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The Dragon and the Gnarly
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Chapter One

Heads down!" shouted Jim. "The next man who looks up at the arrows gets taken off the wall!
Pass that along."”

He could see heads turning along the catwalk below the embrasures in the curtain wall asthe
word was passed. Threatening to take them off the wall was probably the best way of making the
men obey.

He saw afew heads tilt down quickly on this front part of the wall where he himself crouched,;
and a second later the wide-bladed war arrows rained down upon them, harmlessly for the most
part on the stone of the embrasures, the catwalk itself, or the open courtyard of the Castle behind
them.

Only one man, sitting crouched on his heels, fell over backward at the impact of an arrow falling
from a considerable height and driving into, if not through, his shoulder.

"You there!" called Jim. "Get down to the Bake-House and have them take that arrow out. Don't
try to do it yourself. Someone—L.ittle Ned, there, | mean Ned Bake-House, help him down the
steps! Give his helmet and spear to someone else and send them back up to the wall."

"Yes, m'Lord!" floated back the voice of Ned Bake-House, the somewhat roly-poly elder brother
of Little Ned, both Castle servants. He ran along the catwalk, crouching, hurrying to obey—
which was only proper, since the Baron, Sir James Eckert, the Lord not only of Malencontri
Castle but of itsfairly extensive lands (ninety-eight percent Somerset wilderness though they
were) had given him a command.

It was one of the tenants, rather than one of Jim's handful of men at-arms or even one of the
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Castle servants, who had been hit, thankfully; though to be sure it was really not because he was
looking up. It had just been blind bad luck. But everybody else on the catwalk around the walls
would think he had, which would help the othersto keep their heads down as Jim and the veteran
men-at-arms had warned them to do.

But the urge to look was strong. Jim was not without sympathy for those who did lift their heads.
The sight was almost hypnotic. He had needed to fight hard against looking, himself.

On long shots the arrows looked like a cloud of small black matchsticks, rising and rising, until
they abruptly nosed down and began coming back to earth with unbelievable swiftness. Look up
at them as they rose, and you risked an arrow in the face or throat when they fell. Keep your eyes
down, and the three-foot shaft with its two-inch-wide triangular warhead might knock you down;
but it would have to glance off your helmet or lodge in a shoulder. In the second case, at least,
you had a chance of surviving.

The problem was more than getting the servants and tenants to keep their eyes down. The force
threatening Malencontri right now would be areal danger only if allowed to develop into one—if,
for instance, they noticed that the spears and helmets showing above the battlements were on
tenant farmers rather than experienced fighting men.

Unlike the raiding party, led by Sir Peter Carley that had attacked the Castle last winter, these
attackers could not be ignorant of the fact that this was the residence of a magician. Among the
lower classes all was known, when peasants came together—and these hundred and fifty or two
hundred men outside his walls were peasants, probably a remnant of alarge peasant march.

Jm remembered, from the history he had known before he came here from the twentieth century,
that there had been a number of such revolts during this fourteenth century, of which the best-
known was that led by Wat Tyler. Tyler's group bad broken up after he was pulled from his
horse, during a confrontation near London, by the Lord Mayor, Sir William Waworth, and
eventually killed.

After every such revolt, many of the peasants who hadn't been killed found themselves unable to
go home. Some held together and began to move about, living off the land.

They were the ones who had nothing to go back to—either they had been put off their tenant land
to begin with, or they were runaway serfs, or they knew they would not be accepted back by their
particular lord, master, or superior. Some had been robbers or outlaws even before. Now
homeless, hunted, and desperate, they no longer put much value on their lives anyway- that might
explain why they were willing to attack the castle of a known magician—and the countryside
generally believed that magicians, like dragons, had hoards—wealth beyond imagining.

