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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.


      




 


 


There was another babble… quelled by Gorbash’s strong voice.


“James!” he roared. “Maybe you’d better tell us then exactly why you do want to go to France!”


“Actually…” Jim would have cleared his throat at this point, but apparently dragons never needed to. He went on rather lamely, “To rescue a Prince. An English Prince—of the georges.”


“Nothing to do with us!” roared someone immediately; and Gorbash got a new outburst of voices quelled just in time to get his own next question in.


“James,” he said, “do you actually mean to tell us that you want us to give you the best jewel each one of us has, just so you can go rescue a george prince?”


“That’s right!” cried Secoh. “Why don’t you learn? Why don’t any of you ever learn? What affects the georges affects us dragons too! Smrgol knew that! Just before that last fight, he was talking to one of the georges who lives right around here, a george called Sir Brian, that’s hunted a lot of us mere-dragons in his day. Smrgol thought georges and dragons should work together.”


“But to give Jim my best jewel—” mumbled Gorbash, finally aghast.


“You wouldn’t be giving it to him!” said Secoh. “You’d just be lending him these jewels, all of you. Just so that he can deposit them with the French dragons as proof that he won’t do anything that will cause them harm.”


With a flourish he produced from among his scales a pear! the size of a robin’s egg and handed it to Jim.


“Here, James!” Secoh announced grandly, “just to show these others the way. Here’s my best jewel!”




Chapter 1





It was a frosty March morning just at daybreak in the Malencontri woods, which with a name like that should have been somewhere in France or Italy, but were actually in England.


Not that anyone who had anything to do with those woods—from the three hedgehogs curled up together for warmth in their untidy, leaf-filled hollow under a nearby hedge, to Sir James Eckert, Baron de Bois de Malencontri et Riveroak, asleep with his wife, the Lady Angela, in the castle nearby—ever bothered to use that frenchified name in ordinary conversation, mind you. The title of Malencontri had been pinned on the woods by their previous owner, who was now a landless fugitive, possibly somewhere on the continent; and serve him right.


With Sir Hugh de Malencontri safely out of the way, all the local inhabitants had gone back to referring to the woods by their real name, which was that of Highbramble Forest. All of which was a matter of supreme indifference to the one individual on his feet at the moment and passing through them, not far from the aroused but—happily—safely hidden hedgehogs and close enough to the Castle Malencontri to see it clearly between the trees.


It was a natural indifference, since the early traveler was Aargh, an English wolf, who regarded not only this woods, but a number of others as well, as his own personal territory anyway, and so never bothered to concern himself about what others might call it.


Actually, Aargh very seldom bothered to concern himself about anything. For example, although the early spring morning was bitterly chill, he paid no attention to that fact, except insofar as it increased the possibility of scent trails lying closer than usual to the ground. He showed, in fact, the same sort of unconcern toward the temperature that he did to all other things—wind, rain, brambles, humans, dragons, sandmirks, ogres, and all else. He would have shown it in equal degree to earthquakes, volcanoes, and tidal waves, if he had happened to encounter them, but so far he had not. He was a descendant of dire wolves, as large as a small pony, and his philosophy was that the day anything came along that he could not handle he would be dead, which would take care of any problems that might arise, in either case.


He did pause now, to glance briefly at the castle and at the square box of its solar chamber, with the newfangled glass panes in the arrow slits that were its windows just now beginning to reflect the first light of the dawn sky. But in spite of the strong opinions he had against glassed-in windows, he had a personal fondness for Sir James and Lady Angela, whom he knew to be aslumber right now in the solar, slugabeds though the two were to be wasting a fine crisp dawn like the present one by spending it indoors.


The fondness was one that went back to the time he and Sir James (with some others, admittedly) had been involved in a certain small altercation with an ogre and some other, similarly unwholesome, creatures at the Loathly Tower out on the meres. Sir James had then, through no fault of his own, been inhabiting the body of a friend of Aargh’s—a dragon named Gorbash. Aargh allowed himself a few moments of nostalgic recollection of those past, but interesting, times.


Having done so, however, he became unexpectedly aware of a feeling of uneasiness in his bones concerning both James and Angela—but James, in particular. The feeling had not been there a second before, and he turned his full attention upon it, being a wolf who had learned to pay heed to the signals his undersenses sent him.


But the uneasiness neither explained itself, nor disappeared. Sniffing the air and scenting nothing amiss, he accordingly dismissed it, making only a mental note to mention it at the first opportunity to S. Carolinus; the next time he found himself passing close to that magician’s cottage, up by the Tinkling Water. Carolinus would be able to tell if the feeling portended anything Aargh might need to bestir himself personally about; though it was hard to imagine what anything like that could be.


Putting the matter sensibly from his mind, therefore, he trotted on; and his lean dark form swiftly disappeared from the view of the hedgehogs, much to their relief, seeming to vanish all at once among the underbrush and tree trunks of the wakening woods.




Chapter 2





James Eckert, now Sir James, Baron de Bois de Malencontri, etc.—though he seldom felt like he really was—awoke in the dawn gloom of the bedchamber he occupied with this wife, Angela, in the Castle de Bois de Malencontri.


Pale slivers of light, showing around the edges of the heavy curtains obscuring the scandalous glazed window of the room, signaled that dawn was at hand. Beside him, under the small mountain of furs and bedcovers that made the unheated stony-walled room bearable, Angie breathed steadily in sleep.


Caught in that odd state that lies between slumber and full awakedness, Jim tried to ignore whatever it was that had woken him. He had a vague sensation of things not quite right, a sort of hangover of the sense of general depression that had been clinging to him the past few dreary weeks. It was a feeling something like the oppressiveness felt by anyone when a storm is just over the horizon and headed his way.


In the last few weeks he had found himself coming close to regretting his decision to stay in this world of dragons, magic, and medieval institutions, instead of returning himself and Angie to the drabber but more familiar world of twentieth-century Earth—wherever in the regions of overlapping probability it might now be.


Contributing, no doubt, to this feeling was the season itself. It was at last the end of a winter that had been stimulating at first; but which had finally seemed to drag on endlessly, with its early twilights, its guttering torches and candles, its icy walls.


Affairs of business to do with the barony he had gained from Sir Hugh de Bois de Malencontri, the previous Baron, had been relentlessly concerning Jim lately. There were buildings and roads to be mended; several hundred serfs, freemen and retainers who looked to him for direction; and all the necessary making of plans for this year’s planting. The heavy total of these duties had turned this strange other world about him into a place just about as dull and workaday as the remembered twentieth-century Earth, itself.


Accordingly, Jim’s first impulse now was to close his eyes, bury his head under the covers, and push himself back into sleep, leaving whatever had wakened him behind. But when he tried this, sleep refused to return. The sense of something being wrong kept growing until it clamored at last all through him, like a silent alarm bell. Finally, with a snort of exasperation, he lifted his head and opened his eyes again to the light spilling around the edges of the window covering, light which was just bright enough now to dimly show the interior of the bedchamber.


He chilled—and not by reason of the cold bedchamber alone.


He was no longer in his own body. Once more, as it had been when he had originally come to this world by astral projection to rescue Angie, his body had become the body of a very good-sized dragon.


“No!” The word almost escaped from Jim out loud; but he stifled it just in time. Of all things, he did not want to wake Angie now and have her see him as he was.


A frantic feeling possessed him. Had he turned into a dragon for good? If so, why? Anything was possible in this crazy world where magic was part of reality. Perhaps he had only been destined to stay here in his own human body a certain length of time. Perhaps whatever rules governed this kind of thing ordained that he should be a human only half a year and then a dragon half a year. If that was the case, Angie would not like his being a dragon six months of the time at all.


Not at all.


He had to have answers. The one possible source of answers was the Accounting Office, that odd invisible bass voice that seemed to know everything, but chose to tell only what it felt like telling. Apparently, it kept some kind of a record of the magic credit of people who dealt in that commodity—which evidently now included him; first, because he had come to this world by magical means, and second because he had been involved in the frustration of the evil powers at the Loathly Tower less than ten months before.


He opened his mouth to speak to the Accounting Office. As far as he knew they were open twenty-four hours a day—if they was the right word for them.


Just in time, he remembered that speaking to the Accounting Office was just about as likely to wake Angie as suddenly shouting “No,” the way he had been about to, a moment before.


The only thing to do was to sneak out from under the covers, get out of the room and far enough away so that he could speak to the Accounting Office without waking Angie.


Gradually, he began to ease his enormous body out from under the covers. His tail slid out without trouble. He got one leg out, then the other. He was just starting to move his enormous body when Angie stirred in her sleep beside him, yawned, smiled, and, still without opening her eyes, stretched out a pair of long, lovely arms into the cold air as she arched her body and woke up.


—Just as Jim, by the grace of whoever or whatever was responsible, suddenly reverted to being his own human self again.


Angie had wakened smiling. She continued to smile at Jim for a drowsy moment, then gradually the smile faded and a frown creased a faint line between her eyes.


“I could swear…” she said. “You weren’t going someplace just now were you? I had a feeling…. You sure something unusual wasn’t going on with you just a second ago?”


“Me?” said Jim. “Unusual?”


A sense of sudden cunning overcame him.


“Different, me?” he said. “Different, how?”


Angie propped herself up on one elbow just under the blankets, and stared at him with her intense blue eyes. Her dark hair was tumbled by sleep, but still very attractive. He felt a moment’s sharp awareness of her trim, naked body only inches away from him. But this emotion was wiped away a second later by apprehension.


“I don’t know exactly how,” Angie said. “I just have this feeling that there was something different and you were going—why are you practically out of bed?”


“Oh? Am I?” Jim hastily pulled himself completely back under the furs. “Well, I just thought I’d go down and get them started on breakfast and in fact I was thinking of”—he crossed his fingers under the cover of a particularly fine bearskin—“bringing you up a tray.”


“Oh, Jim,” said Angie. “That’s so like you. But it isn’t necessary. I feel marvelous, I can’t wait to get up.”


She had put her hand on his arm under the covers; and he responded to her touch—and then was struck with sudden horror at the thought that his smooth skin suddenly might develop scales under her fingers.


