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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




CHAPTER 1


“Ah, spring,” said the good knight Sir Brian Neville-Smythe, “how could it be better, James?”


Sir James Eckert, Baron de Malencontri et Riveroak, riding beside Sir Brian, was caught slightly off guard by the question.


True, the sun was shining beautifully, but it was still a little chilly by his own personal, twentieth-century standards; and he was grateful for the padding underneath his armor. Brian, he was sure, was feeling if anything a little on the warm side—certainly he seemed to find the day balmy—and Dafydd ap Hywel, riding a little behind them, wearing nothing but ordinary archer’s clothes, including a leather jerkin studded with metal plates, should by Jim’s standards also be feeling chilly. But Jim was ready to bet that he was not, either.


There was, in fact, some reason for Brian’s reaction.


Last year it had been good weather for them all, both in France and in England all through the summer. But the fall had made up for that. Autumn had been steady rain; and the winter had been steady snow. But now the winter and the snow had passed; and spring was upon the land even as far north as here in Northumberland, next to the Scottish border.


It was toward this border that Jim, along with Brian and Dafydd, was now riding.


Jim woke suddenly to the fact that he had not answered Brian. An answer would be needed. If he did not echo the other’s cheerful sentiments about the weather, Brian would be sure that he was ailing. That was one of the problems that Jim had learned to accustom himself to in this parallel fourteenth-century world, in which he and his wife Angie had found themselves. To people like Sir Brian, either everything couldn’t be better, or else you were ailing.


Ailing meant that you should dose yourself with all sorts of noxious concoctions, none of which could do any good at all. It was true that the fourteenth century knew a few things about medicine—though these were usually in the area of surgery. They could, and did, cut off a gangrenous limb—without the use of an anesthetic of course—and they were sensible enough to cauterize any wound that seemed to have infected. Jim lived in dread of getting wounded in some way when he was away from home and could not let Angie (the Lady Angela de Malencontri et Riveroak, his wife) take care of his doctoring.


About the only way he would have of fending off the mistaken help of people like Brian and Dafydd would be to claim that he could take care of the matter with magic. Jim, through no fault of his own, was a magician … a very low-rated magician, to be sure, but one who commanded respect for his title among non-magicians, nonetheless.


He still had not answered Brian, who was now looking at him curiously. The next thing Brian would be asking was if Jim had a flux or felt a fever.


“You’re absolutely right!” Jim said, as heartily as he could, “marvelous weather. As you say, how could it be better?”


They were riding across a section of flat, treeless, heather moor, thick with cotton grass; and expected soon to be dropping down to sea level as they approached their destination, the Castle de Mer, home of their former friend Sir Giles de Mer, who had been slain in France the year before while heroically defending England’s Crown Prince Edward from a number of armed and armored assailants; and who—being of silkie blood—turned into a live seal when his dead body was dropped in the English Channel waters.


Their trip was a usual duty undertaken by knights or other friends under such conditions, to advise the relatives of their former friend of the facts of his death; since news of such, in the fourteenth century, did not always get carried back to those relatives, otherwise. Any more than it had in the fourteenth century on Jim’s world—not that this reason had justified making the trip to Jim’s wife, Angie, any more than if he had chosen to do so from a whim.


Jim could really not blame her. She had not been happy being left alone most of last summer; with not only the castle and its inhabitants, which were normally her responsibility, but all of Jim’s lands with their tenants, men-at-arms and others who lived on them to take care of as well.


As a result, she had been firmly against Jim’s going; and it had taken him a solid two weeks to talk her around.


Jim had promised finally that their ride to Giles’s family castle would take no more than ten days, they would spend no more than a week with the family, and then another ten-day ride back—so that the trip could take in all no more than a month. She had not even been ready to agree to this; but, happily, their close friend and Jim’s tutor in magic—S. Carolinus—had happened to show up about that time; and his arguments in Jim’s favor had won the day for him. Angie had finally agreed to let him go; but not with very good grace.


Their destination was on the seashore just below the town of Berwick, which anchored the eastern end of the Scottish/English border—the end of the old Roman wall. The de Mer Castle was supposedly only a few miles south of the town; and built right on the edge of the sea.


The description they had of it was that it was actually a peel tower with a certain amount of extra buildings attached to it, but not a great number. It was also about as far north as it was possible to get in this district of Northumberland, which had once been the old Scottish land of Northumbria, without entering Scotland itself.


“Better, it may hardly be,” commented Dafydd ap Hywel, “but not well will it shortly be, as the sun goes down and the land cools for the night. If you’ll look, now, the sun is almost on the horizon; and already skeins of mist are beginning to form ahead of us. Let us hope then that we reach de Mer Castle before the daylight is full gone; else we will find ourselves camping out overnight once more.”


It was unusual for a mere bowman to speak up so freely in the presence of a couple of knights. But Dafydd, with Jim and Brian, had been Companions in a couple of tussles with the creatures of the Dark Powers, who were always at work in this medieval world to upset the balance between Chance and History.


Because of Jim’s being originally from a technological civilization six hundred years in advance, and because he had picked up a certain amount of magical energy in being transported along with Angie back to this world, he seemed to have attracted the particular animosity of the Dark Powers, at work here.


Carolinus, who was one of this world’s three AAA+ rated magicians and lived by The Tinkling Water, near Jim’s own castle of Malencontri, had warned Jim that the Dark Powers were out to get him, particularly and simply, because he was more difficult to handle than someone native-born to this world and time.


However, all that was beside the point now. The fact was that, almost as soon as Dafydd had spoken up, Jim had begun to feel the bite of the air even more sharply through his armor and padding than he had before. Also, for some reason—emotional, no doubt—the sun seemed closer to the horizon than it had been even a couple of minutes earlier.


Moreover, the wisps of mists over the moorland were indeed thickening, lying like thick threads of smoke here and there some two to six feet above the grass; and now beginning to join up with each other, so that soon all the moor would be cloaked in mist; and it might well be perilous to try to continue riding under those conditions—


“Hah!” said Brian suddenly, “here is something that comes with the night, that we had not counted on!”


Jim and Dafydd followed the line of his pointing finger. Some little distance ahead of them, the mist had thinned to reveal movement beyond it. Movement which now emerged into full view to reveal itself as five horsemen. As they got closer, for they were riding directly toward Jim and his two Companions, something strange about them struck all three men.


“All Saints preserve us!” ejaculated Brian, crossing himself, “They ride either upon air or on invisible horses!”


What he said was beyond dispute.


The five indeed appeared to be riding thin air. From the movement of their bodies and their height above the ground, it was easy to see that they were on horseback and that their phantom steeds were moving; but there was nothing visible between their legs and the ground.


“What unholy thing is this?” demanded Brian. Beneath the up-turned visor of his helmet his face had paled. It was a square-boned, rather lean face with burning blue eyes above a hooked nose; and his chin was square and pugnacious with a slight dent in the middle of it. “James, is it magic of some kind?”


The fact that it might be magic, rather than something unholy, plainly offered to take a great deal of the superstitious awe out of the situation for Brian. But from Jim’s point of view it did nothing to render less perilous the physical aspect of it. The three of them; he, Brian and Dafydd, with only two of them in armor, were facing what appeared to be five full-armored knights, their visors down and all holding heavy lances. It was a prospect that made his blood run cold; much more so than anything supernatural would have done. Not so with Brian.


“I think it’s magic,” answered Jim, more to reassure the other than for any other reason.


