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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.


      




One


Harcourt saw the dragon while he was riding home from the morning’s hunt. It was flying down the river, a flapping dishcloth of a thing, its snakelike neck stretched out, as if the head and neck were striving mightily to haul the heavy body through the air. The long, twisting tail trailed along behind.


He pointed it out to the Knurly Man, who was riding beside him, leading a third horse that was loaded with the hart and the boar brought down earlier in the day.


“The first dragon of the year,” Harcourt said.


“We seldom see them now,” said the Knurly Man. “There are not many of them left.”


That was right, Harcourt thought. There were not many of them left this side of the river. Most of them, over the years, had moved to the north. There, it was generally believed, they were working with the Evil, acting as scouts to spy out the movements of the cloud of barbarians who were hovering hungrily on the fringes of the Empty Land.


“There was, at one time, a rookery of dragons just up the river,” Harcourt said. “There may be a few of them still there.”


The Knurly Man chuckled. “That was where you and Hugh tried to catch the dragon.”


“It was only a baby dragon,” Harcourt said.


“Baby or full-grown,” said the Knurly Man, “a dragon is nothing to be fooled around with. I guess you found that out. Where might Hugh be now?”


“I’m not sure,” said Harcourt. “Guy may know. The last I heard, he was somewhere in the wilds of Macedonia. The factor of a trading post. We’ll drop the hart off at the abbey. The boar is all we need. Those little, scurrying monks of Guy’s seldom get a chance at honest meat. Guy does, of course. I think he visits; the castle as often as he does because of the table we set rather than the company he finds. I’ll ask him what he hears of Hugh.”


“Pompous as he may be,” said the Knurly Man, “I like the Abbot Guy.”


“To me,” said Harcourt, “he is an old and valued friend. He and Hugh are brothers, and I can’t count the times, in early years, when he extricated Hugh and me out of the scrapes we were always falling into. I used to think it was because he was Hugh’s older brother, but now I know that he would have done the same for me if I had been in a scrape alone.”


They came out of the woodland into plowland, green with the springing of the wheat, following a narrow cart track that ran between two fields. A lark went sailing up from the wheat, arrowing high into the sky, trailing behind it the trilling of its song.


Straight ahead, but still some distance off, could be seen the two round towers of the castle. It wasn’t much of a castle, Harcourt reminded himself—not one of the fancy structures that had been built by lords of great wealth in centuries past. But it was home to him and it was all that a castle should be. Seven years ago, it had stood off attack when the Evil came swarming across the river to strike the abbey and the castle. They had sacked the abbey and, for three days and nights, had mounted an assault against the castle. The price, however, had been made too high for them, and finally they had pulled back and retreated across the river to the Empty Land. Harcourt had been a young man then, and he remembered, thinking back, how the castle’s men had stood upon the wall and cheered as the Evil had broken off the siege.


To the right, at the head of a ravine that ran down to the river, rose the soaring spires of the abbey. Rising ground hid the rest of the structure, with only the spires thrusting up above the heavy growth of trees that covered the ravine and the river hills.


“Your grandfather was saying just the other day,” the Knurly Man said, “that your Uncle Raoul had been gone too long. He said it as if he never expected to see him again. This last long absence has taken too much out of the old man. He worries a lot about that wandering son of his.”


“I know he does,” said Harcourt. “Uncle Raoul left shortly after the raid.”


“I told your grandfather he would be back. One of these days, I told him, he’ll come walking in. I wish, though, that I could be sure of that.”


“In this world,” said Harcourt, “you can’t be sure of anything.”


From a distance, the twin spires of the abbey, in all their airy delicacy, had given the hint of a soaring structure of great majesty. Close up, that impression vanished. The spires retained their fragile beauty, but the supporting structure, while adequately solid, showed the signs of age and careless maintenance. The soot of wood fires, the verdigris of weathering copper, the soggy juices of fallen leaves, lodged in a hundred nooks and crannies and never cleared away, colored the masonry with unsightly stains and blotches. Here and there the very stones themselves were chipped by ice and sun. The entire building had a ramshackle look about it.


In the courtyard chickens ran about, clucking and scratching. A bedraggled peacock strutted ridiculously, fanning out a tail from which half the plumes were missing. Ducks waddled companionably and geese ran hissing. A half-grown porker, twirling its tail energetically, rooted with determination at a clump of weeds, seeking to uproot them.


The approach of Harcourt and the Knurly Man had been noticed. Monks tumbled out from everywhere and ran toward them from all directions. One of the monks seized the bridle of Harcourt’s mount, and another moved toward the Knurly Man.


“No need,” said the Knurly Man. “I’ll not be staying. I’ll take the hart around to the kitchen, then continue to the castle. We’ll want the boar for supper, and it will take some time to cook him.”


The monk holding Harcourt’s horse said, “A bait of oats for the animal and a drink of water.”


“That will be fine,” said Harcourt. “I thank you for your courtesy.”


He dismounted, and the monk led the horse away.


Hurrying around the corner of the abbey came Abbot Guy, a massive man who towered above the others. A black brush of beard offset the nakedness of his tonsured poll. Clear, blue, sparkling eyes looked out of the beard as if from ambush. His cassock was hitched up at the belt. Bare legs and feet showed beneath its hem. The feet, Harcourt saw, were unwashed, although why he noted that he did not know. Few people, even churchmen, paid much heed to soap and water.


“Charles,” the abbot shouted, “it’s good to see you.”


Harcourt shook his outstretched hand. “Abbot, you haven’t been to see us for a week. You know the castle is yours whenever you may come.”