“Fine! Fine!” he yelped, popping out from under the furs and beginning to pull on his clothes. “I’ll go down and get them started on breakfast, anyway. You come along as quickly as you can; and maybe we’ll have it there waiting for you.”


“But Jim, there’s not that much hurry—” Jim did not hear the rest of it because he was already out of the door, closing it behind him and moving off down the corridor, still dressing as he went—not for decency’s sake, since decency had a rather lower rating in these medieval times he now inhabited—but because the stone-walled corridor following the inner curve of the keep’s walls was chillingly cold.


At a safe distance from the solar bedroom door, he stopped, caught his breath, and then spoke to thin air.


“Accounting Office!” he said. “Why did I change into a dragon?”


“Your account has been activated,” responded the bass voice about on a level with his thigh; causing him, as usual, to start, even though he knew what to expect.


“Activated? What does that mean?”


“Any account of which the owner is still alive and able to make use, but has not for at least six months, is always activated,” said the Accounting Office, rather primly.


“But I still don’t understand what ‘activated’ means!” Jim protested.


“The explanation is self-explanatory,” replied the Accounting Office.


It stopped talking. Jim had the uneasy feeling that it had stopped talking permanently, at least on that subject. He called it a couple more times, but it did not answer.


Left not knowing where he stood, he suddenly remembered the business of breakfast and gloomily went down the winding stone stairs from the solar level of the keep.


“… You might as well tell me the truth,” Angie was saying, an hour later over their breakfast platters, at the high table of the castle’s main chamber. “Something happened just before I opened my eyes; and I want to know what. I can always tell when you’re trying to hide something from me.”


“Honestly, Angie,” Jim was saying, when his answer became beside the point entirely, as he changed once more into a dragon.


“EEEEE!” exclaimed Angie, at the top of her lungs.


Pandemonium erupted in the hall, which was large enough to contain somewhere between thirty and forty people of both sexes, either concerned with the business of seeing that the Baron and his Lady got their breakfast, or ranging from the armed guard of about eight men-at-arms who were normally there through a selection of other castle personnel and servants down to May Heather, at thirteen years of age the youngest and least-ranked of the kitchen staff.


Danger was something everyone lived with. The unexpected was the expected—in general terms—and weapons of all kinds were never hard to find in an establishment of this kind. Within a couple of minutes, everybody there had some sort of edged or pointed instrument in their hands, had formed into a rough hedgehog-shape with the men-at-arms in point position, and were about to advance on this dragon that had suddenly appeared in the hall.


At this point Angie, having gotten an instinctive, healthy, and rather refreshing scream out of the way, took charge of the matter. The hem of her wine-red morning robe swept the stone floor as she bore down regally upon the hedgehog.


“Stop there!” she ordered it sharply. “There’s no danger here. What you see is simply our Lord, who has made use of his magic talents to momentarily put himself into dragon form. May, put that battleaxe back on the wall, at once!”


May had possessed herself of a battleaxe belonging to the former baron. She was now carrying it on her shoulder like a woodsman’s tool; and it was very doubtful if she would have been able to do anything with it, even if she had been able to get it off that shoulder safely. But there was always one thing you could say about May Heather. She was willing.


Abashed now, however, she turned back toward the wall on which the battleaxe had originally been hanging.


The rest of the servants and retainers scattered back to their original duties, looking at each other meaningfully, but bottling up the story they would now be able to tell of Sir James turning himself into a dragon at breakfast time.


Happily, a second later, he was back in human form again, though his robe had split apart and was in rags at his feet.


“Ho, there!” cried Angie to the room at large. “Another robe for His Lordship!”


There was a few minutes of scampering around before another, untorn robe of Jim’s was produced. He slipped into it gratefully.


“And now, you, Theoluf!” Angie went on, to the chief of the men-at-arms. “See that Sir James’s horse is saddled, provisioned, equipped, his light armor brought down, and everything made ready for him to leave immediately.”


Theoluf, having started off with her first words, turned back briefly. He was a man of middling height with a not unfriendly smile when he smiled, but a face badly disfigured by the scars of some form of the pox.


“Right away, m’Lady,” he answered. “How many men will m’Lord be taking with him?”


“None!” boomed Jim, louder than he had intended. The last thing he wanted was for the people he governed to see him switching back and forth between the human and dragon forms; and possibly come to suspect that he could not control the change.


“You heard your Lord,” said Angela to Theoluf.


“Yes, m’Lady,” answered the man-at-arms, who would have been very deaf indeed not to have heard. He headed toward the exit door at the end of the great hall. Angie came back to Jim.


“Why are you doing this?” half-whispered Angie angrily, as she came close.


“I wish I knew,” answered Jim grouchily, but in an equally low-pitched voice. “You must know I can’t control it, or else I wouldn’t be doing it.”


“What I mean is,” insisted Angie, “what do you do just before you turn into a dragon, what makes you do it?”


She paused and stared at him with a suddenly stricken face.


“You’re not Gorbash all over again?”


Jim shook his head. Gorbash had been the dragon whose body he had inhabited when he had first come to this strange world.


“No,” he answered, “it’s just me, in a dragon body. But it just happens to me without warning. I can’t control it.”


“That’s what I was afraid of,” said Angie. “That’s why I ordered your horse and armor. I want you to talk to Carolinus right away about this.”


“Not Carolinus,” protested Jim feebly.


“Carolinus!” repeated Angie firmly. “You’ve got to get to the bottom of this. Do you think you can stay human long enough to put on the armor, get on the horse, and get out of sight, before you do any more changing?”


“I haven’t got the slightest idea,” said Jim, looking at her unhappily.




Chapter 3





Jim was lucky. He got safely out of sight of the castle and into the woods without changing back into a dragon again. Happily, the Tinkling Water, where S. Carolinus lived, was not far from the castle. Carolinus was the magician who had been involved with Jim in the matter of the Loathly Tower the year before. He had turned out to be a trusty, if equally crusty and short-tempered, friend. He was a magician with a AAA+ rating. There were only three magicians in this world, Jim had been advised by the Accounting Office who had not only the AAA, which was the highest rating awarded, but the + which lifted it above even the extraordinary level of those three letters.


Jim, by contrast, was a magician—if only an involuntary one—with a mere D rating. Both Carolinus and the Accounting Office had intimated that he would be very lucky indeed if in his lifetime he ever progressed up to the C class. In this world, apparently, as in the twentieth-century one that Jim and Angie had left behind them, you either had it or you did not.


As usual, riding in the woods had a calming effect upon Jim’s nerves. There was something marvelously relaxing about being out by yourself alone on a horse, which for the sake of common prudence and economy, you rode at a walk. You were in no hurry, and usually whatever urgency there was in you tended to bleed out gradually.


Furthermore, the fourteenth-century English woodland—even in the early spring of this world—was a pleasant place to be. The trees had all grown high enough to throw enough shade so that only a little grass, by way of ground cover, appeared in the sunnier spots and survived. There were occasional brambles, thickets, and thick stands of willow; but the road sensibly avoided them by simply going around any such obstacles. Like many things here, the road was very pragmatic. It dealt with things as it found them, without trying to adapt them to its own will and circumstances.


Also, it was a very pleasant day. It had been raining for the past three days, but today the sun shone; and the clouds that could occasionally be seen between the treetops were few and far between. It was warm for a late March day, but just enough to make Jim’s clothing and armor bearable.


He was not dressed in the suit of plate armor he had acquired by involuntary inheritance from the former Lord of his castle. The armor had required some adjustment. The former Baron de Bois de Malencontri had been heavy-bodied and wide-shouldered enough, but he had not had Jim’s height. As a result some changes had been made by an armorer in Stourbridge. But even with these, the suit of plate armor was still uncomfortable to wear for any length of time, and particularly when there was no need to.


Today Jim had felt that there was no need to. Such heavy armor was kept, as Jim’s good friend, neighbor, and comrade-in-arms, Sir Brian Neville-Smythe was fond of saying, for hunting mere-dragons, spear-runnings, or otherwise important business. What Jim wore now was essentially a light mail shirt over a leather hauberk, the whole reinforced with rings along the arms and plates over the shoulder, where the impact of an edged weapon might not cut through to him, but could easily break the bone beneath.


He also wore a light helmet covering the upper part of his head, with a nasal projecting down from it in front to protect the bridge of his nose and try to keep it from being broken in case of trouble; also, a pair of equally light greaves on the tops of his thighs.


The end result of all this was that, although the day might have been a little cool for Jim in the kind of clothes he would have been used to wearing in the twentieth century, it was perhaps even a bit on the warm side for him under these conditions. The district was in the English Midlands and already had more than a foot into spring.


Consequently, Jim’s spirits rose. What if he was indeed turning into a dragon unexpectedly from time to time? Carolinus would be able to tell him why and set the matter right. The closer he got to the Tinkling Water where Carolinus lived, the more peaceful and cheerful he became. His spirits had lightened to the point where he was almost on the verge of breaking into song, so good was he feeling.


Just at that moment, however, he rounded a curve in the forest track that was the road; and saw, crossing ahead of him, a family of wild boar; the sow first, followed by half a dozen young ones. Meanwhile, facing in Jim’s direction almost as if waiting for him, was the father of the family, the boar himself.


The thought of song vanished from Jim’s mind, and he reined his horse to a halt.


He was not unarmed. He had learned not to be in the long winter sessions with Sir Brian, as he practiced with that good knight at using the weapons of the period—and picked them up remarkably well and swiftly, which was not surprising, seeing that Jim was a natural athlete, having been a AA-class volleyball player back in his own twentieth-century Earth. But here in a fourteenth-century world it was not wise for a single person or even a group of persons to go unarmed any place. Outside of wild boar, like the one confronting him right now, there were as well unknown wolves, bears, outlaws, unfriendly neighbors; and any of a number of other inimical possibilities.


Consequently, Jim was wearing his regular broadsword, and the smaller of his two shields hung from his saddle. In addition to that, a long poignard in its sheath balanced the sword by hanging down on the other side of his belt—a daggerlike instrument with a blade some eleven inches long. However, none of these were ideal tools for discouraging an attack by a large and well-tusked boar, like the one he saw before him.


Not that a boar like that was likely to be discouraged, even by a knight in full plate armor, with spear. Once a boar made up his mind to charge, as Aargh had once said, that was about all he would be able to think about until everything was over.