There remained the faint hope in Jim that the approach of the five might not be unfriendly. But this was firmly and forbiddingly enough dissipated. As those approaching got closer, a movement by each of them clearly announced their intent.


“They set their lances,” commented Brian, the natural color in his face quite back and the tone of his voice almost cheerful, “best we do likewise, James.”


This was exactly the kind of situation that Angie had feared for him, when she had objected to his going. In the fourteenth century, as it had been once on their original world, life was uncertain. The wife of a man who had left her with a cartful of produce for a nearby market town, never knew whether she would see him alive again or not.


There were innumerable perils on the way. Not merely robbers and outlaws along the road to the town. But the danger of fights; or even a reasonless arrest and execution of her husband once he was at the town, for his violation of some local edict, or other. Both Angie and Jim had known this of medieval conditions. They had known it intellectually as college instructors in their own twentieth century; and they had known of it as a reality, during their first months here. But it had taken them a little while to know it in their guts, as they did now. Now, Angie worried—and it was no weak worry at that.


But the fact of it was no help to the situation at the moment.


Jim reached for the heavy lance resting butt down and upright in the saddle socket in which it was normally carried; and laid it horizontal, pointing forward across the pommel, or raised forepart, of his saddle, ready to meet the charge. He was also about to lower the visor of his helmet when Dafydd trotted his horse a little ahead of them, stopped it, and swung down from its saddle.


“I would advise the two of you to stand clear,” said Dafydd, reaching for his longbow, uncasing it and taking down his capped quiver, “to see first what a clothyard shaft can do to these, whoever they may be. There is no point in closing with them, look you, unless you have to.”


Jim did not share Dafydd’s coolness. Armored men on invisible horses could well be invulnerable to arrows even from Dafydd’s tall bow. But Dafydd showed no sign of fearing this.


Calmly, completely indifferent to the thunder of the invisible, pounding hooves coming rapidly nearer and nearer to them at a canter about to break into a gallop, and to the five brilliant steel points of the spears, each with half a ton in weight of striking power behind it, Dafydd draped the leather strap of his quiver over his right shoulder so that the quiver itself hung comfortably at his left hip, upper-end forward. Tall, athletically slim and handsome, as usual every move of his body could have been a demonstration of how such action should be performed.


Now, he flipped back the weather cover from the quiver, chose an arrow from among those within it, examined its three-foot length and broad metal tip critically, then put it to the bow and pulled the string of the weapon back.


The longbow stave bent, the feathered end of the arrow continued to come back until it was level with Dafydd’s ear—and then suddenly the arrow was away, leaping up as it left the bow. Jim was barely able to follow its flight with his eye, before it struck the foremost mounted figure squarely on the breastplate and buried itself in him right to the feathers.


The knight—if that was what he was—fell from the horse; but the rest came on. Almost immediately, there were arrows sprouting from three more of them. All but the one who had fallen turned to run, the three with the arrows in them somehow clinging to their invisible steeds so that they were carried away into the mist and out of sight.


Dafydd recased his bow. Calmly, he put it with his recapped quiver back in their places on his saddle, the remounted his own horse. Together they approached the place where the armored figure first hit had fallen.


He was strangely hard to see; and when they came up to where he should be, they saw why. Brian crossed himself again.


“Would you care to be the one to look more closely at it?” Brian asked Jim hesitantly. “—Seeing it may be magic?”


Jim nodded. Now that his first fear was over, unlike the two with him he was more intrigued than awed by what he had just seen. He swung down from his horse and approached what lay upon the ground, to squat down beside it. It was a combination of chain and steel plate, with padding beneath.


Dafydd’s arrow was buried in the chest plate, up to the feathers, and the point stuck out through the back armor. It was much like the armor Jim wore himself; but somewhat old-fashioned. His eye for armor was developing, and he was able to notice that not all of the armor parts matched with each other the way they should. Dafydd pulled his arrow on through the backplate to recover it, and shook his head over the damage this had done to the shaft’s feathers. Jim stood up.


“Two things are certain,” he said. “One is that the arrow stopped him—it looks, permanently. Secondly, whoever or whatever was in the armor isn’t there now.”


“Could it be some damned souls from hell,” asked Brian, crossing himself again, “sent against us?”


“I doubt it,” answered Jim. He came to a sudden decision. “We’ll take the armor with us.”


He had got into the habit of carrying a coil of light rope, along with the other gear on his horse. It had turned out to be useful a number of times. He used it now to tie together the loose pieces of armor and clothing; and made a bundle which he fastened behind his saddle with the other goods his horse carried there.


Dafydd said nothing.


“Now the mists have thickened,” said Brian, looking around them. “Soon it will be thick fog and we’ll not see which way to go. What do we now?”


“Let’s go on a little farther,” said Jim.


They remounted and went on a little way, while the fog—for it was really fog now—thickened. But after a bit, they could feel a damp breeze, cold on the right side of their faces; and they noticed that the ground was beginning to slope in that direction, rather steeply.


They turned their horses to the slope and rode down. After about five minutes they rode out from under the fog, which now became a low-lying cloud bank above their heads, and found themselves on the shingle of a pebble and rock-strewn seashore. The cloud had lifted. Perhaps five hundred yards to their left, up the bank, was a dark peel tower—a common form of fortress to be found on the Scottish border. It rose from the shingle like a single black finger, upright, with some outbuildings attached to its base.


It sat right above the edge of a cliff face falling vertically to the creamy surf that beat on the shore, but some fifty to eighty feet above it; by virtue of being built on a little promontory that grew higher toward the end where the tower was built.


“Castle de Mer, do you think, Brian?” asked Jim.


“I have no doubt of it!” answered Sir Brian merrily, setting his horse into a canter.


The rest did the same; and a few moments later they were riding over the wooden drawbridge that lay down over a deep but dry ditch, to a large, open doorway with two cresset lamps, made of baskets of iron bars forged together to hold fuel, burning on either side of the doorway some ten feet off the ground, to hold back the darkness of the night and the mist.




CHAPTER 2


“James! Brian—and Dafydd!”


With that shout, a short, luxuriantly mustached figure was running across the hard-packed damp earth surface of the courtyard toward them; a squarely built young man, with a very large hooked nose. He wore only a mail shirt above his hose and his hair, flaxen in color like his mustache, was tousled.


“In God’s name!” said Brian, reining up abruptly. “First horses of air; and now dead friends rise again!”


But in a fraction of a second his attitude had changed. He was down off his horse and—fourteenth-century style—kissing and embracing the smaller man in a crushing hug of his metal-clad arms.


“Hah!” he half-shouted. “But it is well to see you, Giles! You were near a week dead, with the best speed we could make when we put your body into the English Channel waters. True, we saw you change to a seal as you entered the water. But after that—no word. Nothing.”


More cresset lamps were spaced around the interior of the courtyard, but they were too distant, and not bright enough because of that, to show whether Giles was blushing or not. But on the basis of past evidence; Jim, who was now also dismounting along with Dafydd, was willing to believe he was.


“A silkie cannot die on land,” said Giles, “but I own it was a sad time after that. I came back here and my family recognized me, of course, but there was nothing they could do to get me back into man-shape again. Not until a godly abbot came to Berwick and they invited him down here for a few days. In the end, my father talked him into blessing me, so that I became a man again. But my father also warned me then that I will have no second escape from death if I again die as a human on land. After that blessing, I may turn into a silkie in the water, but I cannot escape my fate ashore!—James!”