“Details,” the abbot said in his booming voice. “Always and forever, details. If it’s not one thing, then it’s another. Always something to steal away one’s time. These dolts of mine must be told everything they do—not only what to do, but how to do it and sometimes even why. Once at it, they do it willingly enough, but they must be told. I lead them by their hands, I wipe their noses for them, every one of them.”


The watching monks grinned in tolerant good humor.


“Well, come with me,” said the abbot. “We’ll find a place where we can sit and tell one another bawdy tales, without all these people listening, endangering their souls by hearing all our dirty talk. Not to mention shirking the chores to which they have been set. I see you brought some venison.”


“The castle needed fresh meat, and I was not busy for the day.”


“Yes, I know. I know how it goes. Salted beef and pickled pork, after a time, grow weary to the palate. We have some fresh garden greens we’ll send home with you.”


He grabbed Harcourt by the arm, and the two of them walked around the corner of the abbey, heading for the abbot’s tiny house. They ended up in a small room, its walls covered by faded, tattered tapestries.


“That chair over there,” said the abbot. “The special chair for old friends. Also for distinguished guests, of which there have been none for years. We live, Charles, in a forgotten corner of the Empire. No one ever comes, not even passing through.”


He started rummaging in a closet. “There is a special bottle,” he said. “I am sure there is. I hid it away. Now if I can only find it.”


He found it and came back with it and two glasses. He handed one of the glasses to Harcourt and sat down in another chair, legs spraddled, working on the cork.


“Your wheat is growing well,” said Harcourt. “We rode through the field.”


“So I’m told,” the abbot said. “I have not been out to see it. It is this job I have.”


“It’s more than a job,” Harcourt told him. “It is an honorable and holy calling, and you are doing well with it.”


“If that should be the case,” said the Abbot Guy, wouldn’t you think the Church would confirm me in my post? Six years an acting abbot. Not an abbot yet. I tell you, Charles, the way that things are going, I may never be an abbot.”


“These are parlous times,” Harcourt reminded him. “All is haphazard and uncertain. The barbarians from Hither Asia still pose an ever-present threat. The Evil still stands across the river. There may be, as well, other circumstances of which we are not aware.”


“And we are the ones,” the abbot said, “who, out here on the frontier, hold the shield for both the Church and the Empire. Occasionally, you would think, they should give some thought to us. Rome should pay us some attention.”


“The Empire has fallen on bad times,” said Harcourt “There have been bad times before. But Rome persists. Since the founding of the Republic, if we can trust our history, it has persisted for more than two thousand years. It has its times of glory, it has its periods of weakness. There are times it huddles, as it huddles now, its frontiers pulled back, its economy crumbling, its foreign policy fumbling …”


“I have no quarrel with that,” the abbot said. “Rome has been weak before; there was a time or two it tottered; but, as you say, it continues to persist. It has staying power. I, with you, trust that it will be great and strong again, and the Church strong with it. My worry is that its recovery will take too long a time. Will it and the Church gain strength soon enough for me to be confirmed in my abbacy, the Empire strong enough to provide the legions to protect this and other frontiers? Someday, some century, a great statesman will arise, as great leaders have come to turn the tide before …”


“It is not always great leaders,” Harcourt told him. “Sometimes it is sheer circumstance. In the fourth century, the Empire came very near to splitting into east and west. While our historians do not all agree, it seems to me quite evident that the Evil saved the Empire then. The Evil had been there before, of course. Its presence was well known, but up until that time it had been a nuisance only, scarcely more than that. It became more than a nuisance when it attacked in force, without notice, all along the borders, reacting to the pressure of the barbarian hordes that forced it east and south. To turn back the invasion of the Evil called for the full capability of the Empire. There could be no thought of division then; fighting for their lives, the factions had to stay together. And out of that grew a stronger and a greater Rome.”


The cork came out with a bang.


“There!” the abbot said. “I finally got it. Please hold out your glass. I cannot understand why I always have so much trouble with a cork. There are those who just nudge it gently.”


“You’re all thumbs,” Harcourt told him. “You always were all thumbs.”


The abbot filled his visitor’s glass, then filled his own, set the bottle on a table within easy reach, and settled back, sprawling in the chair.


Lifting his glass, he said, “Appreciate this, please. It is almost the last of the special vintage. There may be a few more bottles, no more than a half dozen at the most. And to think—at one time we had five barrels of it.”


Harcourt nodded. “Yes, I recall. You’ve told me the sad story several times. You lost it in the raid.”


“That’s right. We lost almost everything we had. Our beloved abbot slaughtered and many fine brothers dead, others scattered, hiding in the woods. Our outbuildings burned, the abbey sacked, everything of value taken. The cattle and the poultry either butchered or driven off. Granaries emptied. The smokehouse stripped. They left us to starve. Had it not been for the charity of the castle …”


Harcourt interrupted him. The catalogue of the abbey’s losses, as conjured up by this abbot, had no end to it. “We were lucky,” Harcourt said. “We were able to drive them off.”


“You more than drove them off,” the abbot told him. “You put the fear of God in them. There have been no further raids since that day of seven years ago. You taught them a lesson they have not even now forgotten. Oh, now and then, some minor forays, easily beaten off, mostly by the Little Folk, who apparently know no better. Elves and brownies and fairies, and the fairies are the worst of all They can’t hurt us much, but they do play shabby tricks. I’m certain it was the fairies who soured our store of new October ale last autumn. We have a good brewmaster. He’s been making beer for years. You can’t tell me the fault was his. The thing about the fairies is that they can sneak up on you. I sighted a flock of them the other day, but they went winging past.”


