the stairs to the tower roof.


“Stand back, William,” he ordered the man-at-arms on watch, once he was up there—this being the standard warning to one of his retainers that he was about to change into his dragon form. William was already a good twenty feet away. Nonetheless, he backed clear to the battlements on the opposite side of the tower top.


It was prompt obedience to orders, but it was also prudence. The full spread of Jim’s dragon wings was a good deal more than the width of the tower top.


Then Jim had changed and was gone, almost straight upward on the thunder of those enormous wings. In moments he was high above the ground. He found a current of air in the ocean of the day’s atmosphere, one heading roughly toward Castle Smythe, Brian’s residence, and ceased climbing, spreading his wings and holding them outstretched, to coast gently downward in the direction he wished to go, without effort.


The pleasure of that effortless flight took him over again, as it always did, and soothed him. Dragons were not given to wrestling with mental problems, and for the movement he was as much dragon as human. But gradually the tangle of the present situation at Malencontri crept back into his mind.


Getting the invitation to Carolinus was no real problem at all; the only possible sticking point would be to get Carolinus to openly promise he would be there tomorrow. If he actually said out loud he would be there, they could count on him.


It was ridiculous, when Jim thought about it. Carolinus was always preaching to Jim about being as thrifty as possible with his available magickal energy—and admittedly there had been incidents that seemed to justify those warnings.


But the Mage himself could appear at Malencontri without even winking, and seemed to think nothing of hopping from wherever he was to as far as World’s End (than which there was no farther) and back, even taking people like Jim and Angie along with him, and never counting the magickal cost


At the same time, his home at the Tinkling Water resembled nothing so much as a pleasant little fairy-tale cottage. But it could somehow make its ordinary-sized door admit, and its inner space accommodate, a dragon Jim’s size—which was large, even among that species. Meanwhile, ever-blooming flowers bordered each side of the evidently self-raking gravel walk to that door, and at the walk’s outer end were shining pools of water on each side, from which what looked like tiny golden mermaids leaped into the air periodically … but they did this so fast that it was impossible to be sure if they really were mermaids or just golden fish.


The whole establishment, circled by greensward with tall trees beyond, was an isle of peace that Jim’s troubled mind looked forward to right now.


Even as he thought this, he spotted the clearing that held Carolinus’ home, and altered his flight pattern to bring him down with a heavy thump on the gravel walk to its front door.


As he did so, the door opened, and the small, green, fairy-beautiful figure of a sibyl slipped out—and she was crying.


The sight of something as small and vulnerable as a sibyl—most people mistook them for butterflies from a distance—in tears, was so moving that it was hard to imagine anything that lived being untouched by it. A heart of stone would instantly offer to throw itself into a ten-thousand-degree melting pot, if only she would give over being sad and smile again. Jim, despite his other lacks, had a heart considerably softer than stone.


“Why, Ecce!” he said. “What’s wrong?’


But she was already gone, with a skill at disappearing that would have put to shame even that of Aargh, the English Wolf; who, with no magic at all, made a practice of seeming to disappear while right before human eyes.


From the still-ajar door, politely and magickally waiting for Jim to enter the cottage, came Carolinus’ voice, evidently raised in some sort of diatribe. Jim took a step toward and stuck his dragon head oh its long dragon neck through the open doorway.


“—and there’s no excuse!” Carolinus was almost raving. ‘I’m gone for just a few days—”


“Carolinus gone six weeks, Carolinus very sick”—sang the teakettle on Carolinus’ hob, sending out a dutiful puff of steam, to show it was on the boil and ready to make a soothing cup of hot tea in an instant.


“Weeks, days—what difference does that make?” cried Carolinus, waving his long, skinny, red-robed arms. “Everyone piling up to talk to me—no order to who came first—”


He apparently ran out of breath. Taking advantage of the moment of silence, Jim spoke.


“Oh, Carolinus,” he said, speaking in as calm and reasonable a voice as he could manage, “something very serious has come up. We need you at Malencontri early tomorrow for a few days of visit—”


“Impossible! Absolutely impossible! Dozens of beings ahead of you. No, no, it can’t be done! You’ll have to wait your turn like everyone else… as soon as I figure out whose turn is before whose!”




Chapter 3


“No, no—” Carolinus was going on “—impossible! I’ll see you later—”


“Carolinus!” said Jim loudly. “Stop babbling and listen to me for a moment!”


“Babbling?”


Carolinus, who had gone right on talking in no more than a bothered voice until that word, broke off suddenly. His voice rang through the cottage, which was abruptly vast and full of shadows. He had grown six inches, and his worn old robe was rich and more than heart’ s-blood new and brilliant. He was no longer old and stooped, but upright and looming above Jim in a room that was held in a new and utter silence. Even the kettle no longer made a sound.


There was only the echo of that single word in Jim’s ears—until other words came like the freezing wind off a mountain glacier.


“YOU DO NOT SPEAK THAT WAY TO YOUR MASTER-IN-MAGICK!”


In spite of some years of friendly interchange with Carolinus, for the first time Jim felt a chill. But in the same moment that feeling touched off his inborn stubbornness.


“Forgive me,” he said stiffly to the towering figure before him, “but I had to get your attention. The plague’s reached London, and the Bishop of Bath and Wells is at Malencontri right now, come to talk to you there about it privately.”


“Already?”


Carolinus was abruptly his normal self and size. He sat down heavily in a padded chair that scooted over just in time to catch him. The cottage was also back to being its usual self again.


“It was in France but little more than three weeks gone,” the Mage said emptily to Jim, the kettle and the cottage. “I’ll come at once, of course.”


In the silence the voice of the teakettle steaming on its hob filled the cottage.


“Tomorrow would possibly be better,” said Jim. “The Bishop wanted it to seem as if you just happened to bump into each other by chance.”


“Of course,” Carolinus said. He looked at Jim. “Forgive my abruptness when you found me here.”


“Granted, naturally,” said Jim. “It was just that—”


“But—” for a second, the Mage, the robe, the cottage seemed to threaten a return to what they had momentarily been “—I must warn you never again to say that sort of word you used to me, and above all never in public. In public I would have no choice in how I answered you. Such language to one’s Master-in-Magick cannot be tolerated—”


“Of course not. I understand!” said Jim, regretful now that he had a moment to cool down himself. “But I’d just met Ecce at your door, going out as I was coming in, and she was crying—”


“Ecce? Crying?”