For the outlaws and other human flotsam attracted to the group, taking Malencontri would be a
long hope at best. That part of the group would only become a serious threat if a weakness were
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seen in the Castle's defenses. Unless the bitter, wild hatred of the homeless men reached the point
where they stormed the walls ssmply because it was a castle with peoplein it like those who had
starved, dispossessed, or even killed them and theirs. For some, death was unimportant if they
could take some fat lordling to Hell with them.

They had no siege engines, but a number were certain to be unemployed men-at-arms, with some
training, and able to build scaling ladders; with them they could put more men over the curtain
wall at one time than Jim, with his dozen armsmen plus perhaps forty untrained servants, could
throw back.

This was another reason to keep their heads down, so that only spearpoints and steel helmets
should show above the stone. But the issue of a helmet and spear to the servants and tenants had
aroused a misplaced enthusiasm for a fight in many who had seldom been close to a battle.

"M'Lord?
Jim stood up, backed from the battlements, and turned.

"Oh, it'syou, John," he said, getting an unpleasant jolt at seeing thetall, stocky, middle-aged man
who was his Steward, the head of all his servants. John's duty was not on the battlements. It was
anywhere in the Castle, overseeing mattersthere. Alarm stirred. "Why are you here?"

"M'Lord!" said John, in a deep, portentous voice. "Boomps!”

"Oh, those!" said Jim. They had been having mysterious noises in the Castle starting about the
time the first of the peasants at the gate began to drift into this part of Somerset. He himself had
been the one to name the noise, vastly underestimating the superstition of those who worked for
him and regretting it later. The name came from an old Scottish prayer he had found while
writing a research paper for graduate school, hundreds of years in the future:

"From Ghoulits and Ghostits and lang-leggetty Betsties,
and Things that go boomp in the Night,
Good Lord deliver us!"

The word had fitted too exactly the sound of the noise, and the Castl€'s people had seized upon it
immediately. Naturally, a Lord and knight who was also a magickian would know the safe name
for such athing—"Naming calls," went the popular lore. The people were happy to have a name
to call the noises by that would not somehow conjure up the things causing them.

A faint paleness showed on John's large, clean-shaven face. As he saw it, he had come with
terrible news. News that deserved some alarm in the hearer.
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Unlike Jim and Angie (the Lady Angela), he and the other servants were terrified by the boomps
in the walls. The Castle people outdid each other in trying to imagine the horribleness of
whatever was causing the noise, and most were certain that something was coming to eat them
alive, one by one. Now John had come, bringing desperate news that, as he saw it, deserved a
reaction, even under siege conditions. But, it was plain that after Jim's response he felt both

hel pless and hopel ess.

—And Jim could not afford to have his chief servant losing all heart. The whole servant cadre
would see that he had, and disintegrate.

"John, there's no need to worry, now. Well take care of the boomps, and they won't hurt anyone
in the meantime."

He had reassured all the servants repeatedly; but reassurances did not help. He was supposed to
act, not talk. That was what lords, knights, magicians, and other strong people were for. Only
those who could not act, talked.

"Who heard it this time?"' he asked.

"Meg and Beth both heard it," said John, faintly, "just now. They were in the Still-Room, and
they heard it in the wall right beside them; and others just outside the Still-Room heard. They two
screamed, and then fainted— dead away. They were carried to the Serving Room, where they are
being fanned and given sommat to drink."

Jim reflected for a moment.

The walls of Malencontri, like those of most large stone castles, were everywhere from three to
twenty feet through, thickening as they went down toward the base, to carry the weight above
them—and the Still-Room where the beer was brewed was on the ground floor. Plenty of
thickness there for Something to be tunneling through; provided, of course, It could tunnel
noiselessly, except for an occasional boomp.

“"Never mind, now," Jim said, suddenly weary. "The boomps have been only in the walls so far.
They won't be coming out; and I'll take care of them as soon as | have time. | give you my word
asamagicianonit."

A faint smile, an equally faint gleam of hope lit up John'sface. A knight's word could be counted
on—a magickian's must be twice as unbreakable.