“By the way,” said Harcourt, “we saw a dragon just an hour or so ago, while we were returning from the hunt.”


“Whenever I hear someone mention a dragon,” said the abbot, “I always remember the time when you and Hugh tried to catch one.”


“I know,” said Harcourt. “All the people I know remember that, to my continuing embarrassment. What they forget is that Hugh and I were only twelve years old at the time and had not a lick of sense. We found this baby dragon that had fallen from its nest and was scrabbling around at the foot of Dragon Crag. The older dragons knew it had fallen and were making quite an uproar about it, but they couldn’t reach the youngster because of the heavy growth of trees. When Hugh and I saw the little dragon, all that we could think was how great it would be to have a baby dragon for a pet. Not thinking, of course, of what we’d do with it once it had grown up.”


“You roped it, didn’t you?”


“Yes. We hustled back to the castle and got two lengths of rope and came back, and the dragon was still there. We figured we’d get two nooses around its neck and thus could control it. I got the noose of my rope over its neck, but there was a lot of loose stone and other rubble on the hillside, and Hugh fell down and couldn’t throw his noose. The baby dragon started after us, and we knew then that we’d better get out of there. Both of us dropped our ropes, and even then it was a close thing. It was only by the grace of God that Hugh managed to escape that raging little dragon.”


“My father, God rest his soul,” the abbot said, “when he heard of it, fair whaled the tail off Hugh. I tried to talk him out of it. I said it was just a boyish prank and a part of growing up. But he wouldn’t listen to me. He grabbed hold of Hugh with one hand and a paddle with the other …”


“What incensed grandfather the worst, I do believe,” said Harcourt, “was the loss of the ropes. He lectured me on how hard rope was to come by, and he told me how feckless I was and how I’d never grow up to be a man. By the time he got through with me, I was crawling on my belly. I think he wanted to give me a licking, but he didn’t. I wish he had; it would have gone easier than the things he said to me.”


“Thinking of it,” said the abbot, “I’ve often wondered if there is a dragon out there somewhere, flying around with your rope still hanging about his neck.”


“I’ve often wondered, too,” Harcourt said.


“It’s been a long time since I have seen a dragon,” said the abbot. “And I can’t say I’m sorry for it. Dragons are a scaly lot. And you can’t get at them. They swoop down and strike, then flap up into the air again, and you haven’t got a chance of getting back at them. I remember how one of them would come sailing down and grab a cow, flying off with the poor beast in its grip. I always felt so sorry for the animals they took. The dragons never bothered to kill them; they just hauled them off. I saw one once that grabbed two pigs, one in each of its claws, which took a bit of doing, even for a dragon. I never will forget the squealing of those shoats. Pigs are the squealingest things there are, and those two porkers, dangling from the dragon’s claws, must have set the record as the loudest in all of Christendom. I ran along, shaking my fist at the dragon and yelling words after it that now, as a churchly man, I could not repeat for fear of the injury I might inflict upon my mortal soul. But now there are fewer dragons, and the ogres and the trolls and others of the larger kind of Evil do not cross the river. Only the fairies and the elves and some of the smaller goblins ever come across, and we can cope with them, for they are only pesky rather than being downright dangerous.”


“The Evil is caught between two fires,” said Harcourt. “The barbarians to the east and north of them and the legions to the south of them. Although why they should fear the legions I don’t know, for the legions are pulled far back from this frontier and perhaps from all the others. Pulled far back, I would suppose, because of the stupidity of Roman politics. It may be us the Evil is afraid of, although that’s hard to comprehend. I don’t mean us alone, but all the other forts and castles strung along the river.”


“It may be true, however,” said the abbot. “Seven years ago they overran this abbey—quite easily, I might say, for your average monk is not a fighting man—and some other religious communities and a number of unfortified or poorly fortified homesteads, but castles up and down the river generally held against them and inflicted painful damage on them. They took Fontaine, of course …”


He stopped speaking, and for a moment there was an embarrassed silence.


Then he said, “I am sorry, Charles. I should not have mentioned it. But my big mouth runs on and on, and I cannot seem to stop.”


“It’s all right,” said Harcourt. “The memory has grown hazy with the years. It no longer hurts. I’ve learned to live with it.”


Although, he told himself, that was not the truth. It had never grown hazy with the years, and it still did hurt, and he’d not learned to live with it.


He still could see her in his mind as he had seen her that last time of all—that May morning with the spring breeze blowing a strand of her golden hair across her face, her lithe body limned against the blueness of the sky as she sat her horse to say goodbye to him. The hair, wild in the wind, had blown across her face and shielded it from him, so that now he could not remember the shape her face had taken.


He would have sworn, at one time, that he would never forget her face, that he did not need to see it, for he knew every feature of it; and yet, over the years, he had forgotten it. Perhaps, he thought, time was only trying to be kind to him, but he could have wished that it had been less kind.


Eloise, he said, talking to himself, if I only could remember, if I could recall your face. It had been a laughing face, he knew, a happy face, but he could not now recall the crinkle of happy laughter about her eyes, nor the shape her lips had taken when she smiled.


The abbot held out the bottle, and automatically Harcourt held out the glass. The abbot refilled his visitor’s glass and added a dollop to Ms own, then settled back into the chair.