Carolinus was suddenly on his feet, completely back to his normal self. He all but leaped toward the door.


“Get that wagon-sized head of yours out of my way, can’t you?” he snapped at Jim as he went by. “Ecce! Ecce! he called to the gravel path, the pools and the flowers, “Where are you, dear? I didn’t mean—whatever it was I said!”


Nothing happened.


“Oh, Jim!” he said, looking despairingly at him. “I don’t know what’s got into me lately! I’m become a cantankerous old man nowadays!”


In spite of having completely forgiven Carolinus, Jim felt a strong urge to tell the older man that he had always been a cantankerous old man—at least as long as Jim had known him. But Jim held the words back.


Then Ecce was suddenly there, in front of Carolinus, hovering in midair. She kissed Carolinus’ dry lips as lightly and briefly as a blown flower-seed.


“Oh, Ecce!” Carolinus said. “But how can you forgive me? What was it I said?”


She shook her head and laid three of the tiny, green fingers of her left hand, like the tips of fern fronds, on his lips.


“Very well, but I don’t intend to lose my head like that again. Oh, Ecce, you know a matter occurs to me. The plague has come into England—no, you needn’t worry for your friends, or the flowers, the trees or anything. Only humans can catch it—”


She suddenly flung herself at him, her small arms stretched to their limit to embrace as much of his chest as she could reach, the left side of her face turned to press as hard as it could against the rough surface of his robe.


“Now, now—nonsense—” he looked helplessly over her head and spoke to Jim “—I don’t seem to be able to say anything right today. Ecce! You don’t suppose for a moment something like that could bother me? I’m a Mage, a Magickian!”


He winked at Jim. But as if Ecce had felt that tiny movement of his eyelid, she lifted her head to look hard at Jim.


“No, no, you don’t need to concern yourself about him, either,” said Carolinus, “and in any case, very soon now—well, he and I are going to talk about that later. But Ecce, a thought just came to me. It seems I must leave here early tomorrow for several days, and there’re all these beings who’ve been waiting to see me. But if you could help? We could sort out together the order that I’ll be seeing them in. That should make them feel better about waiting. Now, I could make the decisions, and you could stop me if I forgot anyone	“


She flung herself up to his face and kissed him again.


Soaring homeward under a half-full, lopsided, but rising moon, and with an increasing feeling that he was doing exactly the wrong thing by heading there right now, Jim tried to think of what he had overlooked.


Then it came to him. Of course. The last thing in the world he needed or wanted among these guests of his were sparks flying between the Bishop and the Prince.


The Bishop, he knew from experience, was nothing if not outspoken. Happily, he also was not given to sneaking small sneering comments into the conversation to kindle argument while still maintaining the forms of politeness at meals—his weapon was the mace rather than the dagger.


But in that outspokenness, the Bishop would be feeling it his episcopal duty to be plain about the attitude of the Church toward the heir to the throne of England gadding about the countryside with the wife of another man. The wife of a Count, and no inconsiderable one, either.


But the Prince, who, even in his teens, had showed no hesitation to clash head-on with people as tough as the Earl of Cumberland, would not be likely to back away from anyone who seemed to be casting a slur on either his companion or himself.


At meals courtoise—the rule of manners among the ruling class—would keep an out-and-out explosion from the conversation. The tabletop language might be more than a little on the formal and frigid side, but that was a cheap price to pay for peace.


But what was really needed was something that would keep both sides from bringing the subject up in a face-to-face moment away from the table. What was needed was some kind of permanent buffer between them. Perhaps yet another guest in the castle before whom the two potential combatants would not want to air their differences of opinion?


—Of course! Brian would make the ideal buffer. Brian was part of the same Somerset neighborhood as Jim and Angie and, for all Prince and Bishop knew, equipped with eager ears to record every combative word said in the heat of their conflict for gossip in that neighborhood—from which it would soon spread all over England.


They would have no way of knowing that Brian was the soul of reticence itself. Jim pumped his wings with sudden energy, searching upward for a higher air stream that would point him more surely in the direction of Brian’s Castle Smythe. He found what he wanted and was on his way immediately under the cloudless but rapidly cooling night sky. Luckily, in his massive dragon body he found the chill more refreshing than otherwise.


Castle Smythe was poorly lit when Jim Anally reached it—it was always badly lit, after nightfall, even tallow candles had gone up in price recently—but the gloom hid much of the disreputableness of its decayed outworks, so that it did not look—at night—as vulnerable as it actually was. Brian was hoping to start strengthening it, once he and Geronde were actually married and he had a wife in residence. Bachelors could take their chances, but the wife of Sir Brian Neville Smythe was not going to, however fiery, pugnacious and experienced in defending her own castle of Malvern, little Geronde might be.


But Jim knew the state of its decay well from previous visits, and made his landing, accordingly, at what had once been the wall that backed up part of the castle’s warming room. There was a hole there big enough for even his dragon body, through which he could enter and reach the remains of the rather small Great Hall.


To his surprise, he found Brian already there where the wall had been, digging in the darkness in the earth at his feet.


“Oh, it’s you, James,” he said, familiar with Jim in his dragon body. He leaned on the tool he had been using and wiped his forehead. “I vow you gave me a start, though. Nothing but a dagger with me—and this spade. Not that a spade, of course, cannot be an effective weapon, properly used—but James, what brings you here in dragon form, just at the supper hour?”


He checked abruptly, and Jim could almost feel the warmth of his embarrassment through the darkness.


“—Not that you are not most heartily welcome to my table, now you have arrived. I have a guest at the moment. A gentleman you met at the Earl’s last Christmas party—”


“I’d be glad to meet him again,” said Jim, “but I only flew up here to invite you to be my guest for a couple of days, since Geronde isn’t with you at the moment—”


“No, we were to meet the end of this week at Malencontri. But my guest—”


“He must come with you, of course.”