"Yes, m'Lord." John started to turn toward the nearest steps down to the courtyard.
"Oh, and you can tell Beth and Meg I'm sorry they had to be right next to the boomp, but we can

be pretty sure now no on€'ll hear it in the Still-Room, since it's never sounded twice in the same

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%620...K night%2007%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%20G.htm (4 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:52



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

place."

"Yes, my Lord." It was the ultimate submission. When no stranger of rank was present it was the
habit, and privilege, of the Maencontri people to slur the two words of Jim's formal address
together in familiar fashion. Only when visiting gentry were present—or in moments of great
stress—did they answer as John had just done. But Jim looked at the Steward sharply. The pale
cast was gone from John's face, and there was a touch in his voice of an ailmost consoling tone.

But John turned and went; and Jim put him out of mind, having other things to concern him. The
fuss about the latest boomp had given him an idea for dealing with the besiegers.

If there were left in them any of the superstition the servants were now showing, a magickian
could still seem to be a fearsome opponent. Many among them might no longer care what
happened to them; but the fear of something other than human, instilled in them from birth, might
override even their desperation and hatred. If, for instance, something equal to the boomps
sounded from the woods around them...

"Theoluf!" he shouted.

"Yes, m'Lord?' came the prompt answer of his squire from behind him— everybody was coming
up behind him today, for some reason.

"Take over—I'm going out. Keep arunner beside you at all timesto send with any necessary
message to the Lady Angela.”

"Yes, m'Lord."

"I'm going to fly out of the Castle." Jim's emphasis on the word "fly" meant that he would be
changing shape. "Watch and tell me what those outside do. If any run off into the woods'—
Malencontri, like all castles, was surrounded by an area cleared of trees and shrubs, so attackers
would have to come out into the open—"looking as if they're deserting, be ready to tell me how
many and where. Stand away from me."

Theoluf and the nearest men backed off to give him room for amuch larger body, and Jm
changed into his alternate shape as a very large, very fierce-looking dragon. He dived over the
battlements and down upon the men below.

The desperation and hatred of those men might have made them immune to the paralyzing fear of
the supernatural and magical that had been fed them as children; but it had done nothing to dull
their survival instincts. They scattered out of the line of Jim's apparent attack like chickens under
the dive of ahawk on their yard.

Jm, of course, had no intention of attacking even one of them—Ilingering to fight here, once they
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had recovered their wits, would be sure death even for the strongest of dragons. So he pulled out
of hisdive at the last minute— making a fine noise as his wings caught the air like a parachute-
and he began to explode skyward on their full climbing power.

That power was considerable. He went almost straight up, like afighter plane of his own later
century; but it was necessarily limited by the energy stored in him. He was like an opera singer
who could hold a high note for an amazing length of time, but when his physical limit was
reached, no more was possible.

Still, that much took him up until he was a small airborne shape in the sky over their heads.
Breathless, he extended his massive wings, tilted them to the flow of the air current he had just
passed through, and, like a latter-period sailplane, began his effortless soaring.

He had ended up soaring westward, toward Castle Smythe, home of his closest friend—and literal
life-saver on occasion in this bloodstained fourteenth century—Sir Brian Neville-Smythe. He had
been worried abut Brian lately: Brian had been preoccupied with the recent growth in Royal
taxes. He was hardly alone in his feelings. But while such as the Earl of Oxford were powerful
enough to talk so about them in public, and get away with it, Brian and those he spoke to were
not.

Jim put it out of his mind. One worry at atime.

He glanced down and saw that, although the attackers had not been scared off, they had
withdrawn from the walls and clustered in atight group that seemed to be arguing among
themselves, faces occasionally flashing upward, like table plates being dried in bright sunlight.

Good. They could watch him apparently heading off to the west and wonder. Where was he going
and why? What might he bring back?