“Perhaps,” he said, starting up where he had left off, “it is best the way it stands. It is a pattern that has gone on for centuries—as you point out, back to the fourth century. The barbarians to the east and north, we to the south and west, the Evil in between the two. The situation seesaws back and forth. Five hundred years or more ago the Evil pulled back, perhaps because the pressure from the barbarians lessened, and Rome extended its frontiers. Rome was strong in those days—it was then we had our short-lived renaissance. Whether the new awakening represented by the renaissance was killed by renewed onslaughts of the Evil is problematical; it might have faded out in any case. Something less than two centuries ago the barbarians surged forward once again, and the Evil, responding to their advance and needing living room, came roaring back at us. Rome was falling into decline again, and the legions were slogging back, with the refugees in flight ahead of them. The new frontier became our river, and so it has been since. But the point I am trying to make is that the Evil still serves as a buffer between us and the barbarians. Of the two, the Evil may be the easier to live with. We know them, we can predict to a point what they may do. For us it probably is better with the Evil across the river rather than the barbarians.”


“I don’t know about that,” said Harcourt. “The barbarians are men, and we’d fight them as man against man, steel against steel. The Evil are nasty things to face. They come at you with fangs and claws. Their breath is foul against your face. There are no clean strokes. They are hard to kill. They hang on and on. I have had my belly full of them and their way of fighting.”


The abbot leaned forward in his chair.


“We lost many fine brothers and almost everything we owned in that raid. But it’s passing strange, and I am upset by it, for when I think of all we lost, one thing sticks in my mind. An item that undoubtedly was an insignificant possession. Perhaps you remember it. The little crystal prism that held a rainbow in it.”


“I do remember,” Harcourt told him. “I came here as a boy—I think that you and Hugh were with me.”


“Yes, I recall. We were.”


“One of the monks, I forget which one, took us into the sanctuary and showed the prism to us. There was a shaft of light shining from a window high up in the wall, and when he held the prism up so that it was struck by that shaft of sunlight, it blazed with all the glory of a rainbow.”


“It meant nothing, really,” said the abbot. “It was a mere curiosity, a conversation piece. Although, come to think of it, it could have been more than that. A piece of art, perhaps. It had been made by an ancient craftsman. Some said in Rome, others said in Gaul. Cut from a piece of the purest crystal, polished expertly. More than likely it was crafted centuries ago, probably during that now-vanished renaissance.”


“I have often pondered,” Harcourt said, “what the world might now be like if the renaissance had not been throttled by the rush of circumstance. It built this abbey; it built and created many other things in which we hold a pardonable pride. Eloise gave me a book of hours dating from that time. No artist today can do that sort of work.”


“I know. I mourn it, too. The prism was a small example. The old abbot, the one who was killed in the raid, once told me that it was an expression of meticulous mathematics. What he meant by that I can’t pretend to know. But no matter now—the prism’s gone. For some time, I thought it might have been overlooked by the raiders. Perhaps, I told myself, one of them had picked it up and, not holding it to the light so that he could see the glory of it, had tossed it to one side as a worthless piece of glass. But, search as I might, I was unable to find it. Now I’m convinced that it was taken.”


“It’s a pity. It was so beautiful.”


“Legend has it,” said the abbot, “that there was another prism. Much larger than the one we had. Perhaps fashioned by the same craftsman. At one time, so the legend says, it was the property of a wizard by the name of Lasandra.”


“I have heard the legend,” Harcourt said.


“Then you know the rest of the story.”


“Only that the soul of a saint was supposed to have been imprisoned by Lasandra in the prism. No details. Just that.”


“The details,” said the abbot, “if they are details and not simply pieces of disconnected legend, are hazy at the best. There is, I would suspect, a good deal of nonsense in all legends. But the story is that the saint, whose name, I regret to tell you, has been lost in the mists of time, tried to expel the Evil from this world into the Outer Darkness. That had been his intentions, but he messed up somehow, and there were some of the Evil left. He drove them through the gate, so the story goes, and slammed it shut behind them, but he’d not driven all of them. He missed a few. And the ones he missed, conspiring with the sorcerer Lasandra, trapped him and slew him; but before slaying him, they trapped his soul inside the prism. I tell you only what I have read in ancient documents.”


“You mean that you have studied this legend?”


“There is little that can be studied. There may be more, but I do not know of it. There was a reason for the little study I’ve made.”


“And the reason?”


“A whisper. Even less than rumor. A whisper only. The whisper says that, in some manner not explained, the Church wrested the prism of Lasandra from the Evil and kept it in holy reverence, but that it again was lost. How lost the whisper does not say.”


“So the whole story could be no more than legend. There are so many legends that one cannot give equal weight to all of them. Many of them may be no more than simple-minded tales made up in intervals of idleness by some inventive mind.”


“That could be true,” the abbot said. “What you say is true. But there is further. Do you wish to hear it?”


“Of course I wish to hear it.”


“Your family built this abbey. You know that, of course. But do you know that it was built on the site of a much older abbey, one that had been abandoned for many years before your family came here? Some of the scattered stones of the old structure still stand in the walls of this one.”


“I had understood there had been an earlier building. I did not know it had been an abbey. Don’t tell me …”


“But I will,” the abbot said. “The whisper continues. It has one more gasp left in it. It says that the prism of Lasandra was housed in reverence in that old deserted abbey which was replaced by this one.”


“And you believe that?”


“I fight against believing it. I tell myself that none of the story may be true. But I am tempted to believe. Charles, I am sorely tempted.”


Someone knocked loudly at the door.


“Enter,” the abbot called.


The door was opened by a monk. He said to Harcourt, “My lord, the miller’s waif is here.”


“You mean Yolanda?” the abbot asked.


‘That is the one I mean,” said the monk, sniffing just a little. “She carries word, my lord, that your Uncle Raoul has come home again.”