Any other response was unthinkable. Jim’s mind spun madly over the question of finding sufficient guest rooms. If Brian’s guest was simply another simple knight like himself, he and Brian could be decently asked to share a room, of course. The guest would understand at once on seeing not only a Bishop, but the Crown Prince already there. Indeed, he would undoubtedly be overjoyed to rub shoulders (metaphorically speaking) with the great of the land. A feather in his cap.


“Well, I’ve got to be getting back to Malencontri,” Jim said hastily. “Tell you more about this when you get there. Why don’t the two of you come tomorrow—come early, for breakfast if you like. Give you good night, Brian.”


“And God give you good rest also, James.” Brian went back to his digging.


Jim flew home to Malencontri.


Unreasonably, almost unbelievably, once he had got there, and had changed back into his ordinary Jim-body after landing in the courtyard, he entered the Great Hall through its main door to find no guests impatiently awaiting him so that they could graduate from wine and tidbits to the meal proper. All he saw was Angie supervising the clearing of the High Table.


Ready for nourishment himself, now, Jim almost ran down between the two long, lower tables, grabbed a cake from one of the few platters remaining, snarled at a servant who was carrying off the last pitcher of wine, and filled himself a mazer of the red liquid.


“Oh, there you are,” said Angie.


“What happened? They ate without me?”


“Of course not,” said Angie. “—May Heather, go tell Mistress Plyseth supper for my lord and me is to be served up to the Solar.” She turned back to Jim.


“The Bishop sent down word religious duties would keep him from joining us; he would have a bite in his room. And the Prince came down but only to tell me he and the Countess were very tired after an unusually long day’s ride; they’d eat in their room. But he also almost whispered in my ear he wanted to talk to you as soon you came in—whenever you did.”


“As soon as I came in?” echoed Jim, snatching despairingly at another of the small cakes.


“Don’t worry—you can get some supper into you in the Solar, before you go hunting him. He won’t melt in the meantime. Remember, he said whenever”


“That’s right,” said Jim, brightening but taking a third cake anyway.


Nonetheless, he was feeling a great deal better forty minutes later, as he politely scratched on the door of the room that had been assigned to the Prince and the Fair Maid. Angie had assured him that, if necessary, separate rooms would eventually be available for everybody—only to meet protests that the two of them were perfectly happy where they were. But it had been necessary for her to mention it—for propriety’s sake.


In fact, the separate rooms would be needed, anyway, when Geronde, herself, showed up at the end of the week—and a double room could be provided now for Brian and his guest. There were, as well, storerooms in the tower that could be cleared, cleaned, and furnished. But right now the door Jim had scratched on was opening—though it only opened a crack and a slice of the Prince’s face became visible.


“Ah, there you are, James!” he said in a low voice. “A moment.”


The door shut again. After a moment it reopened enough to let the Prince slip out. He closed it softly behind him.


“Dead asleep, the angel,” he said. “Where can we go to talk privily? Your Solar?”


“My wife is there, Your Grace,” said Jim stiffly.


“Ah, I see. I don’t suppose she could be sent elsewhere for a time?


“She could not.”




Chapter 4


 “Of course,” said the Prince immediately, but a trifle stiffly, himself. His position in life had accustomed him to giving orders in situations like this. Orders like, ‘Tell her to go elsewhere until you send her word to return!” A flat denial to a request made as politely as he had made it—and from a mere baron at that—did not ring pleasantly in the ears of the heir to the English throne.


But Jim was his host, and had not invited him here in the first place.


“Ah. Then perhaps you have some other place where we could speak in perfect privacy?”


“Certainly,” said Jim. “It won’t be as comfortable, of course—”


“Hah! Am I not accustomed to campaigns where a tree to sit on, and a piece of tarred canvas to keep the rain off, were luxury?”


It was no less than the literal truth, as Jim knew.


“Still,” he said, “I must apologize, Your Grace—”


“Let us hear no more about it. Conduct me to this other place.”


The royal feelings were obviously reassured by the Prince’s last two decisive statements. The sticky social spot was being glossed over. A further small touch of apology possibly could cover it completely.


“It’s kind of Your Grace,” said Jim, “to accept such uncertain hospitality from us. I’ll need to send servants ahead to make sure it’s fit for use—Howard!”


The man-at-arms posted at the door of the room occupied by the Prince and the Maid—a mere courtesy, but handy in moments like this—came running; when Jim had approached the door he and the servant stationed with him had discreetly retired down the hall.


“Howard,” Jim said now, “send the servant to get me Mistress Cinders—no, wait. Have her get me May Heather instead. She’s faster. And the servant you send should go as fast as she can, too.”


“Yes, my lord,” and Howard was running himself, back the way he had come.


There followed a little period of waiting, which might have been awkward if the small, unspoken disagreement had not been settled. They filled time with polite conversation. Jim asked the Prince how the day’s ride had gone. The Prince said he had enjoyed it, but the Countess had found it tiring. This led to a short discussion of people who liked nothing better than to spend the whole day in the saddle, while others did so only when necessary—which was beginning to be interesting when it was interrupted by the appearance of May Heather, a little out of breath.


“Mistress Cinders would need to have borrowed you and some of the other Serving Room servants to help her prepare the extra bedrooms,” Jim said.


May nodded, still breathless.


“So,” Jim went on, “take us to the biggest and freshest one—of those bed-rooms—and bring an extra chair—” Jim fixed her with a warning eye to make sure the message was understood. The last thing he wanted was to escort the Prince to a clean, washed, but obviously empty, storeroom “—to the best bed-room! You can do that?”


“Yes, my lord—my Grace Prince,” answered May with hardly a gasp and a slightly less bobbing curtsy than she had been managing the last time Jim had seen her try it.


“One tide at a time is sufficient, lass,” said the Prince, almost kindly. But as May turned to lead the way, he went on speaking to Jim, making no attempt to keep his voice down, as he customarily did not, acting as if servants did not exist or were deaf.


“Young, isn’t she?”


 “For some of her duties, perhaps,” Jim answered, equally loudly. “But remarkably willing and learns quickly.” He and the Prince went on in contented silence.


As it turned out, Jim need not have worried. The room to which May took them was the furthest from the stairs on the second tower floor below the roof, and half again as large as the usual guest rooms. May had also been showing remarkable initiative, Jim saw with approval. Candles already lit, two pitchers—one of wine, the other of water—two mazers and a single platter of finger food sat on the small, square table. He had not needed to emphasize “bedroom.”