Actually, hisline of travel was not straight west, but the beginning of acircle that would swing
him around Malencontri at a distance of a mile or so. Dragons, like most large birds of prey, had
near-telescopic distance vision. He could keep the Castle and its attackers in sight without being
suspected, while he tried to figure out some way to handle the situation.

It was too bad he couldn't think of away for boomps to sound in the earth around where the
peasants stood. At the very least that should scare off half of them—

"M'Lord!" roared a distant voice, completely ruining his train of thought. "M'Lord! Oh, m'Lord!"

Jim gritted histeeth, refusing to look toward the voice. It was far too low-pitched—about that of
a good operatic basso hitting a baritone note—and far too high off the ground, to be any but the
one possible source of interruption he had completely forgotten could reach him here in mid-air.
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"M'Lord, m'Lord!" Thistime, the voice rose half an octave, to an anxious pitch.

Jim sighed, and looked back over his shoulder. Sure enough, there, less than two hundred yards
distant and soaring along on ariver of air coming to meet his, was another dragon. A young, half-
grown dragon. Past any doubt, one of the younger generation of the Cliffside Dragons, his
imagination pumped full of lurid renditions of Jim's adventures. The pumper being Secoh, the
feisty little mere-dragon who had been with Jim, Brian, Dafydd ap Hywel, Aargh, and Smrgol—
granduncle of Corbash, whose dragon body Jim had been in—when they had all won their
famous battle with the Dark Powers at the Loathly Tower.

Possibly, this young Cliffsider had a message for him. If he did not, he was an unusually brave
immature dragon to approach Jm now, on hisown initiative.

He was about two-thirds the size he would become as an adult, certainly no more than sixty or
seventy years old; and his voice had not yet broken— otherwise Jim would have heard it
booming at him from twice the distance.

"It's me—Garnacka, m'Lord!" said the young dragon. He had already transferred to Jim's air
current and been sidling closer, with little pumps of hiswings, until he was no more than fifty
feet away. He sailed along side-by-side with Jim for a few minutes of silence, evidently feeling
his name ought to explain everything about his being here.

When Jim said nothing, Garnacka lowered the volume of his voice self-deprecatingly. "Actually,
I'm Garnacka, because | was named after my grandfather. But everybody calls me Acka."

"What do you want, Acka?"' asked Jim.

"Well, m'Lord," said Acka, and paused again. He was looking as winning as possible, like a
young dragon about to ask one of his parents for something which he was almost sure would be
answered by athunderous roar of "Certainly not!" Dragons did not use the same facial
expressions as human beings. Acka's four protruding young fangs were pressed tight back against
the otherwise-closed crocodile-like lips, his eyes were very bright, and his ears were erect,
wiggling slightly at the tips, ingratiatingly. "Pray forgive me for intruding upon you, m'Lord."

L anguage like that was absolutely unnatural for a dragon. Acka had to have learned it from
Secoh, who in his turn had learned it from the servants, when he came visiting Jim at Malencontri.

"That's all right," said Jim, as pleasantly as he could, but very distinctly. "What... do... you...
want?'

"I just wanted to tell your Lordship," said Acka, "that you can call on me at any time. Y ou don't
need to wait to have Secoh go and find me or any of the other dragons. If you just call or send a
message directly to me, I'll be there right away, before anyone else!™
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"Good. | will," said Jim. "Thank you, Acka. Good-bye."

"Under any circumstances," said Acka, earnestly. "No matter how dangerousit is, you can count
on me. If you can just get me by magick—why don't you do that? It would save time all around."

“I'll think about it," said Jim. "Now, farewell, Ackal"
"Farewell, my Lord," said Acka, sideslipping away regretfully. "Honored to have talked to you..."

Jim watched him go. Acka had dropped to alower air current but one still running westward. The
Cliffside Eyrie which was Acka's home was in the opposite direction. He was adventuring even
farther than Malencontri—in the middle of the day when most mature dragons would be heading
for the coolness of their tunnels and caves.