Now Giles was hugging and kissing Jim. The links of the smaller man’s chain mail shirt scratched loudly on Jim’s own armor but no more noticeably than the bristles of Giles’s beard seemed to rasp and spear into Jim’s cheeks.


The kiss was the ordinary handshake-equivalent of the period—everybody kissed everybody. You would conclude a purchase or a deal of some kind with a perfect stranger by kissing him or her—and most people at this time had very bad teeth and therefore rather unsweet breath. You kissed the landlady on leaving an inn after spending the night there.


But Jim had generally managed to avoid this custom, so far. Now, with Giles, it would seem cold of him not to accept it whole-heartedly. Jim wondered how women stood the beard bristles.


He made a mental note—which at the same time he guiltily knew he would have forgotten by the time he was home again—to make sure he was as clean-shaven as possible, next time, before kissing Angie. Jim also winced to think of what it must have been like for Giles, himself, with the solid-metal-clad sleeves of Brian’s arms enclosing him, in spite of the chain shirt.


However, Giles had made no protest, and shown no discomfort. Then Giles was hugging Dafydd, who likewise seemed to take it in no other way but with complete happiness, though in this case Giles’s chain mail must have bit noticeably even into Dafydd’s leather jacket.


“But come inside!” said Giles. He half turned and shouted. “Ho, from the stables! Take the horses of these good gentlemen!”


Half a dozen servants appeared with the same suspicious quickness with which Jim’s servants at Malencontri had a tendency to appear, whenever something interesting was going on. They led off the horses and several of them, two of them wearing kilts of differing colors and patterns, carried the saddles and personal gear inside.


Giles led them forward, and flung open the door of a long wooden building which was obviously the Great Hall; leading to the tower. As a Great Hall, it was noticeably smaller than that of Jim’s castle; but it was arranged the same way, with a long table on a lower level stretching the length of the hall; and a shorter one—the “high table”—crosswise on a platform at the far end.


Giles led them eagerly to the table on the platform, which was obviously, by the smells, just in front of the kitchen; which here would be on the ground floor of the tower itself. Not only the doors through which they had entered the hall, but those beyond leading into the kitchen, now propped ajar, were tall and wide enough to ride horses through.


It was plain that this castle, like so many other border castles, was designed with defense first in mind. It had been built for a situation in which everyone could, need came, retreat within the stout, flame-resistant stone walls of the peel tower itself.


This was a wise and standard practice if attackers were too numerous or too strong to fight off in the courtyard; or beyond the front curtain wall that held the main gate, with its two cresset torches.


The high table was deserted; and the air, although heavy with the same smells Jim had encountered from all Great Halls that Jim had had anything to do with, was pleasantly warm after the growing chill of the outside night.


Giles sat them at benches at the table and shouted for wine and cups, which came with the same suspicious quickness that the servants had shown with regard to the horses and the gear outside in the courtyard.


Almost on their heels came an individual from the kitchen doors who dwarfed all of them.


“Father, these are the two noble knights I told you about who were my Companions in France, and the archer of renown who was also with us!” Giles said, beaming. “James—Brian—Dafydd, this is my father Sir Herrac de Mer.”


He had not sat down himself; and, next to his father, he looked like a midget.


Herrac de Mer was at least six feet six and muscled in proportion. His face was square and heavy-boned, with close cropped black hair tinged with gray. His shoulders were a good hand span on either side wider than those of Dafydd, which were by no means narrow shoulders.


His face had borne a frown at first, seeing strangers already seated at the top table. But the frown evaporated at the words of Giles’s introduction.


“Sit! Sit!” he said waving them back down, for they had all gotten automatically to their feet at his entrance. “—Yes, you too, Giles, if they are friends of yours—”


“Thank you, Father!” Giles slipped eagerly onto a bench several seats away from the rest of them. It was clear that while a seat at the high table might be his by right, not only as a knight but as a member of the family, he could not sit in his father’s presence without his father’s permission.


The rest sat down as well.


“Father,” said Giles, “the gentleman closest to you is Sir James Eckert, Baron de Malencontri et Riveroak, and just beyond him is Sir Brian Neville-Smythe. After Sir Brian, is Master Dafydd ap Hywel—the like of whom, I swear, there is none—as far as men of the longbow are concerned.”


“Thank you,” murmured Dafydd, “but indeed it is also that no crossbowman has ever outshot me, either, as to distance or target.”


Herrac’s black eyebrows, which had been shadowed slightly in a frown above his deep-set seal-black eyes, on seeing a seated man in a leather jerkin, abruptly smiled. He was naturally not used to entertaining an archer at his high table. But, of course, this archer was different.


“I had heard of you all before Giles told me about you,” he said. He had a resonant bass voice that came rumbling softly out from deep within him. “The Ballad of the Loathly Tower has been sung even in this hall, good sirs—and you, Master archer. You are all welcome. My hospitality is yours for as long as you wish. What brings you?”


And he sat down himself at the table with them.


He was not only tall; but he was one of those men who, like Dafydd, kept his back as straight as an arrow. So, if anything, he seemed to tower even more over them at the table than he had standing up.


Dafydd and Brian waited. It was obviously Jim’s position as the ranking member of the three to be first in answering the question.


“We came to bring your family the story of Giles’s death,” said Jim. “Both Sir Brian and I saw him take to the water—”


This was a delicate way of putting it. He was not sure whether Sir Herrac would have approved of his son letting others know about his silkie blood. But certainly the other could read between the words on a statement like that. Jim went on.


“—but it never occurred to us that he might be back here. Least of all that we should see him as we see him now, in his full strength, well and happy!”


“For that, we give blessings to Holy Church,” rumbled Herrac, “but Giles has told us little, beyond the fact that he died at a large battle in France. My other sons will be here soon; and meantime we can set in process a dinner worthy of your company.”


He lifted a powerful open hand from the table, slightly, in apology.


“It will take an hour or so. Can I suggest you all have a pitcher or so of wine, and then let Giles show you to your room? So that you can then prepare yourselves as you see fit, to eat and drink properly, if so be it you think any preparation be needed. That way, when you come down, you can tell all the family at once. Alas”—his face for a moment was shadowed as if by the remembrance of agony—“that my wife is not here to hear it as well; but she died of a great and sudden pain in the chest six years past on the third day before Christmas. It was a sad Christmas in this household that year.”


“I can well believe so, Sir Herrac,” said Brian, his quick and generous sympathy leaping immediately into response to the word. “How many other children have you?”


“I have five sons,” said Herrac, “two older than Giles here, and two younger. The youngest is but sixteen, even now. I also have one daughter, who is visiting neighbors today; but will return tomorrow.”


“Surely, that too is an excellent thing, Sir Herrac,” said Dafydd in his soft voice, “for a man should have both sons and daughters, look you, if his life is to be truly fulfilled.”


“I feel as you do, Master Dafydd,” rumbled Herrac.


He seemed to shake emotion from him.


“But,” he went on, “we are concerned now with the present and in particular what is to come tonight. It will be interesting to hear you tell of Giles in France. He was never one to tell us much about himself.”


And he looked fondly down the table at Giles, who was—Jim thought—most surely blushing now, if only the torches about the hall had thrown light enough to show it.


Herrac rose from the table.


“Giles,” he said, “when these good friends have drunk, will you take them to the uppermost chamber; and see that all their wants are satisfied?”


It was a statement, in fact an order, rather than a question to his son. Giles bobbed to his feet.


“I’ll take good care of them, Father,” he said, “the best care.”