But how had she known a room like this was what he would be asking her for? Of course—the servant network. The man-at-arms would have overheard the Prince’s request for privacy, passed it on to the servant who told May, and May—was it possible this youngster was already ordering around her fellow Serving Room servants?


“Very good,” said Jim to her now. “Go.”


“Yes, my lord.”


The door closed behind her, shutting out sight of Howard and the servant with him—the one Howard had sent with the message for May—both having dutifully followed the Prince to this new location.


Jim sat down on one of the chairs at the table and poured wine into the two mazers.


“Water in your wine, Your Grace?”


“I think not,” said the Prince. He had paced over to gaze out one of the room’s two arrow slits, which from where Jim sat now showed nothing but night darkness. The Prince went on without turning around. “The plague has reached London.”


“So the Bishop of Bath and Wells told us earlier today.” ‘The public inns light braziers before their doors, to burn up the sickness before it can enter their houses with each person who comes in,” the Prince said to the arrow slit. “It is a foul ill to befall any man, woman or child …”


He turned from the arrow slit and paced back. He did not, however, pick up his mazer; he seemed, in fact, about to turn away again from the table, when there was a scratching at the door.


“Come!” called Jim.


The door opened enough to let Angie look in.


“Forgive this intrusion, Your Grace and my lord,” she said. “But there has been a small dispute of sorts between one of the Bishop’s men-at-arms and one of ours, and both are somewhat hurt. I must oversee the binding up of their wounds. This will keep me busy for some little time. It occurred to me you might prefer to talk in the Solar—”


“A most generous offer, my lady!” cried the Prince. He looked at Jim, however, as manners required. Jim met Angle’s eye briefly and had his suspicions confirmed—she had learned of the Prince’s early request-cum-command to talk in the Solar by the same network that had alerted May. In fact, it was probably May who had warned her. Most servants kept the network strictly to their own class, but May was not afraid of anything on Earth—or Heaven or Hell, for that matter.


Damn servants! Jim told himself. They’ll be trying to think for us, next!


He stood up.


“If his Grace would still prefer—”


“Of all things, I would enjoy it!”


They went to the Solar. Howard and the servant with him faded away, replaced by the man-at-arms and servant who were already on Solar duty. Angie left them.


“Ah!” said the Prince, luxuriating in one of the padded chairs, mazer in hand. “James, you would have trouble believing how I have looked forward to seeing and speaking to you again.”


“And I, you, Your Grace!”


“I am overjoyed to hear it.” The Prince took a deep swallow from his mazer. “Good friends—but I get ahead of myself. Ah, perhaps a touch of water would not go amiss, after all… thank you. Yes, much better. But as I was saying, James, I have longed to see you again. My true friends in this world are few, and among them all, I count you as one of the truest.”


“You do me too much honor, Your Grace,” said Jim, warily. He would not have counted himself as that close a friend to the Prince. Could this just be royal court manners, carried a little farther than usual?


“… A true knight as well, in the real meaning of that word, as is your friend Sir Brian, and I know of almost no others such—except Chandos. In addition, the world knows you are a Magickian without peer.”


“As I say, you do me far too much honor, Your Grace!” said Jim, now definitely wary. This was too much praise even for court manners.


“That, I think, would be to try to do the impossible.” The Prince smiled at him. “Let me just say that Joan and I—that is to say, the Countess and I—have come to you because you are the only help for us.”


Hah! thought Jim, so that’s why they’ve come here!


“How can I be of service, then, Your Grace?” he said aloud, his wariness growing to something like real alarm. The Prince was notoriously improvident. He handed out money and his own possessions as gifts right and left. It was considered the noble thing to do—and indeed gift-giving was a mark of the age—but what he handed out had to come from somewhere; and Malencontri was not rich, just comfortably secure.


On the other hand, there was the general belief that Magickians had only to snap their fingers to produce gold, jewels, anything desired....


‘That is not a question to be answered in a few short words, James, which was why I was hoping for time in this excellent Solar of yours to explain matters to you. We do indeed have it for our talk now as long as needed?”


“Absolutely!” said Jim.


“Then I will tell you. It is a long story, some of which you already know.” The Prince poured some more wine and then water into his mazer and sat back in his chair, the large metal cup in his hand. “You have been aware for some time of how the Earl of Cumberland has sought to make ill feelings between my Royal father and me?”


“Yes,” said Jim.


The Prince abruptly put his mazer down and got to his feet. He walked over to the window, gazed out at the unrelenting darkness, turned about and walked back to the table. He did not sit down.


“He has been at it all my life,” said the Prince. He turned and went to gaze out again at the night. His back to Jim, he went on talking.


“He has been at this endeavor all my life,” he repeated. “A royal court is a place for gossip and people speak privily to one another over the head of a very young child, sure he will not understand what their talk means, but forgetting he will remember every word that he heard before, put it together with that which just touched his ears, and come finally to know what it meant—in his never-ending efforts to understand the world he was born into. By the time I was six, I knew my uncle Cumberland wanted me to like and trust him, but only as a dog trusts his master. Still I did not understand why.”


He came back and stood over Jim, looking down at him.


“Wouldn’t Your Grace like to sit down and drink some wine?” Jim murmured. The Prince’s voice had been dry and matter-of-fact enough, but Jim could feel a strong pain behind his words.


“No, I want to talk.”


The Prince went back to the window. His tall, broad-shouldered, upright, horseman’s back was perfectly steady. “Between men there is nothing to say. Only because of my present great need am I telling you all this. That, and because you are from elsewhere, you are the only other man in the world I could tell it to—not even to my confessor. …”


Jim drank some wine from his mazer and said nothing. The younger man’s effort in saying all this was starkly evident But there was nothing for Jim to say. The Prince was right Between men—nothing.


“...By the time I was ten, my uncle had become aware that I understood him. He yearns to be King—has always yearned to be King—and fancied himself more capable for the crown than any other. But he is a bastard, and England will never accept a King who tries to gain the crown by bastard heritage.”


It had taken Jim a few years to learn how much that could be true in this age.