Probably, he was showing off how fearless he was. Oh, well, Jim's own route was curving away
from the youngster's, now; and he had no actual authority over Ackaanyway. The other would
soon get tired of whatever game he was playing, once Jim was out of sight, and go home.

Now, back to the besieging peasants—a thought occurred that possibly he could use Acka
somehow to give the idea he had gone to get other dragons as reinforcements. No—he had
forgotten the archers. They had been too startled to get off any shots during his brief appearance
in the clearing, but that would not be so again.

A dead Ackalooking like a pin cushion, with shafts sticking out all over him, was not something
Jm wanted to explain to the young dragon's family at Cliffside—

He noticed suddenly that the dot that was A cka was now once more growing larger. For some
reason, he was headed back toward Jim. Ten to one he had thought of some reason or excuse for
prolonging the conversation and was coming back to have afurther try at it. That should be
stopped before it had a chance to get started.

Jim filled his capacious dragon lungs. Ackawas still too far away for his youthful voice to reach
Jim, but with Jim's mature dragon's voice and the younger dragon's acute hearing, Acka should be
able to hear him—putting Jim in the happy situation of being able to send the youngster home
without having to listen to his excuses not to.

"Ackal" he bellowed. "Go home!"

The dot that had just enlarged into a head-on dragon-shape hesitated, bob-bled uncertainly in mid-
air, and shouted something back—that, just as Jim had expected, was unintelligible.

"Go home!" repeated Jim.
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But Acka kept on coming.
"M'Lord! M'Lord..." he was shouting.
"What isit?' said Jim, angrily.

"There are alot of georges coming down the trail from Castle Smythe toward Malencontril*
Ackasrelatively high-pitched voice called back. "A lot of georges, m'Lord!"

The information made no sense at all. Georges were what dragons called humans, of course; but
in his somewhat run-down home Sir Brian Neville-Smythe never entertained, and there was no
one... he thought of Brian's recent interests in politics, and a coldness began to form inside him.

"—And they're al on horses!" Acka's voice reached him again.

"On horses?' This made the coldness increase. Only gentry, knights, or men of higher rank rode,
except for the occasional courier or special servant.

“I'll take care of it!" Jim shouted at Acka. "Now you go home. GO HOME!"

Acka stopped shouting, bobbled for another second or two, and then began to dwindle again—
thistimein an easterly direction, toward the Cliffside caves. Jim angled himself to the wind, to
head northwest by west, which was roughly how he had to go to overfly the forest trail that was
occasionally dignified by—nbut didn't deserve—the name of "road" between Malencontri and
Castle Smythe.

He soared along, looking down at the treetops, and waiting for the break in them that would show
him at least a portion of the trail. However, some little time went by, and he did not find it.
Puzzled, he turned at last and headed back in the opposite direction. It seemed impossible that he
could have missed it—or perhaps it wasn't al that impossible, after all.

It was full summer now. Thetrail was very narrow, and the leafed-out treetops hid most of it
from the air unless you were looking down at the right angle to the ground. Acka must have been
doing just that to spot what he did.

Jim's feeling of alarm began to subside. Probably, he thought, a couple of pack-pedlars with their
donkeys had caught Acka's eaglelike vision. He had just exaggerated.

In any case, whatever the young dragon had seen couldn't have been this far away.

Jm worked back along the line of where the trail should be visible, now headed toward
Malencontri. He knew the trail well, from traveling it on foot—or, more accurately, on
horseback. Except for little twists and turns, to go around an unusually large tree or awkward
clump of bushes, it made afairly straight line toward the Castle, this close to Malencontri.
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He located it at last—just a glimpse of a narrow, greenish-brown thread between the trees, unused
enough that grass was partially covering it. But no one was in it—he must now be beyond
whoever was approaching Malencontri. He turned once more and began to soar outward again on
a breeze that carried him only about a hundred feet above the treetops. This close to the ground,
he could see the trail clearly; and eventually he did catch sight of some movement up ahead.