“See you do,” rumbled Herrac; and strode away from the table to vanish once more into the noise and odors of the kitchen and probably to someplace in the tower above, from which he had undoubtedly been summoned by news of their arrival.


It was up that same tower about twenty minutes later, when the wine jugs had been emptied, that Giles led them to a top-most room. It was obviously normally occupied by Herrac, himself. Giles remarked that it had been a private chamber for his father and mother, when his mother had been alive. A wooden frame with some half-finished needlework on it still stood in one corner. Clearly, Herrac had vacated it for his guests.


“You will stay at least the month, will you not?” said Giles eagerly, as he showed them to this room. He was asking them all; but his eyes were on Jim. “There’ll be fine hunting as soon as the weather warms a little; and fishing, if you’re interested, such as you never encountered. There’s a thousand things I’d wish to show you. You will stay?”


Jim winced internally.


“I’m sorry, Giles,” he said, “but business requires a stay of only a week; and then, I, at least, must start home again.”


He winced again internally at Giles’s suddenly unhappy face.


“You must remember,” Jim said, “we thought you dead, or lost forever as a seal in the waters of the English Channel. We hoped to do no more here than tell your family the manner of your death, and then make our decent withdrawal. Had we known differently, possibly we could have planned differently.”


“Oh—oh, I understand,” said Giles, with an effortful attempt at a smile. “Of course, you wouldn’t have expected much more of a stay than was necessary to a family which had lost a son. I was foolish to think of a longer stay; and wrapped in affairs, both magical and ordinary, as you yourself must be, James … It’s quite all right. We’ll simply make the most of the week.”


Jim stood, feeling terrible. It hurt him deeply to see Giles’s disappointment. But he could not delay his return, or Angie would immediately begin to assume that something had happened to him. He hesitated, hoping that Brian would speak up and say something to back him up. But Brian stayed silent.


To someone such as Brian, a duty like the trip here to the Castle de Mer could never be thought of as anything that could be put off simply because of wifely fears. It was a custom of the time; and customs of the time were iron laws in many respects.


“I’m sorry, Giles,” said Jim, again.


“That’s all right, as I say,” said Giles.


“Well, well,” said Giles, trying to smile. “Still, it will be a week to remember. Now the bed here, though large, may be a little small for the three of you—”


“That’s all right,” interrupted Jim. “I sleep on the floor. Part of the rules of my magic, you know.”


“Oh. Of course!” said Giles, completely satisfied.


Jim’s original excuse, that he had made a vow that kept him from sleeping in any bed (which would be invariably populated with vermin), which had worked so well the previous year on their way to France, had become a little worn. Instead, he had come up with an excuse that his apprenticeship in magic required him to sleep on a floor rather than a bed.


This excuse served perfectly well; and it had only been afterwards that Jim realized that almost any excuse served, as long as the word “magic” was uttered in connection with it. Accordingly, he now chose a portion of empty stone floor; and from his gear unrolled the mattresslike quilt that Angie had made for him.


As traveling knights with only themselves and their horses, they did not carry much in the way of possessions. Consequently, there was not much dressing to be done for dinner. Effectively, they took off their armor; and Jim, after persuading Giles to get him some water, used some homemade soap he had brought along and washed his hands and face.


This also he had explained as a necessary magic ritual; and Brian, with Dafydd, had accepted it. Nonetheless, they waited a little impatiently until he was done. He wiped his face with his hands, shook what water remained off his hands, and—leaving these parts of him to air-dry—he went with the others back downstairs to the table, the refilled wine jugs and the waiting cups.


Giles joined them there immediately. They sat talking and drinking; and while they did, one by one, Giles’s brothers came home.


It was plain they had already been warned of the fact that there were guests at the high table whom their father did not wish disturbed, so none of them had been seen. But they had most certainly been heard, since their individual returns. Like their father and Giles, they had bass voices. But they did not rumble so much as roar. They could be heard shouting to each other all over the castle.


Finally, with surprising hesitation and bashfulness, one by one, and clearly in planned order, they came to be introduced to the three famous guests.


The first to come, of course, was Alan, the oldest of the family. He—as his brothers were to prove to be also—was cast in the same heroic mold as Herrac. Like Herrac and Giles, they all had the seal-black eyes, large, hooked noses and flaxen hair. None, however, had a nose as large as Giles. Nor were any of them—even Alan—as big, as tall, or as wide-shouldered as their father. But they were all considerably larger than Jim, or even Dafydd; and, like their father, heavily muscled. It was a little, thought Jim, as if he, Brian and Dafydd had been invited to the home of some giants.


However, the giants, particularly these younger ones, were clearly overawed at meeting face to face people of whom they had heard in a ballad. They came up, were introduced, and took their seats at the table. Alan took his as if by right, and then one by one gave the others permission to sit as they appeared. Besides Alan, there was the next oldest brother, who was Hector; then the next youngest after Giles—who was William—and finally, the youngest, sixteen-year-old Christopher. They all spoke in as low voices as it seemed possible for them to speak.


Clearly, Herrac de Mer ran a taut household.


As the wine disappeared down their capacious throats, however, they became bolder; and the three guests were plied with all sorts of questions about knighthood, weapons, armor, people in France, dragons, and just about everything else that the sons’ minds could conceive of, and that could legitimately be asked without being considered an uncivil question.


This continued until they all at once fell silent. Looking up, Jim saw the reason for it. Sir Herrac himself had entered the Great Hall from the kitchen and was coming to take his seat at the table.


He did so. For a moment his black eyes frowned at his five noisy sons, who looked guiltily down at the tabletop.


“Giles,” he rumbled, “have your brothers been bothering your guests?”




CHAPTER 3


Jim frowned slightly. Was it his imagination that Herrac had put a slight, extra emphasis on the word “bothered”—the kind of emphasis with which members of a family send signals to each other?


It would be easy to tell himself he had heard no such thing. But he knew this was not true. Now what was it that Herrac feared his sons might have said or asked that Herrac thought might bother Jim, Brian and Dafydd—or any one of them, for that matter?


Whatever the message, Giles had evidently reassured his father by ignoring the implication.


Right now he was visibly swelling simply with pride at the reference to his guests. An answer seemed to tremble instantly on his tongue, and then was choked back. When he did speak it was in a milder voice.


“I think they may just have been as excited and happy as I, to see these gentles and Master archer,” he said.


“Good,” said Herrac. “William, go tell the kitchen that the serving of food can begin. We can talk and drink as we are fed.


“—With your permission, my Lord and Sir Brian?” he added. There was a slight catch in his voice at the end of the sentence. Dafydd smiled reassuringly at him, to show he understood the knight’s inability to include even an archer like himself in the formal request.


Again, although the words were a question, an affirmative answer had been practically implied by the tone of Herrac’s voice. Both Jim and Brian hurried to express their agreement with the idea that dinner should start. In fact, Jim was very happy that it was starting. He had been put in a position of taking a little more wine before dinner than he liked, considering that there would be more of it both during and after dinner. He could always, of course, magically change it to milk in his cup. But right now he was conserving every scrap of magical energy he possessed.


He had expected that Giles’s actions in France would have been the first subject of conversation. However, Herrac was evidently a host who had his own idea of how talk at his table should go. Consequently he engaged the three guests in conversation, himself, while his sons sat silent during the early courses of the meal.


He was a good conversationalist. But to Jim’s mild puzzlement, Herrac seemed to want to say little or nothing about himself, his family and lands, or local matters. In fact, when Jim, out of sheer courtesy, ventured on these topics, Herrac deftly returned the subject of their conversation back to that of his guests.