There were other weapons more suited to handling a boar than those Jim wore. One was a boar spear, which was a short, but stoutly built spear, made mainly of metal, so that the boar could not bite its shaft in half. It had a crosspiece some three feet behind its wickedly tined head. The purpose of the cross-piece was to keep the boar from charging all the way up the spear, ignoring it completely; and going to work with his tusks on the man who held the spear. Even May Heather’s battleaxe would have been welcome at the moment.


Jim sat and waited. He hoped that the family, consisting of the sow and the younger boars, would vanish into the woods on the far side of the road; and that the boar himself would turn to follow them. Nonetheless Jim was conscious of feeling uneasy. His horse was definitely uneasy. Jim wished he could afford a horse like Sir Brian’s—which was a highly trained war-horse, with as much instinct to attack on sight as the boar had; and trained to fight anything before it with teeth and hooves.


But horses like that were worth a young fortune; and while Jim had a certain amount of magic credit to his name, plus the castle, his supply of ready coin was small.


The big question was, would the boar’s natural desire to attack any potential opponent on sight overcome its other natural desire to move on peaceably with its family? The answer could be given only by the boar itself.


Now, however, the boar had apparently thought the matter over. The sow and the last of the young boars had disappeared into the further woods. It was time, the boar seemed to feel, to put up or shut up. It had been snorting and pawing the turf with its front feet; now it began not merely scratching the earthy surface but throwing up small clods of it. Clearly, it was getting ready to charge. At this moment, Jim’s horse literally screamed and, as literally, bolted from under him; so that he fell to the ground with a thump.


As he fell, he felt a second of almost intolerable pressure, which was as suddenly relieved. He found himself looking at the scene from a slightly different angle.


He was a dragon again. In the process of turning into one, he had literally burst out of both his armor and his clothes—with the exception of his hose which, being made of a stretchy, knitted material, instead of tearing or breaking its fastenings, had simply rolled itself down his legs. So that now he gave the rather ridiculous picture of a dragon hobbled by what looked like the lower half of some long underwear equipped with booties.


But at the moment this was unimportant. What was important was that the boar was still there.


Nonetheless, things had clearly changed. The boar had stopped kicking up dirt and snorting. It was frozen, staring at the dragon that now confronted it. For a moment, Jim did not appreciate his good fortune. Then understanding overcame him.


“Get out of here!” he bellowed in full dragon voice at the boar. “Go on. Git!”


The boar, like all its kind, was assuredly no coward. Cornered, even by a dragon, it undoubtedly would have charged. On the other hand, a dragon was not the ideal opponent, even for a boar; and in addition, this dragon had appeared out of nowhere. Combative, the boar might be; but after the manner of all wild animals, it had an instinct for survival. It turned and vanished into the undergrowth in the direction the rest of its family had gone.


Jim looked around for his horse. He found it behind him about twenty yards and a little off into the woods, peering out at him, and to his telescopic dragon vision, clearly shivering.


Thoughtfully, Jim disentangled his hind feet from his hose. He inspected them. They, at least, might be wearable again. He contemplated the rest of his clothing and armor. Even if he had his human body back, it would be difficult to redress and rearmor himself in the pieces that were about him. On the other hand, it would not do to leave them here in the road. He gathered them up and made a small pile, which he tied together with his sword belt. It had broken when he had become a dragon, but its ends could be tied, clumsily.


Gazing at it, he thought that the bundle would probably ride all right on his back, if he fitted the edge of the belt between a couple of the diagonal bony plates that stood up along his spine and out over the top of his tail.


He turned to his horse, gazing at it slantwise out of the corners of his eyes, so as not alarm it by appearing to put his attention full upon it. It had ceased shivering, though its skin shone damply with sweat. It was definitely not the equivalent of Sir Brian’s noble war-horse, Blanchard of Tours, as Jim had been thinking earlier. But it was a valuable beast, the best of his stable; and leaving it loose here in the woods would be the way to lose it, most likely. On the other hand, it was clearly as uneasy about him in his dragon form as the boar had been.


He sat thinking. Any attempt to approach the horse would frighten it away from him. Furthermore, any attempt to speak to it would result in the words coming out in his dragon voice, which would also frighten it. He mulled over the problem.


A sudden inspiration came to him. The horse—in a nostalgic moment Jim had named the stalwart bay gelding “Gorp,” after the ancient automobile that had been the only transport Angie and he could afford, back when they had been graduate students in the twentieth-century world—was in no way trained like Blanchard of Tours. But Sir Brian had pointed out that a certain amount of simple, Gorp-level training might still be useful.


One of the most rudimentary bits of training Sir Brian had recommended Jim start off with, had been teaching Gorp to come when Jim whistled. It was highly important to anyone fighting on horseback. If a knight got unhorsed, but his horse was still serviceable, he should be able to call it to him so he could remount. In the noise and shouting of battle, with the clang of swords on armor, one more voice would not be distinctive. On the other hand, a whistle could be heard by the horse over the other sounds, and be immediately identifiable.


Consequently, Jim had worked at training Gorp to come to his whistle; and had, as much to his surprise as to Angle’s or anyone else’s, succeeded. It was just possible now that the horse would come in this moment also to his whistle. That is, if this other body of his could whistle.


There was no way to find out but by trying it. Jim pursed his lips, which felt very odd in that position to his dragon senses, and blew.


At first he produced no noise at all. Then so suddenly that he himself was startled, his customary come-hither whistle emerged from the dragon lips.


Within the trees Gorp pricked up his ears and stirred uneasily. He stared at the dragon shape in the road, but Jim was still carefully not looking directly at him. Jim whistled again.


In the end it took five whistles. But eventually, almost plodding, Gorp sidled up to the dragon shape; and Jim was able to close one clawed fist on the animal’s trailing reins. At last he had what he wanted. He could lead Gorp along with him until he came to Carolinus’s. In fact, he could do better than that. He could hook his sword belt to the pommel of the saddle and let Gorp carry the bundle of his clothes, armor, and weapons. He allowed the horse to smell the bundle of clothes first, and Gorp evidently found it reassuring, so that he did not protest when Jim’s mighty claws hooked the belt around the pommel of the saddle.


Gently, Jim turned and attempted to lead Gorp slowly forward along the road.


Gorp dug in his feet at first, then yielded. He followed.


It was only a little distance to Carolinus’s cottage at the Tinkling Water. As he got closer, a feeling of peace began to overcome Jim, at first suddenly and then powerfully. It was always so with anyone approaching the residence of Carolinus; and Jim no longer wondered at it.


He now knew that Carolinus’s powers as a magician were such that not only was the spot itself peaceful; but it would remain so in the face of almost any eventuality. Should a forest fire sweep through these woods—an unlikely possibility, because of the relatively small amount of undergrowth in the shadow of these monarchical elms—Jim had no doubt that it would carefully part, well short of the Tinkling Water glade, and pass by at a decent distance on either side before reforming its line once more beyond it.


Jim led Gorp into the glade at last. It was warming, in spite of his situation, to see the tiny clearing among the trees with the stream running through it and tumbling over a small waterfall at its upper end.


Beside the stream and a little off to one side, close to the small house beyond it, was a pool with a fountain. As Jim and Gorp approached the building, a small fish leaped out of the water, made a graceful curve and as gracefully reentered the water headfirst. For a moment Jim could have believed that what he had actually seen was a miniature mermaid. But it was probably just imagination. He put the thought aside.


As usual, the Tinkling Water of the stream and fountain lived up to its name. It did indeed tinkle. Not with the sound of tiny bells, but with the fragile sound of glass chimes stirred by a gentle breeze. Also as usual, on either side of the immaculately-raked gravel walk—though Jim had never seen anyone, let alone Carolinus, actually raking it—were two lines of flower beds filled with a crowded congregation of asters, tulips, zinnias, roses, and lilies-of-the-valley, all blooming in complete disregard for their normal seasons to do so.


In the midst of one of the flower plots rose a post to which was attached a white painted board, on which in black angular letters the name s. carolinus was elegantly imprinted. Jim smiled at it and dropped Gorp’s reins, leaving the horse to crop at the thick carpet of green grass which surrounded all else in the glade, and went up to the house by himself. From this spot, he knew Gorp would not stray.


The house was a modest, narrow affair of two stories, with a sharply slanting roof. The walls seemed to be made of pebble-sized stones of a uniform gray color and the roof itself was of light blue tiles, almost the color of the sky. A red-brick chimney rose out of the blue roof. Jim went on up to the front door, which was green and set above a single red-painted stone step.


He had been intending to knock at the door, but as he got close, he saw that it was standing slightly ajar. From within the house came the sound of a voice raised in exasperation, and snarling away in some language Jim could not understand, but which evidently possessed a great number of words that sounded as if they had jagged edges and were anything but complimentary.


The voice was that of Carolinus. The mage was evidently angry about something.


Jim hesitated, suddenly doubtful. Carolinus was seldom numbered among the ranks of patient individuals. It had not occurred to Jim that he might be bringing his problem to the other at a time when Carolinus was having a difficulty of his own.


But the feeling of unease which had come over Jim yielded almost immediately to the general feeling of peace in the environment. He went on up the single red step, knocked diffidently at the door, knocked again when his first knock was apparently ignored, and at last—since Carolinus seemed determined not to pay any attention to the sound of it—pushed open the door and squeezed through it.


The single cluttered room he entered took up the whole ground floor of the building; but right now it had no light coming into it through its windows at all, though no blinds or curtains appeared to have been drawn, and a fairly substantial gloom pervaded it. Only on its curved ceiling were scattered specks of light.


Carolinus, a thin old man in a red robe, wearing a black skullcap and an equally thin, rather dingy-looking, white beard, was standing over what looked like a basketball-sized sphere of ivory color, which glowed with an inner light. From apertures on that sphere, some of the light was escaping to make the flecks on the ceiling. Carolinus was swearing at it in the unknown tongue Jim had heard as he came in.


“Er—” said Jim, hesitantly.


Carolinus stopped cursing—it could be nothing but cursing he was doing—and removed his gaze from the globe to glare at Jim.