He checked his momentum and angled his wings to put himself into atight circle above the
treetops, so that he could watch and wait for whoever was approaching. They should be putting in
an appearance within minutes— within seconds, if they were on horseback.

Even as he told himself this, there they were. A long line—clearly aknight, leading avery long
double line of men on horseback, all wearing identical red surcoats with a badge on them, over
their armor... Jim adjusted his dragon sight for distance, now seeing like afalcon... this shade of
red was the royal color, and the badge on the breast of the surcoat was the head of alion—
leopard, it was termed.

These were the English King's men-at-arms, and their line stretched back out of sight among the
trees. Acka had not exaggerated after all.

These were indeed a remarkable sight to be seen coming along the track from Castle Smythe.
There must be thirty or more of them—an unreasonable number, ordinarily, for quiet, peaceful
Somerset on a bright summer day; and the King's costly men-at-arms would not be out here just
to pursue renegade peasants... The man who rode at their head would be their commander, a
knight wearing his own coat of arms on his shield.

The thought occurred that this might be Sir John Chandos, who had visited before—though not
with such an escort. Jim's angled view did not let him make out the coat of arms the knight was
wearing. He made aturn in the air and angled toward the front of the column to get a better view.

Abruptly, he had it.
The knight's coat of arms showed two heraldic hounds attacking a boar.

It was not Chandos, but some other King's officer—in force; and if he and his men were coming
from Castle Smythe—from which Jim had received no message on any such matter—then
anything could be in the wind, and that wind might bode ill for hisand Angie's closest friend in
thisworld, Sir Brian Neville-Smythe.

Jim spiraled upward from the trees—not pumping his wings but riding an updraft, because he did
not want to be heard below, but gaining as much altitude as he could before heading directly for
Malencontri again, as fast as he could fly.
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Chapter Two

The Lady Angela Eckert, erstwhile twentieth-century graduate student and wife of Jim, Baron of
Malencontri, and in her own right Chatelaine of its Castle, had been moving around that Castle
and its grounds most of the morning, taking care of things automatically as she came upon them—
as good Chatelaines will. She had been correcting a mistake being made here, chiding a
daydreaming servant who should have been working there, and settling a dispute between two
workers someplace else.

She had dreamed once of herself as working away, turning alarge crank whose shaft entered one
of the Castle walls. All around her had been people belonging to the Castle; and as long as she
kept cranking, they went busily about their proper duties. But when she stopped to catch her
breath for a moment, they all instantly stopped, too, and stood like clothing dummies until she
began to turn the crank again—at which moment they all began to move once more.

The image of everything and everyone brought to a halt had come back to her mind just minutes
before, as she had passed the Serving Room just off the Great Hall and heard voicesraised in
argument there. She had made a mental note to check up on it, but not right at this moment.

The Castle's work could not be let to be interrupted by alittle thing like an attack by a band of
marauding outlaws. The thunder of Jim'swings as he dived at the peasants had drawn her to one
of the windows. She had recognized him in his dragon-shape, and watched with relief as he
sensibly flew off before the attackers could recover.

Still watching, she had seen, afew minutes later, another dragon flying overhead. The attackers,
aready turned somewhat irresolute, had spotted it. Then it had returned, coming back in the other
direction. It was clearly ayounger, smaller dragon than the first that had attacked them, but the
idea of more than one such beast above them had clearly been upsetting for the former peasants.

Then afew of their party came running out of the mouth of the road to Castle Smythe, pointing
back the way they had come. At this the archers and some of what were probably the more
experienced hands in the group disgustedly shouldered their bows and trudged off toward the
south. Therest hurried to follow; and it was all over. There were not even any bodiesto clear

away.

The attackers were probably no longer a danger, but she ought to send a warning to their friends,
anyway.