They talked about the weather, both this year and last, about the differences between this part of England and that from which the three of them came, in the south; also, about the various ladies and activities of the guests, and about the ballad version they had heard of the battle of the Loathly Tower. This last topic gave Jim and the others an opportunity for which they were grateful, to point out where the version of the ballad the de Mers had heard was wrong.


The fact was that all the ballad versions were wrong. This, because there had been added to all of them whatever the maker of that particular version had thought would make it most interesting, as well as long and dramatic as possible. Nearly all versions, including the one the de Mers had heard, had Jim going to London and asking permission of King Edward to go out and attack the creatures of the Loathly Tower. Whereupon, the King had graciously given him permission to do so, with the implication that afterwards he would be rewarded.


As it had happened, this particular added part had been heard by the King, himself; and pleased his English Royal Majesty enough to make him convince himself that it was true. A result had been confirmation of Jim’s possession of the castle and lands of Le Bois de Malencontri.


Another had been his award of arms to Jim. Though it was true that Jim could have created some arms of his own, on the basis of his claiming to hold the mythical barony of Riveroak, which had been the name of the twentieth-century college at which he and Angie had been graduate students and assistant teachers. But an award of arms from the King was a special honor and much to be preferred.


For this and other reasons, the matter of the King’s permission was one part of the ballad that neither Jim, Brian, nor Dafydd bothered to correct. For all Jim knew, Brian and Dafydd might have, like the King, convinced themselves that it was the truth.


But there were other additions and even errors in the reporting of the ballad that could stand correcting; and these the three mentioned.


It was not until at last the food had been cleared away and they were well into the after-dinner drinking—which was beginning to look rather frightening to Jim, since it seemed that both Herrac and his other large sons could outdrink even such a notable imbiber as Giles had shown himself to be, in France. Jim was very glad, consequently, when the question of Giles’s actions in France finally came up for discussion, as a result of a direct question from Herrac about them.


“Giles has actually told us nothing but that he was slain at a large battle somewhere in France and that the three of you brought his body back to the sea for burial,” said Herrac, looking down the table a little severely at Giles—who avoided the glance. “I understand from what you gentlemen say that there was more to it than that?”


“A great deal more,” answered Jim.


“Yes,” said Herrac, his deep-set eyes still on the embarrassed Giles, “why did you not tell us the rest of it, Giles? I’m confident that there would be nothing unknightly or shameful about what you did.”


“Far from it,” murmured Brian.


“Well, Giles?” demanded his father.


“I—” Giles almost stuttered, “I was rather hoping—just hoping, you understand—that some minor balladeer somewhere might just be looking for something to make a new ballad about and choose it. That’s all.”


Hector let out a hoot of laughter from across the table.


“Giles thought they would make a ballad about him?” boomed Hector. “That would be something to tell the crows! Giles in a ballad!”


“Indeed,” said the soft voice of Dafydd, “I know of many ballads made with less cause and with less of a subject to sing about.”


“By Saint Dunstan!” said Brian, bringing his fist down upon the table with a crash. “And that is so! More so than most of the pretty songs sung about the land!”


“Hector,” said Herrac, “leave the table.”


“Father—” cried Hector, already crushed by Dafydd’s and Brian’s retorts; and now further stricken at facing the prospect of not hearing what the others would hear.


“As a favor to us,” said Jim quickly to Herrac, “perhaps you would forgive Hector, this one time. It’s difficult to realize that someone you grew up with can do mighty things in the eyes of the world. It is not easy for anyone to face such a fact, though often we all must come to it.”


Herrac looked grimly at Jim, then twice as grimly at Hector.


“Very well,” he said, “you may stay, Hector—but only because our guest requests it. Watch your tongue from now on!”


“Yes, Father,” muttered the second oldest giant, cowed.


Herrac turned to his three visitors.


“You were going to tell us the rest of what had to do with Giles in this matter of his death in France,” he said.


Once again Jim saw that his two friends were waiting for him to speak first.


“Sir Giles and I,” he told the table, “had been chosen by Sir John Chandos to execute a secret duty in France. With the help of some French informer, or informers, we were to learn where the noble Edward, our Crown Prince of England, was held prisoner by the French First Minister; and rescue him from that place, to reunite him with the expedition that was even then being sent overseas from England to bring him safely home.”


He paused, rather hoping that either Brian or Dafydd would take up the tale. But Brian studiously avoided his eye and busied himself with drinking from his cup whereas Dafydd merely waited calmly, his eyes steady on Jim.


“In a word,” went on Jim, “with Sir Brian and Dafydd’s help, we did just that; and rejoined the English forces just as they met the French forces under the King of France, with which they were to do battle. Unfortunately, the King of France’s Minister, from whom we rescued the Prince, was one Malvinne, a very well-known and powerful magician—much more able in magic than myself. Malvinne, after our rescue of the real Prince, had made with his magic a perfect duplicate of the young man, and brought that duplicate to the battle to be fought between the English and French forces. Using this duplicate, he was claiming that our young Royal Edward had abandoned his heritage; and thrown in his lot with King Jean and the French host—so that he would be fighting against his own countrymen.”


“Somewhat of this we heard,” frowned Herrac, “but I interrupt. Go on, m’Lord.”


“So with the three of us you see here and Sir Giles as well to make four,” said Jim, “in addition to our personal levy of men-at-arms from Sir Brian’s estate and my own—”


From the corner of his eye, Jim caught sight of the grateful glance shot him by Brian, since Jim’s way of phrasing the matter made it seem as if Brian’s contribution had been the equal of Jim’s.


“—And with these, acting independently,” Jim continued, “it was decided.”


“Sir James decided it, having the command in keeping,” growled Brian.


“Well, well—in any case,” Jim said, “there was a truce between the two armies until the following day. Our small group made plans to attack just as the truce ended. To attack, in fact, from behind the French lines, independently, King Jean of France and his personal bodyguard of some fifty to a hundred picked French knights in heavy armor. Now, with these were not only the magician Malvinne, but the false Prince he had made. This, to ensure that King Jean, Malvinne and the false Prince should be protected, no matter what else might happen between the French and English armies. If the French forces should seem about to lose the day, the bodyguard could protect those three in a withdrawal; so that there would be no danger of any of them being captured.”


He paused. The men of the de Mer household were transfixed, from Herrac on down, their eyes unmoving on him. Giles was also staring at him, also almost as if hypnotized.


“So, aided by some small magic of my own—”


“He made us all invisible, Father!” broke in Giles excitedly. “We went through the baggage lines behind the French with no one suspecting at all and approached the rear of the last, or third line of the French, on the right flank of which the King and his force sat their horses in full arms and armor.”


“Giles,” said his father, but in a kinder tone than he had spoken to Hector, “allow our guest to tell the story as he sees fit.”


“Yes, Father.”


“Well,” went on Jim, “to make a long story short, just before charging, we removed our invisibility; since it would not have been fair or chivalric in actual combat to continue it. In full sight, we charged the King’s bodyguard from the rear. Our only advantage was that they had not expected anything from the quarter from which we had attacked; and also it took them a few moments to realize and get ready to resist our charge.”


Christopher coughed. He had obviously been fighting the urge to do so for some minutes; and the cough came out in a strangled gasp. The rest of the family glared at him. He blushed brightly.


“Therefore,” said Jim, “we hit them as they were only half-prepared to receive us; and with the aid of Dafydd, here, and several other greatly skilled bowmen he had gathered from the rest of the English forces, we were able to penetrate through the bodyguard and take the King, himself, prisoner. Whereupon he surrendered; and called upon his bodyguard to throw down their arms and submit. Which they did.”