“Not my day for drag—” he began fiercely, then broke off, adding in a hardly more friendly note, “So! James!”


“Well, yes,” said Jim, diffidently. “If I’ve come at a bad time—”


“When did anybody ever come to see me at a good time?” snapped Carolinus. “You’re here because you’re in trouble, aren’t you? Don’t deny it! That’s the only reason anybody ever comes to see me. You’re in trouble, aren’t you?”


“Well, yes—” said Jim.


“Can you talk without beginning every sentence with ‘well’?” demanded Carolinus.


“Of course,” said Jim. His own temper was beginning to shorten a little bit. Carolinus sometimes had that effect on people; even normally easygoing characters like Jim.


“Then pray do so,” said Carolinus. “Can’t you see I’ve got difficulties of my own?”


“I rather figured you had,” said Jim, “from the way you were talking; but I don’t really know what it is that’s bothering you.”


“You don’t?” retorted Carolinus. “I should think any fool could see—even a Master of Arts.” The last word came out with a definitely sarcastic edge. Jim had been incautious enough early in their acquaintance to mention to Carolinus that he had gotten a degree as Master of Arts in Medieval Studies at a midwestern university. It had only been later that Jim had discovered that in this world, and particularly in the exclusive province of magicians, the term Master of Arts indicated a great deal more prestige and accomplishment than the academic equivalent he had picked up at Michigan State.


“Can’t you see my orrery isn’t working right?” went on Carolinus. “It’s showing me a view of the heavens that’s all turned around. I can tell that by one glance; but I can’t put my finger on what’s wrong. I’m sure the North Star shouldn’t be there,” he pointed to a far corner of the room, “but, where should it be?”


“In the north,” said Jim innocently.


“Of course, in the—” Carolinus broke off suddenly, stared at Jim, and snorted. Bending over his ivory globe, he rotated it roughly a quarter turn.


The lights on the ceiling flickered to a new position. Carolinus looked up at them and sighed happily.


“Merely a matter of time until I found the right spot myself, of course,” he said. For a moment he sounded almost genial.


He looked at Jim again.


“Well now,” went on Carolinus in what, for him, was a reasonable tone, “what does bring you to see me, then?”


“Do you mind if we step outside to talk about it?” asked Jim, still diffidently. The fact of the matter was that with his size and the low ceiling of the room, plus its general darkness at the moment, he had a vision of stepping on, or brushing off a table, some priceless object; and sending Carolinus back into his ill-temper once more.


“I suppose I could do that,” said Carolinus. “All right then. After you.”


Jim turned and squeezed back out the door into the sunlight. Gorp raised his head momentarily from the grass he was cropping to look at the two of them as they emerged; and then went back to the more important business of feeding himself. Jim stepped down from the red step to the pathway and Carolinus joined him there.


“So,” said Carolinus, “you’re here in dragon body. Why?”


“That’s it,” answered Jim.


“What do you mean, that’s it?” echoed Carolinus.


“I mean,” said Jim, “it’s the dragon body, that’s the reason I’m here. I seem to have started turning into a dragon unexpectedly from time to time. I asked the Accounting Office and all they’d tell me was that my account had been activated.”


“Hmmm,” said Carolinus, “that’s right, been a good bit over six months hasn’t it? I’m surprised they didn’t do it before now.”


“But I don’t want my account activated,” said Jim. “I don’t want to keep changing into a dragon and back again without warning like this. I need your help to stop it.”


“Stop it?” Carolinus’s white eyebrows climbed up his forehead. “There’s no way I can stop an account being activated. Particularly since the time limit’s more than run out.”


“But I don’t even understand what’s meant by my account being activated!” said Jim.


“Why, my good James!” said Carolinus, exasperatedly. “You shouldn’t need any help to reason that out. You’ve a certain balance with the Accounting Office. A balance is energy—potential magical energy. And energy is not static. It has to be active, by definition. That means you put it to use, or—as now, very evidently—it puts itself to use. Since you haven’t done anything with it; and all it knows as far as your taste and choices of use go, is that you once were in the body of a dragon, it’s started turning you into a dragon and from a dragon back again into a human at random. Quod erat demonstratum. Or, in language you can understand—”


“ ‘—as has been demonstrated,’ ” translated Jim, a little testily, himself. He might be an ordinary twentieth-century M.A., but he did know Latin.


He forced his voice back into reasonable tones.


“Well, that’s all very well,” he said, “but how do we get it to stop turning me into a dragon and back again without any warning?”


“We don’t,” said Carolinus. “You’ve got to do that for yourself.”


“But I don’t know how!” said Jim. “If I knew how I wouldn’t be here asking you for help.”


“This isn’t the sort of thing I can help,” Carolinus said grumpily. “It’s your account, not mine. You’ve got to handle it. If you don’t know how, you’ve got to learn how. Do you want to learn how?”


“I have to learn how!” said Jim.


“Very well then. I’ll take you on as my pupil,” said Carolinus. “The usual ten percent of your balance for my fee will therefore automatically and immediately be transferred to my balance. Noted?”


“Noted!” said the bass voice of the Accounting Office, from its customary height of a few feet above the ground and with its customary effect on Jim—as if a firecracker had gone off between his toes.


“A pittance,” Carolinus was grumbling into his beard. “However, since it’s the customary fee…”


He raised his voice to a conversational level again.


“You will be counseled by me in all things magical, as was Merlin by the mighty Bleys, his Master?” he said. “Answer No, and the bargain is unmade, answer Yes and you pledge your total Account to your word to obey!”


“Yes,” said Jim, readily enough.


He was thinking he might actually be a great deal better off without that ridiculous Account, so it would hardly break his heart if it came to a matter of disobeying Carolinus on some magical matter.


“Well,” said Jim, “now about getting me out of this dragon body and back into my regular one—”


“Not so fast!” snapped Carolinus. “First we’ve got to feed you with Knowledge.”


He turned aside and snapped his fingers at empty air.


“Encyclopedia!” he commanded.


A red-bound volume of the Encyclopedia Britannica materialized out of thin air and fell to the gravel below. A second volume was just about to follow it—in fact it had half materialized—when Carolinus’s rather brisk attitude changed to one of fury.


“No! Not that, you idiot!” he shouted. “The Encyclopedia. The Necromantick!”


“Sorry,” said the deep bass voice of the Accounting Office. The already-extant and the half-materialized volume of the Britannica disappeared.


Jim stared at Carolinus. He had never spoken at all irritably to the Accounting Office, himself. Something in his bones warned him that it would not be a wise thing to do. Even if he had not remembered the single moment, some nine months ago, in which Earth, sky, and sea had spoken with a single voice, echoing what the Office had just said, he had the feeling that he would know better than to speak up to the Accounting Office voice.


It had been true that the one word the Accounting Office had uttered then had not been addressed to him. But all the same, he would remember it for the rest of his life.


Nor had it been ineffective. The Dark Powers, for all their omnipotence, had been immediate in delivering Angie back to him once that command had been given. Yet here was Carolinus, who regularly treated the Accounting Office voice as if it was some junior employee, and a half-witted one at that.


“Ah!” said Carolinus.


A leather-bound book big enough to make the first volume of the Britannica look like a postage stamp appeared out of empty air and fell downwards. Unbelievably, Carolinus caught it as lightly in the palm of one hand as if it had been a feather. Jim was just close enough to read the slanted writing in gold across the cover of the book.


Encyclopedie Necromantick.


“Complete with index. That’s right,” said Carolinus, balancing the volume in his hand and gazing piercingly at it. “Now you—small down!”


The huge volume began to shrink. It got smaller and smaller until it was the size of a sugar cube—until it was no more than the size of a very small medicine tablet. He passed it over to Jim, who automatically braced his arm to receive its weight and was surprised to find that he could hardly feel it in the palm of his dragon’s horny paw. He stared at it.


“Well,” said Carolinus, “don’t just stand there. Swallow it!”


With some misgivings, Jim flicked out a long red dragon tongue, curled it around the tiny pill-sized thing he was holding, drew it back into his mouth, and swallowed.


It vanished down his throat without any feeling; but a moment later he felt rather as if he had eaten an enormous meal.


“There you are,” said Carolinus satisfiedly. “Everything a young magician needs to know. In fact, everything any magician needs to know—those who still have to go by spells, of course. You’ve got the knowledge now, my boy. It’s just a matter of your learning how to use it. Practice, practice! That’s the answer. Practice!”


He rubbed his thin hands together.


“How—how do I practice?” said Jim, still battling with the feeling of having eaten two Christmas dinners at once.


“How do you do it?” said Carolinus. “I just told you. Practice! Look up the spell you need in the index, find it in the Encyclopedie, and apply it. That’s what you do. Moreover, you keep on doing it until you have the whole Encyclopedie by heart. Then, if you have the talent, you move up a step to the point where needing to use such crutches is no longer necessary. Once you’ve learned all the spells in that Encyclopedie, you can construct your own. Once you know a million spells you can construct a billion, a trillion—however many you want! Not that I think you’ll ever reach that point.”


Jim agreed. Moreover, he felt as if he didn’t particularly care to reach that point.


“How long do I go on feeling like a stuffed goose?” he asked feebly.


“Oh, that,” Carolinus waved a hand negligently. “That’ll pass off in half an hour or so. You just need to digest what you’ve swallowed.”


He turned back toward the house.


“Well,” he said over his shoulder, “that takes care of your matter. I can get back to my orrery. Remember what I told you. Practice! Practice!”


“Wait!” yelped Jim.




Chapter 4





Carolinus stopped and turned. His white eyebrows were drawn together in a frown and he was looking definitely dangerous.


“Now what?” he asked, enunciating the words slowly and ominously.


“I’m still in my dragon body,” said Jim. “I need to get out of this. How do I do it?”


“With Magic!” retorted Carolinus. “Why do you think I took you on as a pupil? Why do you think I had you swallow the Encyclopedie? You have the means, use them!”


Jim made a flash examination of his mind. He could feel knowledge there, all right; a lump as indigestible and unavailable as the weight he seem to feel in his stomach.


“You had me swallow it,” said Jim desperately, “but I don’t know how to use it. How do I turn myself from a dragon back into myself?”