Two


Hurrying around to the front of the abbey, with the abbot trailing behind him, Harcourt found the miller’s waif, Yolanda, waiting for him, half encircled by a crowd of monks. Another monk was leading out his horse.


“What is this?” Harcourt asked Yolanda. “You say my uncle’s home. How come that it is you who brings the word to me? If my uncle were home …”


“He’s not home,” she said. “He is not home as yet. He lies in my father’s house.”


“Lies in …?”


“He is sick and weak,” she said. “He was sleeping when I left. My mother tried to, feed him, but he fell asleep before he could take the food. So I ran up to the castle—I, rather than my father, for he is lame, you know.”


“Yes, that I know.”


“The castle told me you were here. Knowing you would wish to know as soon as possible …”


“Yes, yes,” he said impatiently. “It was kind of you.”


“It will take men to carry him to the castle,” she said. “Your grandfather said he would get together enough men to carry a litter up the river bluffs. When I left, he was cursing something dreadful because all the men were scattered, doing different jobs, and it would take time to bring them in.”


The monk leading out the horse brought it up to Harcourt and stood holding the reins.


“If you plan to ride down the ravine to the miller’s place,” the abbot cautioned, “it would be well to exercise all care. There is a trail, but it is very rough and steep.”


“I know the way,” Yolanda said. “I can point it out to you, I can mount up behind you.”


Now, for the first time, Harcourt looked squarely at her. She was dressed in a tattered robe, with its cowl pulled up about her face. Strands of flaxen hair straggled out from beneath the cowl. Her face was thin and pinched; her eyes were cornflower blue. Her hands, he saw, were rough with work. He had seen her before, had known of her and her strange story, but this was the first time he had really looked at her.


“All right, then,” he said. “You get up behind me.”


He sprang into the saddle, gathered the reins in one hand, and reached down the other to her. Her hand grasped his, and he was surprised at the strength he sensed in it. As the two hands clenched together, he heaved his strength against her and she vaulted up, settling astride the horse’s back behind the saddle. The assembled monks sucked in their breaths in gasps.


Harcourt clucked to the horse and drew rein against its neck to guide it toward the ravine that lay beyond the back of the abbey. Turning in his saddle, he waved farewell to the Abbot Guy.


Yolanda tightened her arms about his waist. “Did you hear those nasty little monks?” she asked. “A little show of leg …”


He chuckled. “They are unaccustomed to it,” he told her. “You must have some tolerance for them.”


The trail that led down to the river and the miller’s place was steep and winding, twisting its way around great boulders that in ages past had fallen from the cliffs that hemmed it in. At times it followed a rocky watercourse with the water barely covering the horse’s hooves; at other times it plunged down sharp, steep slopes that the horse negotiated by sliding on set feet. In places the trail disappeared entirely, and Yolanda had to point the way.


“You say my uncle made his way to Jean’s house,” Harcourt said. “From whither did he come?”


“He came across the bridge.”


“You mean he came from the Empty Land!”


“It would seem so,” she said. “When I first sighted him, he was walking on the bridge, toward this side of the river, coming from the other. He was having trouble walking, and I thought at first that he was drunk. He fell a couple of times, but each time he managed to get to his feet and stagger on. I thought, how disgusting to be as drunk as that. Then I thought, what if he weren’t? What if he should be hurt or sick? So I called out to Jean, my father, and he came running, hobbling rather than running, for that is the best that he can do. Together we got him to the house. At first my father did not recognize him, but before we got him to the house, he did recognize him. My father said he’d grown older; that was why at first he didn’t know him. As soon as we knew who he was, I started for the castle with the word.”


“Did he say anything to you? Did he speak at all?”


“He mumbled. That was all. He was dead upon his feet. He had been traveling on sheer nerve alone. He was unhurt. He had no wounds. He showed no blood. I made sure of that.”


“You say he mumbled. Then he tried to talk.”


“I don’t think he was trying to speak. He was just making noises.”


“And at first Jean didn’t know him?”


“His hair is white,” she said. “It had been black, only turning a little gray, when Jean had seen him last. To me, he looked an old man.”


Uncle Raoul, Harcourt thought—he would be older now, for he had been gone for long, but even knowing how long he had been gone, Harcourt still remembered him as a strangely youthful man—youthful even when he wasn’t. A youthful, powerful man standing straight and tall, a man who somehow did not belong on these acres, but in far and foreign places. How many times had he been home? Harcourt wondered and, trying to think back, could not estimate the number. Five or six, perhaps, but he could not be certain.


There had been times when Raoul had returned a failure, a man whose venture had finally come to nothing. There had, however, never been about him any sense of failure. He had always been quite frank in his admission of his failure, although he never spelled out what the failure was, acting as if it were of no importance that he failed. At times this strange, wandering uncle must have felt some disappointment and perhaps even bitterness, but he never showed it, and a failure never stopped him. Given a few weeks, or a few months at the most, he’d be off again. It had been possible, Harcourt remembered, to predict when he would leave. For Some days before he left, he would be restless, straining against the leash to try some new adventure that had been hatched in his fertile brain.


There had been other times when he had returned successful, riding a splendid horse with costly trappings, dressed in new finery, and bearing wondrous gifts for all of them. But, successful or failing, he never talked about what he actually had done. He had talked of many other things, and from the sort of tales he told, it was often possible to guess where he might have been, that is, the area that he had visited, although there were never any clues as to exactly where. The family, of course, had wondered about the facts that were left untold, but they never asked, perhaps because they were afraid to ask, fearful that they might learn some shameful thing they would not want to know.