Jim paused. The strain of story telling was greater than he had thought. He paused to take a drink from his wine cup, and found it surprisingly refreshing.


“Where was Giles in all of this?” asked his father. “What part did he take in your charge?”


“Giles was not with us,” answered Jim. “Earlier, to protect the true Prince Edward, I had taken both to the ruin of a small, stone chapel some small distance off. There was a short way in among the fallen blocks, though no exit from it. But it was only wide enough for one person to come down at a time. I left the Prince there—very much over his own protests, I should mention—and with him, I left Sir Giles, to bar the short passage to the Prince if any should attack. At that point, none of us expected that the Prince, to say nothing of Sir Giles, would even be found there, let alone threatened.”


“This was before you charged and captured King Jean and his bodyguard?” queried Herrac.


“It was,” said Sir Brian, “but a short time before—no longer than a man might give to his morning prayers.”


“Thank you, Sir Brian. Go on, m’Lord, if you please,” said Herrac.


“Once we had captured the King, the magician and the false Prince,” said Jim, “our most earnest desire was to confront that false Prince with the real Edward. Therefore, I sent one of our men-at-arms to fetch both Sir Giles and the Prince. He returned only a matter of minutes later at full speed, with word that Sir Giles was under most fierce and cruel attack by a number of knights in armor, all bearing black marks painted across their visor. This was something that identified them as being the personal knights of Malvinne, the magician; who, with his magic, had divined the whereabouts of the real Prince; and dispatched his own knights to overwhelm Sir Giles, and capture, or kill, the real Prince Edward.”


“How many of these were there, m’Lord?” asked Herrac, frowning.


“Our men-at-arms encountered some dozen and a half,” answered Jim. “It is true, because of the narrowness of the passage, that the Knights of Malvinne could only come at Sir Giles one at a time. But the minute he had defeated one, another took his place; and they were picked knights of great strength and prowess.”


“Then what?” queried Herrac, almost as eagerly as one of his sons might have done.


“I sent immediately to rescue Sir Giles and the Prince,” said Jim, “and they returned with the Prince unharmed, but with your son suffering from nearly twenty wounds; and so weakened from loss of blood, that it was plain he could not live. You will want to ask me how many knights he encountered at that time, and how he dealt with them?”


He looked directly at Herrac and then at the sons and then back to Herrac again.


“It is what I want to know,” said Herrac in a hard voice, that for the first time used something like the full volume of his bass tones.


“They counted eight knights fully dead, and four so badly wounded that they could not escape, and later died,” answered Jim. “This was the price your son exacted for what he paid to protect the Royal Prince; and indeed, he protected him so well that no attacking knight got sword’s reach of him.”


He had reached the climax of the story. But it was obvious that those listening to him were now captured by it and wanted to hear more.


“Our men brought Sir Giles as gently as possible to the place where we held the King and his now disarmed bodyguard. There was little we could do for your son. He had lost too much blood and was still losing it—nor was there any way to stanch the flow from most of the wounds. Nonetheless, what could be done, was done—”


“There was a lady, fair beyond any fairness you can imagine,” broke in Giles, “who was most gentle with me and said many kind things to comfort me; not only about my situation, but about my size and my—er—nose. Would that I could return to France and find her again!”


It was a measure of the hold that Jim’s story had taken of his audience, that Herrac did not rebuke Giles for speaking up this time. However, Jim turned to him.


“It’s just as well that you never do, Giles,” said Jim. “She’s a Natural; which is something other than human, something fairylike. Her desire would be only to take you back to the bottom of the lake where she dwells, and keep you there forevermore. There is more for you to do in this world yet, Giles, I think, than spend forever being pampered on the bed of a lake in France.”


“Fresh water?” murmured Herrac.


“Yes, Sir Herrac,” said Jim, “fresh water.”


“Then you are indeed fortunate, Giles. You hear?” said Herrac to his son. “Have you thanked the good Sir James?”


“I’ve—I’ve had no chance until now, Father,” stammered Giles. “Indeed, my great thanks, James. Not only for opening my eyes now to the danger that lay with me in that beauteous lady; but putting me in position to win some honor on that day of which you speak.”


“Well spoken, if a little tardily,” growled Herrac. “Giles, you have brought honor to the family name.”


Giles blushed.


“So, Hector!” said Sir Herrac, turning to the other son. “What do you think now, of the right of your brother to have a ballad written about him?”


“Indeed, Father—” stammered Hector. “I only wish that in my life I shall have the chance to prove myself half as worthy of such a ballad.”


“Good!” growled Herrac. “Now, my Lord and guests, enough of Giles’s story, welcome though it has been. Let us enjoy the rest of the evening and talk of other things. How was it on your trip here?”


“Well,” said Brian, “it is a pleasure just to be abroad in springtime, at last after the winter just gone by. But perhaps you can enlighten us about a strange and perhaps unholy thing we encountered on the way to the castle, here. It was five knights in armor—”


A certain rigidity seemed to Jim suddenly take all the de Mers.


“—Apparently, with lances,” went on Brian, unheeding, “but mounted upon steeds that we could not see. They came at us with all intent to bicker with us; but Dafydd ap Hywel, here, drove them off with arrows before they closed. And when we came to where one had fallen from his horse, there was nothing there but the armor, the lance and some clothes. All else, horse and the man within the armor, had vanished.”


He stopped speaking; and now both he and Dafydd, as well as Jim, noticed the change in the faces of their hosts. Herrac’s and Giles’s features were set like granite outcroppings of mountain rock; and those of all the other sons had paled.




CHAPTER 4


The silence stayed for a long moment around the table, during which the eyes of Sir Herrac were hard upon all his three guests.


“It seems,” he broke the silence at last, “that we must speak of one of our local troubles after all, the which I would have preferred not to intrude upon your visit.”


He paused for a moment, then went on.


“I am happy to learn that your encounter with these enemies of man and all Gods was so successful,” he said. “Because those whom you met were not ordinary opponents, but something other than Christian souls. They are called the Hollow Men; and we have suffered much from them. They are wholly evil, unlike even the Little Men. In fact, they are the ghosts of some of those who have died in this area we have come to call the Border, from the German sea to the Irish sea.


“There have been Hollow Men here from the time of the Romans,” he went on, “who built the wall of which all men know, between England and Scotland, down to the present. Of these, those who, because of some evil in their lives, have been forbidden entrance into heaven or even hell, have become what we call the Hollow Men. Indeed, even those who worship the old gods like Odin are shut out of Valhalla; while others like them are shut out from their own pagan afterworld, no matter what form it takes. In short, they are curst souls and will know no rest until Judgment Day.”


“Nor will we who have to endure them know any rest until then,” said Hector somberly.


This time his father did not rebuke his son, but merely shook his head.


A common impulse seemed to go around the table, causing them all there to fill their glasses or top them off, whichever was needed, and drink deeply for a moment. They waited, but Herrac said no more.


“What of the invisible horses, then?” asked Brian, once the glasses had all been set back down on the table.


“They are possibly ghosts as well,” said Herrac. “The Hollow Men themselves have no form or body under ordinary conditions. However, if they can but fit themselves into clothing or armor, they seem to become again the men they once were, with the same strength and the same abilities. So discovers anyone who has to fight one of them. Yet, if your blade should cut into one, past the armor, it is the same as cutting empty air, for there is nothing there beneath.”