A malicious smile crept across Carolinus’s face; but it relaxed from the ominous scowl that had held it a second before.


“Aha!” he said. “As a teaching assistant I naturally assumed you’d know how to make use of resource materials. But clearly you don’t.”


For a moment the frown came back. He muttered something in his beard about, “… disgraceful… younger generation…”


“However,” he said, “I suppose I’ll have to walk you through your first use of Magic.


“Look on the inside of your forehead,” he added.


Jim stared at him. Then he tried what Carolinus had said. Of course he could not look at the inside of his forehead. But, strangely enough, he now had the feeling that, with a little bit of imagination, he could imagine a curved sheet of darkness, as available as a blackboard to write upon.


“Got it?” demanded Carolinus.


“I think so,” answered Jim. “At least I’ve got a feel for the inside of my forehead.”


“Good!” said Carolinus. “Now bring up the index.”


Jim concentrated on his imaginary blackboard; and with another imaginative effort he discovered that large golden letters were forming against that dark surface; and that they read:


INDEX


“I think I’ve got that, too,” said Jim, squinting at the scene around him, as if that would help focus his mind on what he was trying to envision.


“Very well,” said Carolinus, “now bring up the following, one at a time. Ready?”


“Ready,” said Jim.


“Notshape,” said Carolinus.


Jim made some kind of intellectual effort—there was no way he could describe it, but it was somewhat as if he was trying to remember something that he knew very well. The word INDEX disappeared; and was replaced by a list of words that scrolled past from the bottom of his forehead up out of sight at the top. They seemed to keep on zipping past endlessly. He caught a flash of occasional ones—“fat,” “thin,” “elsewhere” … but none of them made any sense. He assumed that these were somehow attributes of shape he was looking at. But how to slow down the scrolling, or find what he wanted among them—even if he knew what he wanted—was a problem that right now seemed absolutely insoluble.


“Dragon,” he heard Carolinus’s voice barking at him. Jim envisioned it.


It was immediately replaced by more words scrolling, now different. Jim picked out “large,” British,” “savage”…


“Arrow,” Carolinus was commanding.


Jim struggled to obey. After a moment he got a straight line with what looked like the literal broad point of a clothyard arrow, on the right end of the line he was looking at. The image on the inside of his forehead now read:


NOTSHAPE DRAGON →


“Got it,” said Jim beginning to feel a first tendril of pleasure at his own accomplishments. “Got it all so far. ‘NOT-SHAPE—DRAGON—ARROW-.’ ”


“Me!” said Carolinus.


“Me,” echoed Jim, summoning up the word just beyond the point of the arrow on the forehead-blackboard of his mind.


It flashed for a moment on the inner forehead of Jim’s imagination:


NOTSHAPE DRAGON → ME


Abruptly, he felt extremely chilly. Forgetting about the blackboard, and returning his attention to his outside surroundings and himself, he discovered he was standing naked on Carolinus’s graveled path.


“And there you are,” said Carolinus, beginning to turn away once more.


“Hold on!” cried Jim. “What about my clothes? My armor? It’s all in pieces!”


Carolinus slowly turned, and the expression on his face was clearly not agreeable. Jim hurried over to Gorp, unhooked his sword belt from the pommel, and brought it back, together with its bundle of weapons and bits and pieces of his clothing and armor, to where the other was standing. The March day was definitely cool. You could almost call it cold after all. The gravel of Carolinus’s walk definitely hurt the soles of his feet. Nonetheless, he dumped the package at Carolinus’s feet, undid the sword belt and displayed the remnants of his personal wear.


“I see,” said Carolinus thoughtfully, stroking his beard.


“I was wearing this when I turned into a dragon,” said Jim. “Naturally when I switched to the bigger body it sort of exploded off me.”


“Yes. Yes, indeed,” said Carolinus, continuing to stroke his beard. “Interesting.”


“Well?” asked Jim. “Will you tell me how to put all these things back to the way they were, magically?”


“Heal them, you mean?” Carolinus’s bushy eyebrows were making a single line over his eyes once more.


“That’s what I had in mind. Yes,” said Jim.


“It can be done, of course,” said Carolinus slowly, “but there are elements here which you have yet to discover, James. Perhaps, indeed—I think, yes.”


“Yes what?” inquired Jim.


“It may just be time for your first lecture as my pupil,” said Carolinus, casting a thoughtful glance at the sky overhead before looking back at Jim. “I will now explain to you some of what lies behind the elements of Magic. Pay heed.”


Jim shivered. The day was not merely cool or cold, it was positively icy. There were goose bumps all over him. On the other hand, he knew Carolinus well enough to know that the other was now embarked on an action which probably could not be frustrated, diverted, or in fact done anything with, but accepted. He wished he knew whatever spell there was for keeping himself warm. He tried to ignore the goose bumps, and listened.


“Imagine,” said Carolinus, “what it must have been like in the beginning. Back when man was a Stone Age savage and before, everything was Magic. If you and the rest of your tribe pounded away on a dangerous bear, let us say, until it fell over and did not move any more, the reason you had conquered it was Magic. Not the clubs. There was no connection between pounding something with clubs, and the life going out of the creature that had been a threat to you. That, at least, is the way it was in the beginning.”


Carolinus cleared his throat. He was speaking to Jim, but also to the little glade of the Tinkling Water itself and to the sky overhead. Lecturing the world in general, as a matter of fact.


“Conceive this now, James,” he said. “This is a time when everything happens by Magic. Rain is Magic, lightning is Magic, thunder is Magic; there is Magic all around you. There is Magic in everything that is done by animals and by other humans. If not directly Magic, it is affected by Magic. You get my point?”


Now he did bend his eyes directly on Jim.


“Er—I think so,” said Jim. “You’re saying that in the beginning magic was an explanation for everything, everything was done by magic.”


“Not an explanation!” scowled Carolinus. “Everything was Magical. However, as time went on, those things that were in the common area and used by everybody and about which there was no secret, began to lose their aura of Magic. So the idea came to be that there were things Magic and things that were not-Magic. But they changed over from one area to the other one by one. Consider, that for our purposes—you and I who deal with Magic, James—everything still is Magic, at base.”


“I—yes,” said Jim.


“Very good,” went on Carolinus. “Therefore let us imagine the first time someone who was used to just draping himself with furs, happened to get hold of a garment that was made of two furs; one that had been sewed together. And he wore those happily for some time; until some accident or other caused the sewing to tear and the two furs to part. So he took them back to the person from whom he had first gotten the joined furs, or the person he had heard of as being responsible for joining them, who turned out to be the old, wise woman of the tribe.”


He stopped and looked severely at Jim. “Every tribe in those’ days had a wise woman. It was required.”


“Yes, yes,” said Jim, massaging his upper arms with their opposing hands. “Go on. Go on.”


“She took the furs from him,” continued Carolinus, “and said, Yes, I can put these back together again. But it is very secret magic. I will take them into my cave and you must by no means try to follow or watch me. If you do, lightning will tear your skin from your bones, the next storm we have!’ ”


Jim had just recalled that his hose, which he now finally remembered had only been stretched, not torn apart, were still essentially wearable. He pulled them on and began to drape himself with bits and pieces of his shirt and doublet. It was not much, but it made the outdoor air a little more bearable.


“Go on,” said Jim, looking at his boots, which unfortunately had been rather badly torn apart. He could get them on his feet, all right; but there was no doubt they would not stay on the minute he tried to lift his foot to take a step.


“So,” said Carolinus, cheerfully ignoring him and immersed in his own lecture, “the wise woman took the skins into the cave; and after a while brought them out and—Lo, they were joined together again! The man for whom she had done this paid her, and everyone was happy.”


Jim was still searching among the fragments of his clothing for more protection from the weather.


“So what do you think had happened?” Carolinus’s voice exploded like a bomb in his ear, and he jerked up to find the magician glaring at him from six inches away.


“Well, I—ah—she sewed them together again,” said Jim.


“Exactly!” said Carolinus. “But at that time, you now see, sewing was a Magical act. What she did was to pierce holes in the skin and pull sinew through them; and this created a Magic condition in which the two skins had to stay together. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” said Jim, shocked back into complete attention.


“Now,” went on Carolinus almost sweetly, “insofar as this applies to your situation: Yes, within the Encyclopedie Necromantick, there is the information that will allow you, or would allow me to show you, how to put your clothes back together with Magic. However, the spell would have to be renewed every sunrise. It would be a problem. It would be vulnerable to any kind of counter-influence from another Magic entity. In short, it is not an ideal solution. Because, my dear James, the moral of what I’ve been telling you is that those things which have passed from the realm of Magic into the realm of common everyday ways of doing things are always the best forms of Magic!”


He stopped and frowned again at Jim.


“This has ramifications far and beyond the matter of putting clothes back on your body right now,” Carolinus went on. “You must always remember what you’ve just learned from me. Magic that has entered the common domain is the best Magic. It should be used first. The best of Magic that is still unknown to nonprofessionals is liable to mischance and destruction. I will tell you a story.”


He glared at Jim again.


“You’re listening?”


“Absolutely,” said Jim.


“This story concerns a fellow Magician who unfortunately was not the best of us. There are no bad Magicians,” said Carolinus, “there are only Magicians gone astray. There are extenuating circumstances, of course; but—I won’t tell you his name. You’ll find that out after you move up in the ranks—if you ever do—but even though there were extenuating circumstances, what he did was inexcusable.”


Carolinus paused importantly. “This Magician chose to use his Magical abilities for mundane ends,” he said slowly and impressively. “You must never fall into that trap James. Never.”


“Oh, I won’t,” said Jim quickly.


“Good,” said Carolinus. “As I was saying he decided to use his Magic for mundane ends. He thought he saw his way to control a Kingdom by causing the young prince of it, who had just succeeded his father the king as ruler there, to fall in love with a maiden who would be completely under the Magician’s control. A contrived maiden who would direct every move the young prince made, and consequently make him a puppet of the Magician.”


Carolinus had paused again and Jim felt that he was waiting for Jim to make some kind of comment. Jim could think of nothing to say so he merely clicked his tongue.


“Tch, tch,” he said.