“Moreover,” the Prince was going on, “he knew now I would never look up to him alone—not while my father lived. I think I told you how, when I was very young, I once saw my father being fitted with the armor he would later wear at the Battle of Sluys. That great, shining figure of King and Knight stood first before all else in my mind; for all that I knew my uncle was a war captain of repute, Cumberland was only common flesh and blood. My father was King and Knight, beyond all. He was a great King then—”


The Prince whirled about from the window. His eyes glared at Jim.


“He is a great King still!”


“Yes,” Jim heard himself saying—and meaning it.


Edward III had come to the throne early. As Jim had known from his graduate studies, for decades he had sat at the center of his court and kingdom, and in those years the ruling of England had gone well. Yet the image of the drunken—and perhaps already moving into senility—old man had become the only one stuck in Jim’s mind.


Now it struck him fully that through all those years Edward had kept Parlement and the magnates—the great lords—in balance against each other without usurping their strength. Strength that, along with that of the yeomen and peasants, could always be called upon when he or England should need it.


The Prince had always understood something that Jim had missed entirely. The King was keeping that balance still. True, Cumberland was his chamberlain, dispenser of rights and powers, gateway to the monarch, seeming more powerful than all others in the kingdom. But in practice that power was limited just as much as the rights and powers of Oxford, with his group, and others like them, who if need came to band together with the other magnates, had more total strength, wealth and fighting-power available than even the throne could command. But the King, even now, in seeming drunkenness and other indulgences, had kept them as much at each other’s throats as at his.


I’m damn slow to pick some things up sometimes! Jim told himself. Carolinus had told him before that part of his job as a Magickian was to keep Edward on his throne. Jim had thought it a ridiculous statement then—what could he do to keep the King of England in that seat of power? But now, for the first time, he understood why the elder Edward must live to stay in control—perhaps for some years yet. No one else had the experience and skill to keep the combined strengths of the magnates strong and whole, but too much at each other’s throats to combine against him. It would be some little time yet before this eldest son of his would have the experience and skill to guide the kingdom.


But the Prince had sat down again, picked up his mazer to drink and was continuing to talk.


“… Recently. Just recently, Cumberland threatened to accuse me of being one with a group to dethrone my father and assume the crown myself—the public accusation would be all that was necessary; people are always only too ready to believe the worst. This he would do unless I would go on exile out of England and have no more to do with England or my father.”


Jim nodded grimly. Even in his own world and time, half a millennium later, in spite of law that proclaimed “innocent until proven guilty,” much of the public had been all too quick to believe in scandalous untruths.


“But certainly the King—” He broke off, not knowing quite how to word what he would have liked to say.


“—Would never sit quietly if his rightful heir and first son had left England without his permission? And the whole story of Cumberland’s action in causing it would come out? Very true, James. But Cumberland would have already given him the false story of how I had mentioned this to him—wishing to become a war captain on my own so that I might be able to raise an army, possibly with French help, to come back and claim either the throne or the place of Regent. He had, he told me, a few Frenchmen to agree With this fable—”


“Agree?” said Jim, startled. Certainly, in any country there might be a few upper-class men who would agree to such a lie. But every Frenchman of whom he knew certainly would not. They could hardly otherwise hold the reputations they had gained by years of living honorably, gained by their proven bravery and the blood most of them had undoubtedly shed to prove themselves the men they were.


“Oh, none of good repute, of course, but that would be beside the point,” went on the Prince. “Cumberland need only claim those I had been in contact with had all been ruffians and villains—in search of help with such a scheme.”


Jim nodded again.


“I admit,” the Prince looked emptily past Jim, “I was ready to yield, at last to go. But first I went to Joan. Salisbury was away in the Low Countries. Joan—the Fair Maid of Kent as she is called, and rightly so—the most beautiful woman in England. But it was not just that which drew me to her.”


He broke off to stare hard at Jim.


“You must understand this,” the Prince said.


“I’m sure I will.” Any noise of agreement would have satisfied the other. The Prince went on almost without pausing.


“It was a love much deeper. We had been children together at court—as an orphan she was often with us. We had played and fought together, but we are first cousins. Her father, Edmund, Earl of Kent, was half-brother to my grandfather, King Edward EL Indeed, we are both descendants of Henry Plantagenet and Eleanor of Aquitaine. But as I say we are first cousins once removed and may not marry. But I hoped she would leave her husband, Salisbury, and go with me—to Prance or wherever necessary. Some good knights—Audley among them—will follow me, and many of the common sort who have also fought alongside me before. There are kings over the Channel who will have use for such a war captain as myself and those with me—and to be truthful, I am happiest when swords are out. You see, I need her. I can trust her with keeping not only my secrets, but my soul from Hell.”


It all made sense, thought Jim, gazing at the still-young face opposite. Youthful as he was, the Prince reminded Jim of his friend Brian in one important characteristic—a love of chivalry—although beyond that they were nothing alike. The Prince was a bundle of nerves and private problems. Brian was a rock and generally as unworried as a day with sunshine.


Jim fought his mind clear of the fog of relationships the Prince had thrown at him. It was customary in these times to explain relationships—sometimes at weary length. They made instant sense to someone brought up in this period. But in Jim’s case, it was like being handed a tangle of wire to unravel. He put them all from his mind. Not for him to pass moral judgments on the Prince and the Fair Maid.


“So,” he said, “the two of you are headed for the continent now?”


Perhaps the Prince simply wanted to borrow some money from him—which he might or might not ever repay—to help them get to the French court. That would be expensive, but not as bad as some of the requests Jim had been envisioning.


“No!” The Prince’s face lit up. “Because she—always the brave one—agreed to come with me only long enough to light back and make sure I remain in England. ‘Stay away from the Royal Court,’ she told me. ‘Delay answering Cumberland on whether you will exile yourself or not, and meanwhile both you and I will ask those we know for any information that may be useful.’ “


The Prince smiled tenderly, his mind for the moment in another room, where Joan of Kent slept.


“Also, however,” the Prince went on, his face becoming hard once more, “she reminded me that Cumberland has become so deep in so many schemes at once that he may be vulnerable in one of them. ‘If so,’ she said, ‘you may be able to bargain with him, or even defy him with impunity. One way or another, opportunity will open for you. Meanwhile, in any case, we can find out just how, and with whom, he planned to accuse you of plotting against the King.’ “


“Good advice,” said Jim, “if you will forgive my opinion, Your Grace.”