“Ah,” said the voice of Dafydd, “that explains something.”


Jim looked down the table at him.


“What’s that, Dafydd?” he asked.


“Why, the behavior of the arrow once it had pierced the steel of the breastplate of the one I struck, and from whom we recovered arrow, armor and clothing,” answered Dafydd. “The arrow did not behave as if it had to penetrate flesh, muscle, or even bone beneath the armor, but as if it had gone through merely into an empty space.”


He became thoughtful.


“There is a chance, there …” he said. “I must think on it …”


“But if there was nothing there—and in that case how could there be anything there to hurt?” asked Brian. “How was it we found his armor and clothing on the ground, as if he had been slain?”


“He had been slain—but only for forty-eight hours,” answered Herrac. “At the end of that time, any one of them who has been killed comes back to life. Though, in this case, he will have to find himself new clothes and armor before he can be other than air. And he cannot begin even to search for such clothes and armor until forty-eight hours after he was struck down by your arrow, Master bowman.”


He paused to look directly at Dafydd, who nodded.


“That is the great curse of these Hollow Men,” Herrac went on to the table at large. “We can slay them occasionally, we can drive them off, often, but their numbers are not depleted and they keep coming back. Moreover, over the years they have acquired a good store of armor and weapons, so that I doubt not but what the one you killed forty-eight hours from now, after he has found his way back to life, will shortly be able to turn himself once more into a dangerous opponent.”


A silence fell on the table.


Jim was thinking deeply. There was a strong feeling in him that Herrac was holding something back—something worse about the Hollow Men than he had yet told them. An ugly thought came like a cold wind out of nowhere to Jim.


When Carolinus, friend and tutor in magic though he was, had first held a dream-conversation with Jim, when Jim had been in France the previous year, he had admitted that—without consulting Jim first—he had pushed Jim into a position of going into a contest with Malvinne, who was an AAA magician and infinitely Jim’s superior, since Jim was only a D class magician. But Malvinne had sometime since fallen under the influence of the Dark Powers. Could something about these Hollow Men mean Carolinus had acted so, again?


Jim remembered now how opportunely Carolinus, appearing at Jim’s castle apparently by chance, at the time when Angie had been strongly objecting to Jim making this trip, had taken Jim’s side with arguments that had considerably weakened Angie’s position.


At that time, Carolinus had pointed out that Jim’s duties in this world could not be avoided, if he was to maintain his present reputation.


Jim had a sudden uneasy feeling that for his own reasons Carolinus might have pushed him into this particular situation deliberately. Though this was hard to believe. For one thing it had been determined, even before the dead body of Giles slid into the gray waters of the English Channel, that he, Brian and Dafydd should search out his family as soon as possible and tell them of Giles’s end, as well as of the heroism it had involved.


On the other hand, there was that question of whether the Dark Powers actually had decided to concentrate on him, again. It was beginning to stretch coincidence that he should first find himself in a contest with them in the matter of the Loathly Tower, upon first coming to this world with Angie. Then he should discover he was opposing them over Malvinne. Now he had landed in a place where there were unnatural beings who clearly were not on the side of good; and obviously were ripe to be used as pawns by the Dark Powers—even if they were not already so being used.


“Can you tell me some of the things they’ve done?” Jim asked Herrac.


“As many as you like,” answered Herrac.


So, for the next hour, that is what he and Giles did, telling Jim of incident after incident while the levels of the wine in the pitchers sank and the pitchers were refilled again and again.


The attacks—or forays of the Hollow Men, since when they attacked in a force of fifty or more it could hardly be called simply an attack—apparently had two aims. Though their ranks included the souls of men going back through history, their primary aim seemed to be to get modern armor for all of them, and the best of the modern armor they could find. Secondarily, when alive, they apparently wanted food and wine, or the money with which to buy it; for there were those who would sell, even to them.


They always attacked against a lesser number, counting on their own numbers to overwhelm opposition.


In the beginning, perhaps this may have been partially because only a few of them were well armed and armored. But in the last couple of hundred years, it seemed to be because they did not fight well as a group; tending to be disorderly at all times and to lack any kind of unified command.


In fact, most of their attacks were with less than fifteen or twenty of their numbers, and aimed only at killing living people to get their weapons, armor, and whatever food, wine or wealth the victims were carrying.


Lately, however, their attacks had seemed better organized than the usual raids; and to have as an aim establishing control of a general area south of, and up into, the Cheviot Hills.


Also, eventually, when the wine had begun to show its effect visibly on the sons—though not on the father—the fact came out that, though no one could discover the source of it, the de Mers, like many of their neighbors, had recently been accused of acts that actually had been committed by the Hollow Men.


Enough of their neighbors had been so falsely accused that Herrac was beginning to think of seeing if he could not get a force together, after all, to attack the Hollow Men on their home ground. But at the present time, the number of such neighbors willing to join in was too small to penetrate deeply into that area of the Cheviot Hills held by the Hollow Men, where they might be encountered in numbers of hundreds, or even more.


At this point, Herrac abruptly introduced another subject.


“There is lately, also,” he said, “strong new rumors of a Scottish invasion of this Northumberland; and possibly beyond, down into England’s midlands.”


“Say you so?” demanded Brian, interestedly leaning forward over the table.


“I do,” answered Herrac. “Further, there is talk that the Hollow Men might use this opportunity of an invasion to rob and kill far and wide across the Border. Faced with the Scottish invaders, plus the Hollow Men—like ravens—ready to feed on a battlefield of corpses; such as our Castle de Mer, would stand little chance of not being overrun and all of us slain. For such as myself and Giles, this is the ordinary chance of life. But for my other sons, not yet knighted, and my only daughter—”


He glanced expressively at the sons seated beyond Giles.


“But England and Scotland are at peace right now, I thought,” said Sir Brian.


Like Sir Herrac, he did not seem to be visibly affected by the large amount of wine he had drunk. About the only thing that showed in these two older knights was that they were speaking more openly about things than they had earlier.


“Yes,” Herrac answered, “but all it takes is for one of the lairds who has a fair number of clansmen to set in motion what seems to be a cattle raid. They will end up picking up men on the far side of the border to swell their ranks before they come down upon us.”


“Is it so?” said Dafydd.


“Indeed, Master Welshman,” answered Herrac, “this tower has been our refuge too many times for me to count over its years; when attacked by a force great enough to burn and destroy our outbuildings, but not enough to reach us in the tower itself; and without the patience for a siege that might make us surrender—though they little know that in the worst case we need not surrender. The outer wall looks directly over the sea; and once in the sea—”


He stopped speaking abruptly. It had been accepted by this time that the three guests knew that the family had silkie blood; but it was one thing to have it known, and something else again to speak openly about it with those who were only recent friends.


In fact, with that sudden interruption of what he had been about to say, Herrac seemed to realize that he had said more than he had intended. Abruptly, he stood up from his bench at the table.


“If you will excuse me, gentles and Master bowman,” he said, “these are things local; and need not concern you further. I must to bed; and—”


He looked down the table to his sons.


“—And these should be abed too. Come, Alan, Hector, William, Christopher, time is that you were asleep. Giles, because you are now a belted knight, and these are friends of yours, I leave you to stay with them as long as you wish.”


But Giles rose to his feet also, stretching.


“If they will forgive me, Father,” he said, “I think it were time I slept also. James, Brian, Dafydd, would you pardon me, if I should leave you now?”


“I’ve a better idea,” said Jim, getting up in his turn. “I’ve no exact plans for tomorrow, but I’ve heard a lot tonight I’d like to sleep on.”