“Yes, indeed,” said Carolinus. “So the Magician imported the finest and purest snow, from the top of the highest mountain close enough so that the snow would not melt in its journey to him; and fashioned from it the most beautiful maiden that the world has ever seen. He introduced her to the prince, the prince fell deeply in love with her, they were married amidst great rejoicing throughout the kingdom.”


Carolinus paused to draw a breath.


“All through the introduction, the courtship, the marriage and so forth,” Carolinus went on, “the Magician was very careful to make sure that no moisture touched the maiden—who, of course, being made of snow would melt if it did. He impressed on the prince the fact that the maiden had such delicate skin that she could only be touched by moisture in the form of a Magic potion that he himself imported at great cost from the other side of the world and that even her bathing must remain a secret from the prince.”


“But—” began Jim.


“I am talking,” said Carolinus frostily.


“Sorry,” said Jim. “Go on.”


“All other forms of moisture the princess must be shielded from,” continued Carolinus. “On the day of the wedding there was a slight shower, but there were plenty of ready coverings to protect the princess. All went well until the newlyweds started to reenter the castle of the prince, who was now king. Without any thought for possible dangers the prince swept up the maiden in his arms to carry her in over the threshold. The Magician was too far away to reach him, even if he had foreseen the clanger in this. Unfortunately, the threshold of the castle lay beyond a short bridge that covered the castle moat. The prince started up the slight slope of this bridge. But it was now wet from the rain. He slipped, he fell. He and the maiden were both plunged in the moat—you can guess, I suppose, that he came up alone.”


Carolinus paused at last, on a deep and impressive note.


Jim felt vaguely as if he was expected to bare his head at this point and place his hand over his heart. Unfortunately, he had nothing to take off by way of a hat and he decided he would feel decidedly silly putting his hand over his heart.


“She melted in the waters of the moat, of course,” Carolinus said. “Tragic.”


Jim tried to look properly impressed.


“Particularly for the prince, it was tragic,” went on Carolinus. “For the plans of the Magician, of course, it was ruin. For the Accounting Office, there was the necessity of imposing a severe fine upon the Magician—for technical reasons, which are somewhat beyond your reach at the moment, my dear James. The point of the whole story is—Never use Magic when you can better employ some mundane, if no longer recognized as such, form of Magic that exists generally. Now, what I suggest—and I’ll coach you through it—is that you use a spell for temporarily sticking together those parts of your apparel and armor that are now—er—dismembered. But when you get home, you have them properly reattached the one to the other, or whatever else needs to be done, by purely mundane means. Do you follow me?”


“Certainly!” cried Jim, relieved to be done with the lecture and overjoyed to know that he was going to be clothed once more. He had been rather sure that Gorp would not be likely to let him mount in his present ragtag appearance; and he did not look forward to a walk all the way back to the castle.


Carolinus accordingly put him through a procedure with the inside of his forehead, the Index, and the Encyclopedie Necromantick, and Jim found himself, at last, to all intents and purposes, dressed, armored and on his way home.


A couple of hours later he reached the portal of his own castle, feeling more than a little contented with himself. He had the technique for changing himself back from a dragon to a human firmly in mind now; and he should have no more trouble with that. Under Carolinus’s tutelage, he had even experimented with turning himself back into a dragon, simply so he could turn himself back to human again, back and forth several times, to make sure the lesson stuck. It had been, all in all, a good day.


“M’Lord!” said the man-at-arms at watch on the gate. “Sir Brian Neville-Smythe. He’s here!”


“Oh?” said Jim. “Good!”


He got rid of his horse and hurried to the great hall, which was where Sir Brian was most likely to be, unless Angie had taken him up into their solar bedroom for privacy. The fact of the matter was, there were not a great many places in the castle that were not essentially public. The result was that both Jim and Angie had fallen into the medieval habit of simply living and talking with all sorts of people around them. Eventually they had simply gotten to the point where they ignored being watched and overheard, except in their most private moments. Sir Brian was seated at the high table in the great hall with Angie, pretty much as Jim had expected. Jim strode up to the table, clasped hands with Sir Brian, and joined them.


“Jim!” said Angie. “What happened to you?”


It was plain, to Jim at least, that the minute the words were out of her mouth, she was wishing that she had not said anything. However, his appearance was bound to be remarked on in any case; and Jim had already come up with a temporary, stopgap answer.


“Oh,” he said, “it’s a matter of magic gone wrong. Nothing important. We’ll just have to get these clothes of mine sewed back together properly and my armor straightened out where it needs to be.”


He was conscious of at least twenty other people in the hall drifting close as he spoke.


“Indeed, you do look somewhat the worse for wear, m’Lord,” said Sir Brian.


“Nothing important, Brian,” Jim said, wincing a little at being “m’Lorded” by Brian. He covered up the reaction by hastily half filling one of the extra flagons on the table with wine from the pitcher that had been placed between Angie and Brian.


When they had first met—nearly a year before, in the matter of the Loathly Tower, and Sir Brian had offered to be the first of Jim’s necessary Companions in matching forces with the evil powers within that tower—Jim had informed the other, purely in a spur-of-the-moment attempt to give himself some status, that he was Baron of Riveroak, back in the land he came from.


Sir Brian had accepted this quite naturally; but had always addressed Jim simply as Sir James, until Jim had taken over the castle and lands belonging to the Baron of Malencontri. After that, he had begun using the “m’Lord” term of address to Jim—something that made Jim very uncomfortable indeed. They were old friends now. Close friends. Jim had argued with him on this point of the “m’Lord” several times, asking Brian to simply call him by his first name of James, as he called the other Brian. Still, Brian had a tendency to slip from time to time. Habit was strong.


Sir Brian was now sitting at a forty-five degree angle from Jim, since he, Jim, and Angie were clustered around one corner of the high table, with Jim along the long axis of it, and Brian on the short, with Angie in between. Of the three of them, Sir Brian would have seemed to almost any eye to stand apart from both Angie and Jim.


The good knight was in his twenty-fifth year (as Jim happened to know), actually a good three years younger than Jim.


But any observer seeing them together for the first time would have undoubtedly assumed Brian was at least ten years older than Jim.


Partly this was due to his angular, clean-shaven, suntanned face, which showed evidence of exposure to outside weather. But also a great deal was simply due to the fact that Sir Brian radiated an air of confidence, self-possession, and natural authority to command; which Jim simply did not. Brian had grown up taking it for granted he would be a leader. He had always led, he was a leader now; and, a little like Aargh the English wolf, the day that changed for him, he would be dead. In which case any question about his right to his appearance would be beside the point.


Compared to Jim and Angie, he was poor. He was a knight-bachelor, which simply meant he was not a knight-baronet. The “bachelor” part did not refer to his unmarried state. He awaited the return of the father of Geronde Isabel de Chaney, another neighbor, from the Holy Land—which return might never happen—so that Brian could ask for permission to marry Geronde. His castle, Castle Smythe, was old and in poor repair. His lands were small, compared to those of Malencontri. Once married to Isabel, he would eventually, on Lord de Chaney’s death, be able to add the de Chaney lands to his possessions. Then he would be more on a par with Jim and Angie. But for the present, as it had been for some years now, he was more or less living on the edge of poverty. It did not, Jim had thought, ever seem to concern him a great deal.


“Well?” said Angie, impatiently. “What about your visit? What did you find out?”


“Oh. Well,” said Jim, “it turns out that my magic balance with the Accounting Office—”


He looked at Brian.


“You’re familiar with that, aren’t you, Brian?” he said.


“Assuredly, James,” said Brian.


“Apparently, it can’t be allowed just to lie idle. I have to use it, or it’ll start using me,” he said. “Carolinus fixed me up with the necessary knowledge to use it. If you don’t mind, I won’t explain any further, because it gets a little complex.


But he gave me the knowledge, and what I’ve got to do now is practice. So, that’s what I’ll be doing for the next six months, except when necessity keeps me from it. Practicing magic.”


“You may not have time, James,” said Sir Brian solemnly.




Chapter 5





Jim merely blinked at Brian, but Angie was quicker off the mark.


“What do you mean he won’t have the time?” she demanded, leaning aggressively toward Sir Brian. “Why shouldn’t he have the time? What’s going to keep him from it?”


“As a matter of fact,” said Brian, “that was what I dropped by to tell you about. I wanted to wait until Jim was also here to tell you both, since it is a matter concerning you both.”


There was an absence of any smile on his face and a gravity of manner generally. For a moment Angie said nothing; and so Jim asked the direct question.


“What’s this you came to tell us?”


“Why, there’s been a great battle fought at a place called Poitiers, in France,” answered Sir Brian, “by Edward, eldest son to our King Edward and first Prince of the realm. It was fought against King Jean of France, with all his knights and footmen. And, though it wrings my heart, and that of every loyal Englishman to hear it, Prince Edward has been taken prisoner by that same Jean.”


Jim and Angie flashed a glance at each other, in which they agreed they were both at a loss as to how to respond to this. But a response was certainly expected by Brian. They turned back to him.


“Shocking!” said Angie, getting a real note of outrage into her voice.


“Yes, indeed!” added Jim hastily.


“You may well say that, and a good deal more,” said Sir Brian grimly. “All England is in an uproar. There is no gentleman worthy of the name who is not now readying horse, armor and troops to recover our Prince and teach that proud Frenchman a lesson!”


“You, too, Brian?” asked Angie.


“Yes, by Saint Dunstan!” said the knight emphatically. He directed a burning blue glance on Jim. “Knights like yourself and myself, James, will not wait for our Liege—whom we all know is somewhat inattentive in matters of state—”


Brian meant, Jim knew of course, that the King was a confirmed alcoholic and usually in a drunken stupor. Confronted with any kind of decision, he could dither and avoid it for months, putting it off until some day he conceived to be decisive. A day which, needless to say, would never come for him.


“—but will start now to ready ourselves for the expedition,” went on Sir Brian.


Jim and Angie stared at each other again.


“I’ve already heard,” Brian went on, “that the Earl Marshal, and a few other responsible Lords about the throne, will see to a proper levy being ordered. Meanwhile, there need be as little waiting as possible. We’ll gather our forces as quickly as we can, and embark from one or the other of the Cinque Ports—probably Hastings.”