The Prince had always shown a tendency to act immediately. A good trait often in a war captain, but not necessarily so in an intrigue.


“Indeed, it has proved so,” said the Prince. “For with but a little inquiry I found there was a group of gentlemen already seeking me. A group headed by a sterling knight who just happens to also be a member of the gentlemen of  Cumberland’s wardrobe and, revolted by what he has seen of Cumberland’s twisting and using of my father, has determined to do something about it His idea was to bring me better friends with my father. I would then be able to show how Cumberland has been using him. A golden opportunity has arisen, if I work with them. I do not see how it can fail!”


“Who is he?” asked Jim, forgetting his medieval courtesies of address entirely.


“I doubt you would know him,” said the Prince. “He, himself, though English by birth, is an exile from France, and has been seeking some place at court to keep him while he is here. Unfortunately for him, but fortunately for me, the best he could do was that place in Cumberland’s wardrobe—he shall be repaid by me, if he can help me in this. A man of great parts, a gentleman in the true meaning of the word, descended from royalty himself and showing the finer feelings of a man of such blood. Just the one for such an endeavor as this. He is the Viscount Sir Mortimer Ver-weather.”


Oh, Hell! said Jim silently to himself.


For at that name the whole scene had come sharply back into his mind.




Chapter 5


Viscount Sir Mortimer Verweather—


A tall, thin, gangling man, either in his early thirties or about to enter them, with a small fashionable mustache, un-realistically black, at odds with the mouse-brown of his hair. A tanned face with a long nose that seemed about to be catching a whiff of some unpleasant odor.


It had been on Jim’s first trip to France, on what—he was about to discover—was a secret mission to rescue the Prince from the rogue Magickian Malvinne. Brian had brought both Jim and Sir Giles de Mer to the inn that had become the embarkation headquarters of Sir John Chandos.


The scene came back to Jim with startling clarity—


The ground floor of the inn had been standing room only with knights waiting to see Chandos. But Brian, following the errand he had been sent on to find Jim and Sir Giles de Mer, was just starting to lead the other two up the broad stairway to the floor above, when his sleeve was suddenly caught by one of the brilliantly dressed men there.


“Hold, fellow!” said this individual. “Keep your place. Speak to the steward when he comes by, and if it so be you have some business here, speak it to him!”


“Did you call me ‘fellow’?” flared Brian. ‘Take your damned hand off me. And just who the bloody hell do I have the dishonor of addressing?”


The other’s hand let go.


“I am Viscount Sir Mortimer Verweather, f…” the other trembled once more on the edge of repeating the word “fellow,” but evidently thought better of it, “—and not to be spoken so by any hedge-knight! I can trace my lineage back to King Arthur!”


Brian told him in fulsome scatological terms what he could do with his lineage.


“… As for me, m’lord,” he concluded, “I am of the Nevilles of Raby, and need look down in the presence of no man. You will answer to me for this!”


Both men were now grasping the hilts of their swords.


“Willingly—” Sir Mortimer was beginning, when a stout, very well-dressed man with a heavy silver chain around his neck and some sort of medallion hanging from it pushed his way between them.


“Stop this at once, gentlemen!” he ordered fiercely. “What? Brawling in this, of all chambers—” He checked himself suddenly. “Sir Brian!”


His eyes had rested on Brian’s face.


The change in his tone of voice was surprising, although the sternness remained. “You left us but an hour since. I did not look to see you back so soon—”


“As it happens, Sir William,” answered Brian, letting go of his sword and speaking in a calmer voice, “I already found and have with me both the gentlemen that were spoken of.”


“Excellent!” said Sir William, smiling. “Sir John will want to see you immediately. Come with me.”


About to leave, he turned back to look at Sir Mortimer.


“As for you, m’lord,” he said, sternly, “it would not bear you amiss to remember to mind your manners in this place. Sir John will see you when he sees you.”


He turned back to Brian. “Come, you and the two you bring.” He led the three of them to and up the staircase, with the gaze of all eyes in the room following.


That episode, as Jim, Brian and Giles had been on their way to France, had left Jim with anything but a high opinion of Sir Mortimer Verweather—and this was the man who headed a group and had felt for the Prince and the King? He who had set out to bring royal father and son together once more?


Happily, Jim was not being called on to say anything at the moment to applaud the Prince’s high opinion of the man. Edward, all his earlier hesitation drowned in enthusiasm and excitement, was now talking his head off.


“… it was the plague arriving in London that made the opportunity!” Edward was saying. “Cumberland himself was all for withdrawing from the city—as all who were of gentle blood or could afford to do were so doing—and of course, as chamberlain he said that the King and all the chief functionaries of the court must go with them to set up a government in country exile, so to speak, so that the many royal duties of ruling the land could continue unhindered.”


Jim nodded. That, at least, made sense—particularly the business of taking the King away from a center of infection. He was about to volunteer the same advice he had given the Bishop—about clearing wherever they could of both rats and fleas—but Edward, eager to tell him the full story now, did not give him a chance.


“… As it happened,” the Prince was going on, “Cumberland already had in mind a particular castle in his own possession. A castle named Tiverton, in Devon, ordinarily occupied by the Earl of Devon—but he is not there at present It is a castle already fully staffed with an unusually able staff—my father could look for all court comforts and the best of service. It has a cellar of unmatchable wine … and so forth. Cumberland brought the King to a high degree of willingness to leave court. But then, a difficulty arose.”


Edward beamed at Jim.


“It was a blow to Cumberland himself, for he had already set in action the plans for his own removal to Tiverton, and of course my royal father was now determined to go. The problem was that Cumberland found he could not go also—at least for the moment. The biter, bit—how do you like that for the shrewdness with which he is too often given credit, James?”


“Forgive me,” said Jim. “But why couldn’t Cumberland go?”


“As I told you, but a second since,” said Edward, casually riding over his own failure to have done so, “it turned out that the moving of all the necessary high functionaries Cumberland needed close at hand for matters now in process required taking more people than the castle—it is a good-sized castle, but too small for the number of people he had picked for the retreat—could crowd in, with all their necessary clerks, papers and other necessities!”