There had been one momentous occasion, Harcourt recalled, when his uncle had sought him out where the two of them could be alone and had talked to him as if he were talking to a man rather than a boy.


“Charley,” he had asked, “I wonder if I could rent your eyes? Do you think you could maintain a sharp lookout in my behalf? I’ll be watching, too, of course, but it would be better if there were two of us.”


There had been a quality about it all that had hinted of a great conspiracy to which Harcourt had been made a partner, a tingling, throat-tightening experience that had made the world come bright


“I may not be staying here much longer,” his uncle had said, “but as long as I am here, I shall pay you handsomely, a golden besant for every day that you watch for me. You’ll be watching for two men, traveling together. They’ll probably come walking. You can tell it’s them because one of them will limp. More than likely they’ll travel the ridge road.”


“Uncle Raoul, are these two men after you?”


“I would think they might be.”


“If I see them, I’m to run and tell you?”


“That is exactly right. Will you take the job?”


“Of course I will.”


“There is another thing. You must tell no one of this. Not your grandfather, not your mother, not the Knurly Man, not anyone at all. Do you agree to that?”


Harcourt remembered how fervently he had said that he did agree to it and how they’d struck the bargain. He had been of the age when a secret was a fascinating and exciting thing, and here was a big secret, not one of those piddling little secrets that one most often had to settle for.


“Then here is your first coin,” his uncle had said to him. “Be sure that you don’t lose it. Every day you watch, there’ll be another one.”


Harcourt remembered how suddenly rich it had seemed he was, for a golden besant was a princely sum, very seldom seen.


He had watched most faithfully for five days, after which there had been no further need of watching, for in the middle of the night of that fifth day his Uncle Raoul had left, saying no goodbyes. On each of those five days, he had given Harcourt a besant. The family made no comment on the uncle’s leaving; it was to be expected; it was the way he ordinarily left.


With his uncle gone, Harcourt no longer kept a regular watch, but for the next several days he watched off and on. It turned out disappointingly; the two men never did appear.


Huge trees covered the steep hillsides, some of them crowding against the trail they followed. The great trees clung with massive roots wherever there was soil enough for them to find an anchor. Clumps of writhing juniper and twisted birch grew from ledges in the faces of the cliff.


Yolanda pointed to one of the trees that grew close beside the trail.


“That one is mine,” she told Harcourt. “Jean has promised that when he finds the time, he’ll cut it for me and skid it to the mill. It is a cherry tree.”


Harcourt grinned, amused at the importance she placed on one tree among so many trees, at her calm, positive announcement that the tree belonged to her.


“What,” he asked, “is so important about a cherry tree?”


“It’s the best wood of all to carve,” she said. “It is easy and true to work, but durable. The grain is good and it takes a ready polish. I’m going to make a carving from it for the Abbot Guy. He told me he needed a carving of a saint, and I will make him one.”


“Of which saint?” Harcourt asked.


“All saints look alike,” she said. “They all have stern and solemn faces and are dressed in pleated robes. I’ll make a saint for him and let him name it what he will.”


“You know the abbot? You have talked with him?”


“I am acquainted with him. I do not see him often. He came down to the mill one day last winter to talk with Jean on a matter of small business, and there he saw the carving I had done. It was then he asked me to carve a saint for him.”


“I knew you worked in wood. Do you do much of it?”


“I work almost every day. My father built a shed for me to provide a place to work and where the pieces I make will be protected against the weather.”


“It is a marvelous gift,” said Harcourt. “Have you made some study of the craft?”


“No study and no teaching. Who is there to teach me? I feel it inside myself. I see within the wood a figure struggling to get out and I help it to get out. Or I try to help. If I had better tools, I might do better. The only tools I have are the ones Jean made for me.”


A strange woman, Harcourt told himself—very strange, indeed. A waif with no known parentage, who had simply wandered to the miller’s place and had been taken in by the miller and his wife. She had been fortunate in the place she had wandered to, for the miller and his wife had ached to have a child. Some years before they had had a son, but the son had died of a childhood ailment and there had been no other children, although they had kept on hoping that there might be one.


Sitting on a bench outside the mill, watching the river flowing past, the miller, he remembered, had told him how it came about.


“You can imagine how we felt,” the miller had said, “when, one fine October morning, we found Yolanda sitting on our doorstep, playing with a new kitten that we had. She was, maybe, seven or eight years old. We had no idea where she had come from, and she couldn’t tell us. We were glad that she had come to us and we took her in, fearful all the while that someone would show up to claim her. We made discreet inquiries, but it seemed no one had lost a child. She has been with us ever since. She has been a daughter to us.”


Harcourt remembered asking, “You still have no idea where she came from?”


“We can’t be positive,” the miller had said, “but it is possible she may have come from the Empty Land. There still are a few humans there, you know. Someone might have smuggled her across the bridge in the dead of night. To get her out of there.”


“You have reason to believe this?”


“No,” the miller had told him. “It is just a thought we had.”


The trail grew less rough. The incline of the bluff began to level off. Looking over his shoulder, Harcourt saw the stark thrust of the limestone cliffs they had traveled through. To his ears came the muffled roar of the mighty river.


And there, through the trees ahead, was the bridge, a massive timbered structure set on great stone piers. It had been built by a long-forgotten legion that had toiled here when all the land about had been a howling wilderness.


Instinctively, not meaning to, surprised when he did it, Harcourt lifted an arm in silent tribute to those engineers of so long ago.