The gravity had largely gone from Brian’s voice, pushed into the background by what was plainly and unmistakably a note of pure enthusiasm. Jim felt his heart sink. This close friend of his, for all his other sterling qualities, had always shared the glee that those like him in this world and age felt for any prospect of a battle. As Jim had said to Angie once—literally, Sir Brian and those like him would rather fight than eat.


“Jim,” Angie appealed to him, “you surely don’t need to be caught up in this!”


“Angela,” said Brian, “your womanly concern does you credit. But you remember Jim is now bounden in duty to the king, holding these lands of Malencontri in fief directly from His Majesty. As such, James’s feudal duty gives him no choice but to submit himself and a certain minimum force to the King’s pleasure, for a hundred and twenty days of service during time of war.”


“Yes, but—” Angie broke off, still looking appealingly at Jim. Jim hardly knew how to meet her eye. He knew that she knew that there would be many knights who would find some excuse or other for staying home. However, Brian and most of those in this particular district of medieval, rural England, were not of that sort. And if Jim should stay home while his neighbors all answered the call to rescue the Prince, he and she would forever after be isolated and treated as outcasts by those who went and their families.


“I’ll have to go,” said Jim to Angie, slowly. He turned to Brian.


“Forgive me for seeming less happy to hear this than you, Brian,” he said, “but you remember I just learned how to use a sword and shield and a few other weapons this last year. Gorp isn’t really a war-horse. My armor doesn’t fit me properly. Besides, I don’t know the first thing about levying the men I need to fulfill my feudal duty. How many am I supposed to provide, have you any idea?”


“Malencontri can provide no less than yourself and fifty horsemen, fully weaponed and armed,” answered Brian. His expression softened to one of sympathy. “What you say is all true, of course, James. I know you fear that your efforts in this endeavor might appear less than you’d like. Just as, no doubt, you fear that m’Lady here will be ill-accustomed to keeping safe this castle in your absence.”


“Yes, that too,” put in Angie quickly. “Jim may have learned a few things during the winter but I don’t know the first thing about defending this castle.”


“I hope I may be able to suggest some answers to these problems,” said Brian. “First, your problem m’Lady, since—you’ll pardon me—it’s the lesser one. You’ve a good friend, as you know, in m’Lady Geronde Isabel de Chaney; who is no novice at maintaining and defending a castle from which the Lord is gone. You’ve already become a good and capable mistress to all within these walls. In all but the actual matter of defense, you’re well qualified. And in that other matter, Geronde will be glad to ride over and spend a week or so; showing you how best to handle any attack, foray, or raid against its walls.”


He turned from her to Jim.


“Now, as to you, James,” he said. “You’re too modest to admit it; but in truth, you’re now a fair hand with sword, axe, and dagger. Your shield-work is admittedly ragged. And—I must be truthful—I would not like to see you with lance in hand, in a charge a-horseback against a seasoned knight. Nonetheless, personally you are not ill-equipped to do your duty in this instance, damme if you aren’t! You’ve a fair knowledge of weapons—many men have gone into battle knowing less. And, in addition, you have this magic credit, and are gaining some ability to use it. That, in itself, becomes a weapon which will be of great value to our Liege in this rescue of his royal son.”


“But the business of raising men to fight, choosing who’s to go, and teaching them what to do, and then leading them in the proper manner…,” said Jim. “I don’t have the first idea—”


“Don’t overconcern yourself James,” said Sir Brian. “I propose that the two of us join forces and make a unit of ourselves and the men we bring with us. It could be we might even raise the aid of some of those who follow Giles o’the Wold, as well. Outlaws they may be; but in a matter such as this, no one will inquire closely as to their lawfulness.”


A wistful look came into his bright blue eyes.


“Would we could also get the use of that master bowman, bowyer, and fletcher, Dafydd ap Hywel, as well. But these Welshmen all have a chip on their shoulder where good Englishmen are concerned. He’s not likely to want to help rescue our Prince, even if Danielle o’the Wold, now that she is his wife, would agree to his going. Besides, he has more of a chip on his shoulder even than most Welsh toward things English—at least as far as our men of the longbow are concerned. But what an archer to have in our ranks!”


“He always said, and Danielle said,” put in Angie, harking back to the adventures that had concerned all of them with the Dark Powers and the Loathly Tower, “that he would come to your aid or ours, as we would go to theirs, if needed.”


Jim found it hard to believe that Angie had given up on keeping him from going to the war in France. He rather doubted it. Angie did not give up things that easily. But, clearly, if he had to go she wanted him to go with as much skilled protection as possible. And what Brian had just said was the truth. Dafydd ap Hywel was an archer who was too good to be believed, even after you had seen him in action.


“Going to a friend’s help is one thing,” Jim answered Angie himself. “Going off to a war to help out the king of a country your people have been at war with for some centuries, is something else again. Besides, remember Dafydd was never the kind to get involved in danger just for the adventure of it. You remember he came along with the rest of us to the Loathly Tower only because of Danielle.”


Angie sighed, and said nothing.


“You are right, James,” said Brian. “However, come to think of it, we lose nothing by asking him. Just as we lose nothing by asking the merry men of Giles o’the Wold if any of them care to come with us to France, for glory and for loot.”


“How soon do you actually have to leave?” asked Angie of Sir Brian.


“As soon as possible.” The knight rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Yet, it’ll take three weeks, perhaps more, for some good men to reach me. There are those who’ve said they would follow me in any great endeavor such as this one, but are otherwise in the service of someone else. Those who can get permission to come, will come. They will already have heard of what is happening, and know I have need of them. I would certainly wait about three weeks. Moreover, James—”


He turned to Jim.


“—It will take at least three weeks to instill some small knowledge of weaponry into your levied men, and teach them how to behave on expeditions such as this, into a foreign land. Yet we should be gone as soon as possible. Should be a matter of a few days, only, to reach the nearest port. But then up to possibly several weeks after to find a ship to take us to wherever in France the gathering point’s to be. Possibly Bordeaux, though it may be Brittany, which is closer—although the coast along the Brittany shore is perilous.”


He turned back to Angie.


“Call it three weeks before we leave our homes, m’Lady,” he said, “and you won’t be far off. The time’s short enough, God knows.”


He turned to Jim once more.


“Which is why you should start choosing the men you want to take with you right away, James,” he said. “That’s one reason I’m here. Not only to bring you the news, but to help you in a few such things. Call in your steward.”


Jim turned to the first body he saw lounging close to the platform. It was Theoluf, his chief man-at-arms.


“Get John Steward for me, Theoluf,” said Jim.


John Steward appeared with remarkable promptness. It would have been possible to guess that he had been no farther away from the table than Theoluf, except that there was no place in the great hall where he could have been in less than fifty feet, unless he had been hidden by a screen of the bodies of other castle servants.


He was a tall, rectangular-framed, stern-looking man in his forties; but one who had still managed to keep most of his teeth. Only two in front were to be seen missing when he spoke or smiled—although in fact he seldom smiled. His remaining hair was black and long, and combed straight backward. He wore a hat shaped like a loaf of bread and a somewhat food-stained robe that had once been the property of the former Baron de Malencontri. The hat, like the robe, was always on him, so that they seemed like some sort of official uniform.


“Your Lordship desired me?” he said formally.


“Yes, John,” said Jim. “How many able-bodied men between the ages of twenty and forty do we have in the castle, and in the outside dwellings beyond the castle walls?”


“How many men…” echoed John slowly. He scratched his skull through the fabric of the hat.


“Yes,” said Jim, “how many?”


“How many men between twenty and forty…” said John again slowly.


“Yes John. That’s what I asked,” said Jim, puzzled. John Steward was usually not this slow to understand or answer a question. Jim waited.


“Well,” said John thoughtfully, counting on his fingers, “there’s William by the mill, William of the moat, and William—”


“By your leave, James,” interrupted Sir Brian, “this man obviously doesn’t know his duties. A steward who can’t come up immediately with the number of available men you mentioned is worse than no steward at all. I suggest you hang him and put somebody else in his place.”


“No, no,” said John swiftly and in something more like his normal rate of speech. “Forgive me m’Lady, noble sir. My mind was elsewhere for a moment. Thirty-eight such men m’Lord, counting the men-at-arms and everybody.”


“Strange,” snapped Sir Brian, before Jim could say anything, “the last I heard of Malencontri, it had over two hundred able-bodied men. If there are now only thirty-eight, James, even with your men-at-arms, this fief is in parlous state, indeed.”


He turned to Jim.


“M’Lord,” he said, enunciating the words very clearly, “will you permit that I take over the questioning of this John Steward?”


“Certainly. By all means,” said Jim, relieved, “go ahead, Sir Brian.”


Brian turned the searchlights of his two piercing blue eyes back on the steward, who now appeared to have shrunk somewhat.


“Now, my man,” said Sir Brian, “you’ll have heard already of the situation concerning England, and therefore your Lord. Your Lord will need to raise a force of men from the estate, a levy to meet his requirements to his Liege. These will have to be drawn from men fit to march and fit to fight. Men who may well fall within the years he mentioned, although there is none too old nor none too young if they are able, but fit. Now, you are required to produce, therefore, a hundred and twenty men within the next two hours.”


“Brian—” began Jim, a little uncertainly, “if there’s only thirty-eight—”


“I think Master Steward here may be somewhat mistaken about the number of available men on your estate, James. A mistake he now realizes, particularly since his neck will answer for it if he can’t raise enough men to fill the necessary levy. Well, Master Steward? Would you care to think again about who might be available? We would want men in good health, sound of wind and body, and in good spirits. Sir James will have no whiners or complainers on this task, by Saint Dunstan! They have a bad effect on the other men. So! You will gather these for us in the courtyard within the next hour, so that your Lord and I may look them over; since we are in haste. You may go.”


“But—but—but—” John Steward turned and appealed to Jim, “m’Lord, is this your requirement? I hear the good knight, but what he asks is—well, not possible. Even if we had such a hundred and twenty men, every one of them is needed here and cannot be spared from the castle or the lands. There is the fallow land to be plowed. There are repairs to the castle, which have awaited the spring. There are a thousand and one things that need to be done, for which we are short-handed already—”


“James,” said Brian, turning to him, “may I speak to you privily?”


“Why, of course,” said Jim. He raised his voice.