He stopped talking to stare at Jim.


“Ah-hah!” said Jim, feeling some comment was required from him, and hoping that would do.


“Exactly!” said Edward. “He should have made sure there was room for all before he made my father eager to go—he had not been at all of a mind to leave his familiar apartments at court when Cumberland first spoke to him. But there the Earl now finds himself, with no great choice in the matter. My father must certainly go; Cumberland, himself, must as certainly stay, for some little time at least. Joan had been right. Opportunity had been found for me. You do not see how?”


“No, Your Grace.”


“I am surprised at you, James, who also have something of reputation for quick wit. My father is King. No one can deny him if, in exile, it is his choice to admit me to his presence—something Cumberland and his people had been keeping me from with no end of lies and excuses. Also, now I had a friend, Sir Verweather, on the inside to help me frustrate those functionaries and spies Cumberland had sent with the King’s entourage.”


He stopped talking, drank from his mazer—stopped drinking to pour in a good quantity of wine—and drank again, deeply. He sat back in his chair, smiling.


‘To make a long story short,” he said, “I have since seen my father several times, and things progress. Not apace. But they progress!”


“Then everything’s taken care of for you,” said Jim, relieved.


“Not everything.”


“Not everything?” Jim looked at him cautiously. What was to be proposed now, which might involve him, Angie, Malencontri or their friends?


“There is a small problem yet remaining. Only a small one, but I assure you it means a great deal to me. It is necessary that at frequent intervals I discuss matters having to do with my meetings with my royal father privily with Sir Verweather. But the servants in this castle where he now is were spoken of to Cumberland as being excellent beyond description. It is only too true.” Jim frowned at him.


“Only too true?” he said. “How can they be excellent beyond description?”


“How, I do not know, James,” said the Prince, sobering. “But I assure you they are. Never have I been served with such excellence. They must all have fairy blood in them. You open your mouth in your room to call for one, and he or she is scratching at your door before the words are hardly out of your mouth. At table they are always at your elbow. It breeds an uneasiness both in me and in Sir Verweather. If this excellent staff can do so much, perhaps it also has ways of listening in through closed doors and stone walls in Tiverton Castle.”


“Yes,” said Jim, “it could make things difficult—if they actually can, of course.” Perhaps this was what the Prince had come to him for. He wanted Jim to use magic to see whether the staff actually could do such a thing.


“—and, as I say,” Edward was going on, ignoring him, “we must, Sir Mortimer and I, confer privily. But the slightest whisper in my father’s ear that there might have been a secret arrangement made to bring the two of us together would confirm in my father’s mind all the evil that Cumberland has been at pains to place there.”


“I see,” said Jim, beginning to take this situation more seriously.


“I knew you would. That is why we have come to you—Joan and I—with a simple request. There is no safe spot in that castle for conversation between me and Sir Verweather.”


“It doesn’t sound like it,” said Jim, perhaps more frankly than was polite. What kind of magic was the Prince about to demand of him now?


“It is not safe. Therefore I would wish, with your good consent, of course, some other place. Tiverton is hardly more than half a day’s brisk ride from where we are now. I propose to hold my talks with Sir Verweather in Malencontri. That would also give me opportunity to see Joan, since I had no choice but to accept my father’s offer of quarters for myself alone, as he believes me to be, in Tiverton.” Jim stared at him.


“You would oblige me much by permitting this, James,” said Edward, smiling at him, “and it is a small request, after all.”


“ER-hum!” said Jim, clearing his throat more loudly than he had meant to do.


“There is some small difficulty?” said the Prince, his smile vanishing.


Jim’s mind was racing. Was it possible Edward did not realize what he was asking his host? Or was he either so obsessed with solving his own problem, or so used to having his way without counting the cost to others, that he had not even thought of what agreeing could cost Jim, Angie and everyone connected with them?


It would tie Verweather’s scheme to Malencontri. Cumberland could charge (undoubtedly successfully, given his power and money for bribes) that they had all been in a plot by the Prince to control the King. The Prince might be driven into exile, after all. Perhaps not; but most certainly the rest of them would be tortured to make them confess to treason, and afterwards hung, drawn and quartered.


“Forgive me, Your Grace,” he said now. “But I’m afraid you just happened to run up against an unexpected and unusual difficulty. As you probably know, I am a member of the Collegiate of Magickians—” That was stretching things a bit, since Carolinus had hinted he was being considered for membership, but this was no time for half measures. “As a member, certain laws unknown to those outside our mystic Body are unyielding upon me.”


“It is forbidden to allow your Prince a room in this castle of yours where he can discuss privy matters with a friend?” said Edward. “What law would keep you from agreeing to a simple request from an old friend? Tell me!”


“I regret, Your Grace, I may not speak of our laws with any but another Magickian. It is like,” said Jim on sudden inspiration, “and fully as important as the vows you and I took when we were made knights.”


The Prince was definitely not appeased.


“Surely the rules of some small secret society must yield before your duty to your King and his well-being? No voice in England speaks louder than the duty to the Crown.”


The Plantagenet firecracker temper—to say nothing of Plantagenet unreasonableness—was beginning to sound in the Prince’s voice, though just at that moment a booming noise penetrating the rocky ceiling somewhat obscured the Prince’s words.


“In all ordinary matters you are right of course, Your Grace,” said Jim. “But there are special areas of exemption.” He was trying to keep his own voice calm and level. “Areas only, of course. But as in Holy Church—”


“Do you dare to compare your little secret society to Holy Church?” half-shouted the Prince—just as the Solar door behind him scraped open and an even more powerful voice boomed behind him.


“Of course my lord Sir James means no such thing!” the new voice roared, overriding even the booming from the tower—a voice trained to be heard by audiences in large churches. “Like all good men he knows that Holy Church speaks above all, even the voices of Kings, who are only of this earth. Over all, it speaks above the voice of a youth whose wayward and disgraceful actions have become a reproach in the face of the father whose power he cites!”


Angie, followed by the Bishop, had just walked in.


“Er—” began Jim, trying to get into the conversation, but frustrated by the combination of the Bishop’s powerful voice and the booming overhead which united to drown him out The Bishop was only making things worse. Left alone, Jim told himself, he might have been able to smooth things over with the Prince.