Three


Harcourt’s uncle lay on a pallet in the miller’s kitchen, a sheepskin covering him, pulled up to his chin. His hair and beard were white, his face bony, no more than a skull with the skin pulled tight over it. He was asleep; the closed eyelids had the look of thin parchment.


“He’s been like that ever since Jean carried him in,” said the miller’s wife. “Never in my life have I seen a man so bone-tired. Jean propped him up and I tried to feed him soup, but he drifted off to sleep with the spoon still in his mouth.”


“Where is Jean now?”


“He started up the trail to see if he could be of help. I begged him not to go, for the trail is steep. Did you not meet him on the way?”


“No,” said Harcourt. “He probably went up the castle trail. We followed the trail from the abbey. Yolanda learned that I was there and ran there to tell me. My grandfather will be sending men to take my uncle home.”


“You can leave him here,” said the miller’s wife. “He’s causing us no trouble, and it would be a shame to wake him. Let him get his rest. Poor man, he must have been through a lot.”


“That’s kind of you,” said Harcourt, “but my grandfather’s waiting up there at the castle. I think he had given up ever seeing my Uncle Raoul again. He’s been gone so long this time and no word of him. Not, come to think of it, that there was ever word the other times he went. The old man will count the hours until he lays eyes on him again. And there’s my mother, too. She’s probably bustling around to fix a chamber for him and to cook the food he likes …”


“Does your mother still stay well?” the miller’s wife asked. “And the old gentleman? You’ve all been so kind to us. Your grandfather, I remember, sent quick word to us when the Evil crossed the river. It gave us time to reach the protection of the castle …”


“Jean paid back any debt he might have thought he owed us for the warning,” Harcourt said, rather shortly. “He fought bravely on the wall. That’s where he took his hurt. We needed men like him.”


Yolanda came across the kitchen with a tall mug in her hand.


“Please, my lord,” she said, “poor as it may be, a draught of ale.”


“Never poor,” said Harcourt. “If my memory serves me right, Jean brews a splendid ale.”


He took the mug from her and tipped it to his lips. He had been right. Jean did brew a splendid ale.


He looked closely at his uncle, who was still sleeping. Raoul muttered as he slept, and one arm twitched nervously.


“It may be a little time until the men from the castle arrive,” Harcourt said. He turned to face Yolanda. “I wonder if you’d be so kind as to show me the work that you are doing?”


“My lord,” she said, “I’d be honored to.”


He drained the mug and set it on a table, then followed Yolanda out the door.


Outside, the westering sun shone pleasantly and warmly, its rays sparking off the river that slid boisterously down the land, talking as it went in that deep, confident tone that large rivers use. The faint, delicate perfume of wild woods flowers, blooming in the shade beneath the forest trees, flowed across the clearing in which stood the miller’s house and mill. It was a pleasant place, Harcourt told himself. It would be good, he thought, to stay here for a while, watching and listening to the river and breathing in the essence of the flowers.


Yolanda guided him around the mill to a small shed downriver of the mill. The wall to the south side of the shed went up only halfway to the roof, providing light for the interior.


“A projecting eave over the opening,” Yolanda said, “protects it from the rain and allows some circulation of the air, which is necessary for the seasoning of the wood.”


She opened a door and, standing aside, motioned him in. Harcourt stepped inside and stopped, astounded at what he saw.


Propped against the wall stood full-figure carvings, some of them only half-finished, others of them, to Harcourt’s uncritical eye, quite finished. On shelves stood carven heads, not only human heads, but also the heads of monsters he could not put a name to. Here and there were things other than heads—a rose entwined with a vine on a flat panel of wood, a few small horses, a cat and kittens, an ox pulling a cart, with a man walking and leading the ox. But mostly it was heads.


“It’s difficult to find good wood,” Yolanda said. “Each wood has a quality of its own. Cherry and walnut are the best, although one must search to find good walnut trees. There is plenty of oak, but oak is hard to work, and it wants to split and check. Some of the softer woods are fine, but they do not take a polish.”


At the end of one of the shelves stood a gargoyle, so ugly and misshapen that it was beautiful. Its snout spread across half its face, its ears were bat ears, its nostrils flared, the mouth was large and fanged, the lips were thick and flabby.


“What I don’t understand,” said Harcourt, “is how you can conceive some of the figures you have carved. This gargoyle, for example …”


“There are sculptured gargoyles at the abbey,” she told him. “With the Abbot Guy’s permission, I have studied them and some of the other figures that are scattered here and there, all through it.”


“I suppose there are,” said Harcourt. “I never thought of that. I’ve never really seen them. Just glanced at them is all.”


“I look at them,” Yolanda said, “and fix them in my mind. Then I make little changes of my own. I try to give them extra life. I try to make them real. That gargoyle you are looking at is a monster, but I tried to make him a living, breathing monster. I talked with him while I was shaping him and pretended he talked back, and I tried to make him look as if he could talk back.”


The miller’s wife stuck her head in the door.


“Your uncle’s awake,” she told Harcourt. “He tried to talk. He said some words, but he mumbled so that I could not make them out.”


“I’ll go see him,” said Harcourt, starting for the door.


In the kitchen he knelt beside the pallet. “Uncle Raoul,” he said.


The uncle opened his eyes. “Charley? Charley, is that you?”


“Yes, Uncle. I have come to take you home. Grandfather is at the castle, waiting for you.”


“Where am I, Charley?”


“You are at Jean’s mill. Jean, the miller.”


“Then I’m across the river.”


“You are safely across the river.”


“I’m out of the Empty Land?”


Harcourt nodded.


“Good,” his uncle said. “That is very good. Finally, I am safe.”