She had been planning to get together with Geronde, in any case. The Lady Geronde |sabel de
Chaney—Chatelaine, and in all but name, ruler of Malvern Castle—who was Brian's bride-to-be,
was someone much more experienced with fees, bribes, and other practicalities, than Angie
herself. Climbing the tower stairs toward the pigeon-loft and dispatching one of the homing
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pigeonsto tell her of the attacking party on the loose, and invite her to Malencontri, was the first
step. The Serving Room problem could be looked into on Angie's way back downstairs.

A present to the Bishop of Bath and Wells, who had been so helpful in badgering the King into
giving the wardship of little Robert Falon to her and Jim, was overdue. What Angie had in mind
was some real Chinese silk, something Carolinus ought to be able to get for her through his
connections with other magicians in the Far East. But paying for such a present would be alarge
extra expense—particularly right now, when the King was driving everybody up the wall by
Increasing taxes on everything conceivable.

She had never realized that back here in the fourteenth century, one of the things she would have
to worry about would be income tax. It was not called by that name here and now, but that was
what it was. She and Jim had to pay his Royal Mgesty, Edward the Third, ten to fifteen percent
of everything they gained during the year, from rents, anything sold, earned, or derived from any
other means of income.

They had already bribed the King—more or less directly—with over thirty pounds for the
wardship itself, and there would be further necessary payments to the Court functionaries who
would be handling the legal paperwork—not merely the Court of Chancery, but the Chief Clerks
there, and even some of the subsidiary Clerks.

Finding money—or some equivalent—to pay for a bolt of white Chinese silk—even though a
bolt of cloth in this time was nowhere near as wide as the ones she had been used to in the
twentieth century—was going to be a problem, the way money had drained out |ately.

As she finished thinking this, she had finally reached the floor where the pigeon-loft was, two
stories down from the tower-top—in fact, right below the Solar, that was her bedroom and Jim's,
and where there was a smaller room that had been partitioned off for Robert.

The pigeon-loft was along narrow room, curved because it was fitted to the curve of the tower
itself, with a companionably curving shelf running at waist height its full length. On the shelf
were cages, most with ahoming pigeon in them.

A quiet cooing became somewhat more clamorous as she appeared, just in case it might be
feeding time—even though the pigeons knew very well it wasn't. She looked at them with
approval. Yes, there were plenty of Malvern pigeons, ready to take off for their home loft the
minute they were set free with a message, their destination firmly fixed in their small pigeon
heads.

Angie frowned. The Pigeon-K eeper, who was new on the job, was nowhere in sight, nor had she
encountered him anywhere on her way here.

Still frowning, she followed the curve of the room around toward its far end, and there discovered
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him on the floor, huddled in a corner and not moving.

Her first thought was that something had happened to him, but her frown came back like a
thundercloud as she stood over him and smelled the strong reek of beer A closer examination
confirmed the fact: the fourteen-year-old Keeper was dead drunk, passed oui.

Angie repressed a strong desire to kick him in the ribs. She did not; for one thing, she was till
not that much of a medieval person, even after living in thisworld for amost three years now.
Also, she remembered, she was wearing the shoes of the period, which were more like heelless
dlippers than anything else—kicking would have hurt her toes and probably not even awakened
him.

Following up these thoughts was the sudden worry that the boy might be a confirmed drinker,
rather than someone who had just happened to fall off the wagon on this particular occasion. It
was not impossible, given the fact that everybody—regardless of age—drank at |east the |ocal
home-brewed beer or ade. It could be that the lad was already addicted to alcohal.

If that was the case, he could not be kept on at the Castle. Dismissing him would be hard on his
family, and doubly hard on him when his family learned about it. They had undoubtedly
celebrated his being given the chance to take care of the pigeons here, telling each other that once
on the Castle staff, his ambition need know no limit. The boy could end up as anything—M aster
of Hounds, possibly. Maybe even... wild dream that it was... he might someday even become the
Castle Steward.