“All of you here—including you John—” He leveled a finger at the steward. “All of you, all the way out of the hall for now. But stay close so I can call you back.”


Sir Brian said nothing until all the various staff of the castle had vanished, then turned to Jim. But Angie spoke before the knight could.


“Brian, weren’t you a little hard on him?” Angie said. “We’ve had John Steward since we took over the castle. He’s a good, honest man. We’ve always been able to trust him and he’s always given us the best he can. If he says he only has thirty-eight men, that’s probably all he’s got.”


“Never you think it, m’Lady,” answered Sir Brian grimly. “I’ve no doubt he’s as you say. A good steward. A good man. That’ll be the very reason he does not yield immediately in this matter of giving up whole men to a necessary levy of forces. It is his duty to protect and foster both the castle and the lands; therefore he must try to keep close and protect the best of those beneath him for that use.”


He turned to Jim.


“But can you not both see?” he said, “the man only bargains with us. A hundred men is more than we need—granted. It is more than the levy requires. But thirty-eight men is a foolish number. It is far too few. Somewhere between that figure and mine of a hundred and twenty, we will come to agreement on the necessary number. It will be a slow process and he will oppose us all the way, both as to numbers and as to worth of men. You will see that the first group of men he parades in the courtyard will be hardly worthy of leading half a mile down the road, let alone to France and into battle. But at last we will get who we need. Now, do I have your permission to go on?”


Jim and Angie looked at each other. They had lived in this strange world nearly a year now, and that was long enough to know that things were not done by the methods they had been used to all their lives. Also, they knew that Brian did know the proper way of doing things.


“Go ahead, Brian,” said Jim. “Once again, as when you were training me to the use of arms, I’m your pupil. You do it; and I’ll try to learn how it’s done by watching you and listening.”


“Good!” said Brian. “Very well, then. I think we’ll let Master Steward cool his heels a bit, and wonder if perhaps I wasn’t serious about the hundred and twenty men and the chance of his being hanged if he didn’t provide them. While he’s doing so, call you your chief man-at-arms; and we’ll talk to him next.”


Jim raised his head.


“Theoluf!” he bellowed.


A figure popped immediately out of the entrance to the solar staircase and came forward to the table. All of the castle people, Jim thought, must be packed like sardines back there, just behind the entrances, out of sight. Theoluf came up to the table and stopped.


“M’Lord?” he said.


Theoluf was in perhaps his mid-thirties. But like Sir Brian, the life he had lived made him look older. Still fit, but older. In many ways, thought Jim, looking at him, he was a great deal similar to John Steward. Both were men of authority, and showed it. Both had courage and knew they had it. Theoluf was, in fact, a smaller man than the steward. Shorter, not as broad across the shoulders, and wiry rather than solid. But he wore his leather hauberk with the steel plates over it, and the sword and dagger balancing at either side of his sword belt, as if they belonged on him. Like the steward, his hair was black, but cut shorter, and he wore a steel cap without a nasal, which he now took off and held in his hands, as a mark of respect.


“Theoluf,” said Jim. “I want you to pay attention and give straight and honest answers to the good knight here.”


“Aye, m’Lord,” said Theoluf.


Theoluf had a touch of accent that Jim could not exactly place. It seemed halfway between Scandinavian and Germanic; which was odd on this world where everybody, including wolves and dragons, seemed to him to speak the same language. But it was only a trace. The dark eyes in his V-shaped face went to Sir Brian.


“Sir Brian?”


“Theoluf,” said Sir Brian, “you and I know each other.”


“That we do, Sir Brian,” answered Theoluf with a slight, harsh grin. “We’ve even looked at each other from opposite sides of these battlements when Sir Hugh de Malencontri was Baron.”


“That is so,” said Sir Brian firmly, “but though we have been close to swords’ points on occasion, I know you for a good and faithful man to your present Lord, who is Sir James. Am I mistaken in this?”


“You are not, Sir Brian,” said Theoluf. “Who Theoluf serves, he serves utterly. I fight now for Sir James, and will die for him if need be—against any.”


“You are not required to die this day,” said Sir Brian, “but to answer some questions straightly and to the point. You have heard, as all in this castle will have by this time, of what has happened in France and that Sir James and I march thither. We intend to combine our forces. You also know that Sir James must raise a levy of men to meet his duty to his Liege. Now, are any of those, not presently men-at-arms here, fit and good material to be trained for that work?”


“Would I could say there were,” answered Theoluf, “but these turf-brains and ladle-skulls have no idea of weapons and less of fighting—let alone any notion of what war can be like.”


“I believe you,” said Sir Brian, “but I think you take too dark a view, Theoluf. As I was saying to Sir James just a moment past, people have gone to war with less. We will have two to three weeks here, and more time on the road. It will be up to you and the men you take with you to see that those we pick are ready when the time comes. Battles have been fought and won by those who never took weapon in hand in their life before. But, you realize that some of your better men must stay here, for the defense of Malencontri itself and the Lady Angela?”


Theoluf’s face darkened. There was a moment’s pause.


“If it must be,” he said, then. He swung his attention on Jim. “M’Lord, I myself, however, go with you?”


It was not a question as much as a challenge. Jim for once found himself thinking very clearly along fourteenth-century lines.


“You, of all people, go with me,” said Jim.


Theoluf’s face lit up.


“Why then,” he said, looking back at Sir Brian, “we will do our best, Sir Brian. Happen all of the levy are sound of limb and wind and have some small wit—we’ll teach them what they ought to do, at any rate.”


The light on his face dimmed, and was replaced with a frown, however.


“We lost what few decent crossbowmen we had to that devil of a tall, Welsh archer you had in the matter of the Loathly Tower—Sir Knight, m’Lord and Lady,” he said. “We badly need archers of our own. There will be archers in the forces of others who go to rescue Prince Edward, no doubt; but archers who belong to Malencontri—”


“Now, damn my bad memory!” said Sir Brian, turning to Angela. “I had a message to pass on to you: that Dafydd and his wife, Danielle, were on their way to visit you. I was to pass this on; and in the more important matter of the Prince I completely forgot. I crave your pardon.”


“Dafydd and Danielle?” echoed Jim. “What would Dafydd have to see me about?”


“As I understood, it was rather Danielle who wished to see Her Ladyship,” answered Sir Brian. “However, word came last week that they are on their way. Should be arriving any day now.”


“Hmm,” said Angie thoughtfully.


“Well,” said Jim, “in any case I’ll be glad to see them—”


He was interrupted by a noise at the front door of the great hall. A man he recognized as one of Sir Brian’s men-at-arms literally stumbled in, with a couple of Jim’s own men-at-arms trailing along beside him. The man paid no attention to them, to Jim, or to Angie, but made directly to Brian.


“M’Lord!” he gasped to Sir Brian, catching hold of the far edge of the high table to hold himself upright. “Castle Smythe is attacked, and I have near ridden one of your horses to death to get the news to you as quick as possible.”




Chapter 6





“Theoluf!” shouted Jim jumping to his feet, “fetch the men, as many as can be spared! Someone get me some fresh clothes and my plate armor! Brian—”


But Brian had already leaped from the table and was putting on his steel cap.


“Follow me as best as you can, James,” he threw over his shoulder. “I cannot wait!”


He caught the messenger by the arm and swung him around.


“Can you still ride?”


“Aye, Sir Brian!” answered the man-at-arms who had brought the news. “Give me a fresh horse, only.”


“Take what you want from my stables!” shouted Jim, as Brian and the man-at-arms headed out the door, Brian’s grip on the other’s left upper arm both supporting the man and impelling him forward at what was almost a run.


Jim and Angie followed him to the front door, where someone had already brought Brian’s palfrey, plus a fresh horse for the Castle Smythe man-at-arms. Jim and Angie were just in time to see Brian vault from the ground into the saddle of his horse, in spite of the armor he was wearing, and touching only a toe to the near stirrup on the way.


Jim felt a twinge of envy. He could not do that himself. But then, Brian had practiced the vaulting mount since he was a boy.


Jim, on the other hand, had always been proud of his jumping ability. In AA-class volleyball he had been able to outjump anyone else with ease. However, something about that vault onto the horse, particularly wearing heavy armor—which Brian could also do—defeated him. Jim could get up there; but he could not seem to land squarely in the saddle—and it could be very painful not to.


Jim and Angie turned back into the castle.


It was a good fifteen minutes before new ordinary clothes, its separate parts strongly attached to each other with Old Magic, could be brought for Jim to replace those which had been temporarily put back together at Carolinus’s home; and Jim had been helped into his inherited, restructured suit of ill-fitting plate armor. He had half-expected objections from Angie; but apparently she was becoming as much a denizen of this world as he himself was. She kissed him good-bye just before he climbed up on Gorp.


“Watch yourself,” was all she said.


“Believe me, I will!” answered Jim grimly.


He clambered aboard Gorp and led off his meager, hastily formed troop of some sixteen men-at-arms, Theoluf at their head and riding just behind his own left elbow. They all left the castle for the route that would lead them to Castle Smythe, Jim leading the way at a canter.


“M’Lord,” said the voice of Theoluf at his left ear, “we must spare the horses.”


“True.” Jim reluctantly slowed Gorp to a trot. He had hoped to catch up with Sir Brian and learn more about what was going on at Castle Smythe; but reason now told him that he had no chance of catching them. Brian would be going all out with his single man-at-arms, to get back to whatever people of his own were still free to oppose whoever was doing the attacking.


The two of them could not be caught unless Jim and his men-at-arms also rode their own horses full out; and, as Theoluf had just pointed out, this was not a sensible thing to do. Jim had hoped to learn from Brian’s man-at-arms about the attackers and the situation at Brian’s castle, but clearly it was not possible. It was best that Jim and his men arrive in the best possible condition to fight.


In fact, Castle Smythe was not that distant; perhaps an hour and a half with a horse at a walk. Jim drew back even further on his reins and slowed Gorp to that pace. Even once they were there, it would be foolish to dive into battle until they had looked over the situation and talked to Sir Brian. The attackers might outnumber them by as much as ten or twenty to one, though it seemed unlikely that a really large force would have penetrated this far without the news of it reaching them from other neighbors.
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