“We’ll carry you up the bluff trail to the castle.”


The man on the pallet reached out to grasp Harcourt’s arm with his clawlike hand. “Charley,” he whispered. “Charley, I found it.”


Harcourt leaned closer. “Don’t worry now,” he said. “Don’t try to tell me now. You can tell me later.”


“I found it, but I couldn’t get my hands on it. There were too many of them. But I know where it is. I know that it exists. It is not just a legend. Not just a silly story.”


“Uncle, what are you talking about?”


“The prism,” his uncle whispered. “Lasandra’s prism.”


“You mean the one …”


“The one,” his uncle said, “that prisons the soul of a blessed saint.”


“But, Uncle …”


“I tell you I know where it is. I almost had it. I got to where it was. I would have had it, but …”


“Forget it now,” said Harcourt, speaking more harshly than he had intended. “We can’t discuss it now. We must get you home.”


The miller’s wife spoke from the door. “Here are the men from the castle. They are coming down the trail.”




Four


Harcourt had heard the muted sounds of metallic clanking and raised voices when he still was some distance short of the end of the trail. When his horse reached the crest of the rise, he pulled to a halt and sat looking at the assemblage of armed men clustered in front of the castle. The milling crowd, he saw, was made up of Roman legionnaires. They were dressed in marching gear. Helmets, breastplates, and greaves shone in the sun of late afternoon. The pilums, the heavy, six-foot javelins of the legionary infantry, made ragged lines, slung across the shoulders of the men as they struggled to form themselves into marching lines under the shouted commands of their officers.


A mounted centurion, scarlet plumes floating above his helmet, urged his horse forward to meet Harcourt. As they came abreast of each other, the centurion raised his hand in brief salute. Harcourt answered with one as brief.


“We were told you’d be coming up the bluff, carrying an ill man in a litter,” said the centurion. “So we waited until you had cleared the trail. We were told it was narrow and steep. You are Harcourt, aren’t you?”


“Charles Harcourt, at your service, sir. And you?”


“Decimus Apollinarius Valenturian, commanding a company in this fragmentary cohort. I’m frank to tell you that we are understrength. This unit is designated a cohort, but it’s not by half. The legion, these days, has fallen into doing everything by halves.”


“Things are bad everywhere,” said Harcourt.


“That is true,” said Decimus, “and especially in Rome. We have a drooling idiot for an emperor and, if rumor’s true, a woman for a pope.”


“I had not known of that,” said Harcourt, flustered at the news.


“It’s a recent development,” said the centurion. “By the time the news reaches out here through normal channels, it may no longer be true—outdated news. Communications have broken down everywhere, and no one knows what is happening.”


Harcourt wanted to ask more about the woman pope, but he was afraid to. He had a sneaking hunch it might be no more than a bad joke and best left alone. The drooling idiot as an emperor did not bother him. This was not the first time the Empire had been headed by a drooling idiot. It was nothing new.


“You’re on patrol?” he asked the centurion.


“Something more than a mere patrol,” the centurion told him. “We’re on a reconnaissance into the Empty Land. The word is that the barbarians are edging in and the Evil is uneasy. If this is true, almost anything could happen. We don’t know if the Evil can hold against the barbarians. If they can’t, you can never tell about them. They could start lashing out in all directions.”


“Your force,” said Harcourt, “seems small for such a mission. Less than a cohort, did you say?”


“Take a look at them. Does it look like a cohort to you?”


“No, it doesn’t. But, from the looks of them, good fighting men.”


“The scum of the earth,” the centurion said proudly, “and the meanest bastards alive. They are frontier-wise and nasty men in battle.”


“Well, just a reconnaissance. You won’t be picking fights.”


“If the command were to be used rightly, that is true,” said the centurion. “Quick in, quick out, to assess the situation. But our tribune won’t let us do it that way. He is out for glory. He’s apt to get us killed.”


“It’s been quiet for the last few years,” said Harcourt “Since the big raid, we’ve had no trouble. I’ve often wondered… Maybe you can tell me. When the Evil came swarming in on us and we were hip-deep in them, fighting for our lives, where was the legion?”


It was a sore point with Harcourt. For a long time it had festered in him.


“Sitting serenely in its camp,” said Decimus. “It would have moved if you had folded.”


“We didn’t fold,” said Harcourt. “All along the line we drove them back across the river.”


“When you say there has been little trouble recently, I hope that you are right,” said the centurion. “Maybe they won’t make a move against us. But I won’t be holding my breath. I believe this is your party.”


Harcourt swung about in his saddle. “Yes, it is,” he said. They’ll clear the trail in just a short time and it will be open to you. Thanks for waiting for us. It would have been a tangle if we’d met.”


Six men carrying the litter were in sight, toiling up the final slope. Close behind them came the others, who had served as relay litter carriers.


“It’s my uncle,” Harcourt said. “He was taken ill.”


“So the castle told me. I hope he mends rapidly.”


Harcourt offered no further explanation, and the centurion asked no questions. Apparently, Harcourt told himself, my grandfather has told the Roman nothing. If the centurion had known that Raoul had come from the Empty Land, there would have been no end to questions.


The litter party went past, heading for the castle, the others trailing behind.


“We must get over the river before dark,” said the centurion. “We are advised the bridge is in good repair.”


“It’s in good repair,” said Harcourt, hoping that the pride he felt was not too much reflected in his words. It had been his family’s responsibility for years to keep the bridge in good repair, and the family had never failed its trust. It was important that the bridge be kept in good repair, for it was one of the few bridges up and down the river.
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