“… And such a son owes a double duty when his father and King are one and the same! A duty to father and a duty to King. Hast thou honored thy father as required in the Gospels? If so, I do not know of it! And now you slander a body of dutiful men and women, permitted by our Lord to do much good, and who have committed their lives to so doing. They have healed the wounds of those who suffered! They are loved by man and beast alike! They have stood between all of us and the creatures of Darkness—and you, callow young man, would sneer at their dudes and rules that may conflict with your own selfish wishes!”


“Proud Bishop!” cried Edward, “do you think to preach at me as if I was one of your common communicants, hands still soiled from the plow? I tell you—”


“Excuse me a minute!” Jim finally managed to shout over Edward’s voice. “I’ll just step upstairs and see if I can’t put an end to the noise there, so we can hear each other talk—”


He broke off before the Prince could say anything, and without waiting for agreement from any of them, he got to his feet and bolted from the Solar.


But before he put his head up through the rectangular opening where the stairs to the tower top ended, he knew what was making the booming noise—in fact he had known from first hearing what it would be.


It was the voice of Secoh, the little—by dragon standards—marsh-dragon who had been one of his companions at the Loathly Tower fight, where they had first managed to rescue Angie from the Dark Powers.


Secoh it was, his back to Jim and speaking thunderously in his normal dragon voice as if to another dragon. But in this case the one he was speaking to, the man-at-arms on watch, had never been face-to-face with a dragon in his life. He was a young man, still pimpled and with a tic in his right eye, named Wink Millerson, and had joined Malencontri only recently. Now, white-faced—but with his halberd held manfully edge-out before him, in battle position—he was backed up as far from Secoh as the limits of the tower top would permit.


There was only one cure for this situation, where Jim’s own human voice would not even be heard. He vaulted up the three last steps so that he would have room, and put on his own dragon shape.


“Shut up!” he roared at Secoh—a full octave lower from his much bigger dragon lungs and throat.


It was the wrong command. He should have ordered “Silence!” in understandable fourteenth-century style. But Secoh knew his voice, and had no trouble interpreting the meaning of the dragon tone which had just bellowed at him. He closed his mouth immediately and spun around just as Jim turned back into his human body. In the closest approach a marsh-dragon could make to a human whisper he replied.


“Very sorry, m’lord. Is this better, m’lord?”


“Yes,” said Jim, speaking in his ordinary voice. “Secoh, you know you’re welcome here at any time—” he could hardly say anything else in this time and world to someone who had fought at his side “—but I’ve always asked you to keep your voice down when you’re inside.”


“But we’re outside now, m’lord!”


“No,” said Jim.


“No?” whispered Secoh.


“No,” said Jim. “Here, the courtyard—anywhere encircled by Malencontri’s outer wall, and always when humans are nearby—you’re to keep your voice down!”


“Yes m’lord. I won’t forget, m’lord—”


“Never mind, what brings you here?”


“Forgive me of your grace and kindness, my lord,” said Wink, speaking fast, and the tic in his right eye that had earned him his name had him winking furiously to keep up with the nervous speed of fads words, “but the dragon was between me and the alarm bell. I was just about to try what I could do to him with this—” he hefted the halberd, “but his voice was so loud it fair stunned me at first; it did indeed, my lord!”


‘That’s all right,” said Jim. “He’s an old companion and friend. Always welcome here. If he booms at you, just wave him down. Now, Secoh—”


“M’lord!” Secoh drew himself up stiffly, almost exploding from the need to deliver his message in a whisper and still give it the proper ring of importance. He added, “I have the honor to report that the Young Dragon Patrol is now on duty and will continue to sweep the skies from here to Castle Smythe in the west and to Castle Malvern in the east. You need never fear being surprised by foes again!”


Jim closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Be calm, he told himself. When things come too thick and fast, be calm, and take each point calmly, one at a time.




Chapter 6


Jim opened his eyes again, took another deep breath and charged into the cross-examination he was used to giving to Secoh on these occasions.


“Do their parents at the Cliffside eyrie know about this?”


“Oh, yes, m’lord.”


“And they approve?”


“Yes, m’lord.”


Secoh would not be lying, but this was almost too good to be true. Ordinarily, a marsh-dragon—a tribe shrunken and weakened by evil effect of the Dark Powers’ occupation of the Loathly Tower—might ordinarily have been lucky to have any attention paid to him at all in the eyrie of the Cliffside dragons. But Secoh had been transformed from the timid marsh-dragon he had been for a hundred and thirty-three years of living on crustaceans and fish, by joining Jim and the others in rescuing Angie from the tower.


He had become, in effect, a bully; the result of a discovery that he could fight any other male dragon, regardless of size, with nothing to lose—while on the other hand the larger dragon’s winning could never redound to his credit. Of course, any dragon would fight anything if he lost his temper—a dragon failing. But if the larger dragon did well—after all, the other dragons told each other, what did you expect him to do but win against an opponent that small? On the other hand, if Secoh even barely survived such a conflict, he was obviously a hero-dragon who feared no one and no thing.


Dragons are a pragmatic people. If there is nothing to be gained, why bother with it? So, no Cliffside male wanted to put things to the test. Why get yourself torn up at all for nothing?


Besides, Secoh undeniably had been with Jim at the Battle of the Loathly Tower—where Jim, in dragon body, had slain an ogre—and no dragon had ever done that. Secoh, too—admittedly with the help of the legendary Smrgol, by then aged and recently crippled by a stroke—had also performed like a hero in that battle. Secoh had helped to slay Bryagh, the large and powerful rogue dragon who had stolen Angie away to the Dark Powers at the Tower.


To the dragons of Cliffside, the important thing about that battle was that a dragon, in fair fight, had met with and destroyed an ogre, and the dragon—Jim using the body of a Cliffside dragon—was a Cliffsider! The glory of that victory shone on all of them, and if Secoh had been there too, he also deserved some glory, as well.


The result was that Secoh had become a fixture at Cliffside. The younger dragons (none of them over eighty years old) worshipped him. He told them tall tales about Jim’s exploits—with himself mentioned whenever possible—and he led the youngsters into some wild situations.
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