Brian had gotten to his feet almost as quickly as Jim. Dafydd, however, still sat where he was. He looked at Sir Herrac.


“Would it be possible now,” he asked, “for you to supply me with a candle to work by? There is a small thing that I would like to try making with one or more of my arrows.”


For a fleeting moment, Sir Herrac looked uncomfortable.


“I am most deeply sorry, Master bowman,” he answered, “but candles are one thing that Castle de Mer does not have. However, there is a cresset torch in your room, if your friends can sleep with it burning.”


“For myself,” said Brian, “I could sleep with the sun itself in my eyes, I believe now. I had not realized how welcome sleep would be, until I began to consider it. James?”


“I won’t mind,” said Jim.


But Dafydd looked at him shrewdly.


“It is in my mind,” he said to Jim, “that you are being more polite than truthful, m’Lord. If our host will permit, I will stay here and work at this table, where the torches of the hall itself will give me light.”


“Whatever you prefer,” said Sir Herrac, quickly.


“Well—” Jim hesitated; but he too had drunk enough wine to be a little more outspoken than ordinarily, “yes, to tell you the truth, Dafydd, I’d rather not have anything but a low light in our sleeping room, if any. In fact, I was thinking of taking a torch there that would burn for perhaps no more than fifteen minutes, before leaving us to sleep in darkness.”


“Let it be so then,” said Sir Herrac. “To your sleeping quarters, my sons.”


They all, except Dafydd, left the hall together, each of them stopping to pick up one of the already bound bundles of twigs that lay ready against the wall and light it from the nearest cresset. Giles took two, and led Jim and Brian to the room in which they had already deposited their goods. Once there, he handed the torch to Brian and hesitated for a moment in the doorway—


“I cannot tell you how much it means to me to see you again,” he said.


Then, as if embarrassed by his own words, he ducked out of the door with his torch and disappeared down the hall. Brian put the torch he carried into the cresset on the wall. This moment, however, Dafydd suddenly appeared in the doorway.


“Forgive me, m’Lord—Brian,” he said formally. “I had forgot that my shafts and tools were up here. I will be gone in a moment.”


He crossed the room to the bags that had ridden behind his saddle; and carried all he had brought with him beyond what he had worn or carried. He picked up both his quiver and one small bag.


“I will return lightly and silently, I promise you,” he said.


“No need to worry, Dafydd,” said Brian, with a tremendous yawn. “I vow I could sleep through a taking of this castle, itself.”


“No, indeed,” said Jim, “you won’t disturb us when you come in, Dafydd.”


“I thank you both,” said Dafydd, and vanished.


Brian sat down on the edge of the bed, finished pulling off his boots, and without any further preparation tumbled over and stretched out on the bed.


“It is a shame your magician’s training forbids your lying soft as I am now,” said Brian. “Well, well. Heigh—ho! Good night!”


“Good night,” answered Jim.


He lay down on the mattress he had earlier unrolled on the stone floor and rolled himself up in it. The mattress was not very successful in softening the hard surface underneath; but from long use with it, Jim found it comfortable enough. He lay thinking over the evening’s talk, while the torch burned itself down in the cresset, and finally expired from flames to glowing ends of smoldering wood, to absolute darkness.


Brian and Dafydd, Jim already suspected, were expecting to stay on more than the week, after all. It was simply not done to leave a friend and the friend’s family just when they might be expecting an attack by overwhelming odds—


—Of course! How could he have been so stupid not to realize it until now? Understanding suddenly lit up Jim’s mind. That was the “bothering” Herrac had been subtly inquiring of Giles, just before dinner.


There must be indeed something at work up here concerning not only the Dark Powers and the Hollow Men, but possibly a Scottish invasion of England as well. The de Mer Castle and family probably did face serious danger; and Herrac had been afraid one of his sons would blurt out a question or an assumption that these three champions of song and story would stay and help them deal with it. If Brian suspected this, Jim was on the spot. Brian—and Dafydd as well, for all his apparent mildness—liked to fight almost as much as they liked to eat. Not only that, but Brian’s code of honor would never let him abandon the de Mers in such a situation and he would never understand it if Jim did—close friends as they were.


On the other hand Jim could just imagine how Angie would react if he did not appear on time, after all. Particularly if she heard about the situation up here.


Curiously, it was only with the coming of complete darkness that he found his mind working to some purpose.


He had contacted Carolinus once from France by willing himself to dream of the magician. At that time Carolinus had warned him that Malvinne also dreamed; and that this was a risky way for the two of them to be in contact, since Malvinne would know anything they said to each other.


Also, at that time what his dream had shown him was essentially a replay of the scene in which Carolinus had talked Aargh into following Jim to France, by telling the wolf that Jim was going to be in contest with a magician who had all the advantages over him.


Now, however, Jim could think of no reason why it should be dangerous for him to talk to Carolinus. Supposedly any other magician of Carolinus’s rank, or just a little below, could listen in; and probably the same thing went for the Dark Powers themselves. Nonetheless, contact was important. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep while willing himself to dream of Carolinus.


Slumber came much faster than he had expected. In his dream he was walking up the front walk to Carolinus’s little cottage.


But it was not daylight, as it had been when he had contacted Carolinus before. It was night. It occurred to him belatedly that, in fact, it was probably the same time of night there that it was where he was up in the de Mer Castle. Carolinus’s little cottage was dark and silent.


Jim hesitated at the door. Waking people was not exactly the sort of thing he felt comfortable doing. On the other hand finding an opportunity—or even the capability—to dream about Carolinus in the daytime would be difficult. In addition to that, the question he had to ask was not only a question of some urgency; but it was a question that Carolinus had brought upon himself by his admission of last year. It was still with some hesitation that Jim raised his hand and knocked lightly at the cottage door.


There was no response.


He waited. The grass, the flowers, the little fountain that together surrounded the cottage, all were as they were in the daylight, but without color, like a photographic negative under the moon that was now shining above the surrounding trees. After waiting what seemed a very long time indeed, Jim grew a little annoyed.


He knocked again. Knocked hard, this time.


Again, for a long moment there was nothing. Then he could hear the sound of someone stirring around inside the cottage. A moment later the door was snatched open, and Carolinus, with a nightcap on and a long white nightgown, was staring out at him.


“Of course!” snapped Carolinus. “Who else could it be? Anybody else would have the decency not to wake me in the middle of the night.”


“I think,” said Jim, casting his memory back over the evening and the fact that they had in fact eaten right after sunset up at the de Mer Castle, “it’s probably only about ten o’clock or a little after.”


“Middle of the night I said; and middle of the night I meant!” snarled Carolinus.


He stuffed a corner of his mustache into his mouth and chewed on it—always a sure sign that he was thoroughly irritated. Then he removed the corner of the mustache from his mouth, spat out a few stray hairs and stood back from the doorway.


“Well, as long as you’re here,” he said ungraciously, “you might as well come in.”




CHAPTER 5


Jim followed the magician inside, shutting the door behind himself. They stood in the center of the single room that was Carolinus’s all-purpose establishment under one roof.


“Well?” demanded Carolinus angrily.


Jim was feeling some annoyance, on his own behalf. To begin with, he had come here with what he thought was a legitimate problem or at least a legitimate problem about a possible grievance; and Carolinus’s customary crustiness was rubbing him the wrong way.


“At least you’re not in that dragon body of yours,” muttered Carolinus, “thrashing around and breaking up all my furniture.”
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