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The Dragon and the Fair Maid of Kent by Gordon R. Dickson

Chapter One

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Faith and Love, those two great Pillars of Strength in the medieval world—available to
even the poorest—were almost surely lost to them by now. Faith, that offered hope even
beyond the grave, would have been drowned in the animal effort to live. Love, in all its
meanings of this time—love of wife, children, comrades, community, and country—all the
ways the word wove together in the tapestry of medieval society, had once made the fabric
of their lives. All gone now.
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What was left now was no more than the blind urge to run, and under that instinct, they
trudged mindlessly westward, ever westward, like cattle before the driving, level snow in
the fierce wind of a blizzard.

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

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

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

Will Angie and I ever really belong here?

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

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

"Shh!" said Jim. "Angie's asleep!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

"This is not your secret!"

Carolinus glared at Jim for a moment. He seemed to grow in stature.

"I understand," Jim said.

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

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

Carolinus was gone.

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

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

Carolinus' unusually powerful concern over the life of the King was something else again.
There must be not only reason for it, but reason that deeply concerned the world-wide
Collegiate of Magickians itself. According to the history that had been his undergraduate
and graduate study where he had come from, Edward IV was not due to die for years yet.
But—he reminded himself—events here often did not exactly match what he had learned in
the world of his birth.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Someone just walked over my grave," he said.
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Angie continued to stare at him, her face showing a mixture of expressions: alarmed
concern, near anger.

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

"Dressed up?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"And here you lie," she went on, "three hours past sun-up, in visitor-greeting clothes,
doing nothing!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

"And made the bed yourself, and got dressed up like this while you were still dreaming?"
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"Of course not. I dressed, thinking I'd stay up, called in the servant to make the bed, then
lay down on the made-up bed—and had the dream."

"Some dream, to affect you like this!"

Again he had no easy answer.

"Tell me what it was about," she said.

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

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

"Jim!"

"I'm sorry," he said. "I wasn't going to tell you. But you had to know. That's how it was."
There was a moment when neither said anything.

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

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

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

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

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

"I won't believe that!" said Angie. "Did Carolinus ever tell you hunches were real here?"
"No. But he's never told me much about magic. What I've picked up from him has mainly
been through watching him, listening to his talk generally, and adding two and two
together."

"Did you ever add things up to come up with this hunch idea, before last night?"

"No, I never did before."

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

"Just reminded me the King must not die."

She stared at him.

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

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

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

"That was another hunch after I got up."

"Well, change to everyday clothes, then. Spit in the eye of the Devil!"
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She was trying to help him forget, and he loved her for it, but the reality of the dream was
still with him. He would have had to tell her about it anyway, but he had made a clumsy
mess of it, diving into the telling as he had.

"No, I think I'll leave them on. Remember, it's an experiment."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The taller of the two was clearly a knight. He wore the weapons, the swordbelt. Moreover,
his spurs, which might even actually be gold, glinted occasionally in the light that
remained. The other, smaller rider, also weaponed but without the sword-belt, was
undoubtedly his squire. It was even possible that the smaller was a younger brother or
otherwise related. The two wore visorless helms and looked more than a little alike.
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But what really interested the more experienced men-at-arms was not the pair themselves
so much as the armor worn by the knight. Dulled as it was by the soil of travel, it was
obviously beautifully made and fitted him like a set of court clothes. A suit of armor almost
beyond cost for the person who had paid the original price for it. But since he was so poor
or unimportant that he traveled with none but his squire—and probably a family member
at that—that person could not have been him.

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

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

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

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

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

"At once, Your Grace! At once!"

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

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

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

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

They ran.

Chapter Two

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

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

Today, the Bishop had brought part of the silk, already made into the frontal of one altar
cloth, to show it off—so went the intricate business of gift-giving in the high Middle Ages.
... T have just had word—" the good prelate had begun by saying, once he, Jim and Angie
were safely private below Malencontri's tower top in the Solar apartment. He had reached
for another small cake. "—that the plague has reached London."
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But it's too early!" Jim almost said aloud before he caught himself. In the history of his
world and Angie's, the plague had only just reached Genoa in a rat-infested ship, sometime
between the years of 1347 and 1349.

The times of their world and this were out of whack. They were not just off by a set number
of years, as the early Julian calendar and the later, modern one of Jim and Angie's future
century had been found to be. Various important incidents, like the deaths of kings or the
year of a decisive battle, seemed to be taking place here at unexpectedly different times.
Meanwhile, having stunned his two listeners with his news, the good Bishop took up his
wineglass and sipped from it.

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

"I thought those were just stories!" said Jim.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"—it might be wise," he added, however, "to clean your church property and people as
much from fleas and rats as possible."
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"I will remember that," said the Bishop, and Jim, knowing the medieval memory, even in
an educated literate man like the Bishop, knew the other would.

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

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

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

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

He took a sip of his wine.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Certainly, my son."

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

"Indeed, my lord! Indeed! A moment, only."

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

"What is all this, Theoluf?" he asked.
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"My lord, I am bade to tell you that the Count of Woodstock and the Countess of Kent are
at the High Table in the Hall, being cared for and wishing to speak to you and Lady Angela
as soon as possible."

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

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

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

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

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

"All is in hand, m'Lord."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then Jim had changed and was gone, almost straight upward on the thunder of those
enormous wings. In moments he was high above the ground. He found a current of air in
the ocean of the day's atmosphere, one heading roughly toward Castle Smythe, Brian's
residence, and ceased climbing, spreading his wings and holding them outstretched, to
coast gently downward in the direction he wished to go, without effort.
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The pleasure of that effortless flight took him over again, as it always did, and soothed
him. Dragons were not given to wrestling with mental problems, and for the movement he
was as much dragon as human. But gradually the tangle of the present situation at
Malencontri crept back into his mind.

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

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

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

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

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

Even as he thought this, he spotted the clearing that held Carolinus' home, and altered his
flight pattern to bring him down with a heavy thump on the gravel walk to its front door.
As he did so, the door opened, and the small, green, fairy-beautiful figure of a sibyl slipped
out—and she was crying.

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

"Why, Ecce!" he said. "What's wrong?"

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

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

"—and there's no excuse!" Carolinus was almost raving. "I'm gone for just a few days—"
"Carolinus gone six weeks, Carolinus very sick"—sang the teakettle on Carolinus' hob,
sending out a dutiful puff of steam, to show it was on the boil and ready to make a
soothing cup of hot tea in a instant.

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

He apparently ran out of breath. Taking advantage of the moment of silence, Jim spoke.
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"Oh, Carolinus," he said, speaking in as calm and reasonable a voice as he could manage,
"something very serious has come up. We need you at Malencontri early tomorrow for a
few days of visit—"

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

Chapter Three

No, no—" Carolinus was going on "—impossible! I'll see you later—"

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

"Babbling?

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

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

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

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

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

"Already?"

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

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

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

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

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

"Granted, naturally," said Jim. "It was just that—"

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

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

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

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

Nothing happened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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