There was little doubt that his nearest and dearest would handle him very roughly if they
discovered he had lost his chance at rank and riches ssimply because he did not have the wit to
know when it was safe to get drunk.

But she could not risk having an undependable servant. Nor did she have time to try and wean a
young alcoholic from his addiction, even if the servants around the Castle would back her up in
her efforts—which she doubted. In fact, they would probably sneak drinks to him—if not out of
mere sympathy, then out of a coarse sense of fun at getting him in trouble.

Thiswas the kind of thing Angie hated. Neither she nor Jim had been able to bring themselvesto
order the beatings, floggings, and such that medieval people in authority used to control those
under them... of course, she could have the boy thrown into the Castle dungeon, which like the
dungeons in most castles was simply adirt pit on the basement level.

She had had the dungeon at Malencontri cleaned of filth—there were no facilities available for
those thrown into such placesin this era—in fact, prisoners were lucky if food were also thrown
at them occasionally—but it was still lightless, unfurnished, and within the foundation walls, the
thickest stone walls of the Castle. These walls never really warmed up, even at the end of
summer. As aresult, dungeons were always miserably cold.
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A night in one might bring the boy to his senses as far as his duty was concerned. The usual ot of
those imprisoned in this fashion was never to come out alive, or else to be taken out only to
receive such severe punishment that they died. Such a prospect might scare the boy into sobriety.
Or maybe it would scare him only until he was released, after which he might well dlip back into
his old ways.

Angie's mind was still wrestling with the problem when she heard the tinkle of a bell that
announced the arrival of one of their own pigeons at the cote. She turned to it immediately, but it
had no message banded to aleg. It was certainly a Malencontri pigeon, lent to Brian or Geronde
to send her or Jim a message; perhaps it had managed to escape its keeper and come home on its
own.

To Angi€'s surprise, however, it was almost immediately joined by another pigeon that Angie had
not noticed loose among the cages until now, and which was wandering about, helping itself to
grain spilled or kicked out of the other cages. This bird did have a message band—~bulging with a
message that should have been delivered to her or Jim by the boy now unconscious in the corner.

From its calm and peaceful air this second bird had not arrived within the last few minutes. It
might have come before the boy got drunk enough to pass out. Another black mark against him.

Angie went to the bird, picked it up, and removed the message, before putting both loose pigeons
into an empty cage. The newcomer protested, but she tossed them some extra corn, to sweeten the
situation, and they immediately gave this all their attention.

Angie unrolled the message.

It was a strip of the thinnest paper then to be found; and the message itself read smply "B ANT G
CUM," printed in Geronde's personal version of fourteenth-century spelling. Sinceit wasasoin
English, rather than the Latin written by Malvern Castle's resident priest, it was meant to be a
personal note, signaling a personal visit.

Brian and Geronde, then, were coming to pay avisit. But when had the message been sent? From
the state of the pigeon-boy, it could have been yesterday.

But even more disturbing was the personal element hinted at in the note. Ten to one they had
some kind of problem and would be looking for help or advice. That would almost certainly
mean a serious matter.

In the Middle Ages, there were no two meanings to the word "friendship." If afriend called on
you for help, it was not atime to explain that you were busy right at the moment, or had a
previous engagement. Y our duty was to drop everything else and pay attention. To lend a hand or
possessions, wield aweapon or even risk your life, to aid him or her. Else you were no true friend.
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But just when had this message been sent?

How long had the messenger pigeon been here, and when might Brian and Geronde arrive?
Beyond any advice the two might want, there would be a need for a certain amount of creature
comforts. That meant that not only had the Kitchen to be set to preparing some specia eatables,
but two rooms had to be cleaned, aired, and readied. Angie left the loft on the run, dismissing the
matter of the drunken bird-keeper from her mind, and headed swiftly down the spiral stairs on the
inside wall of the tower, toward the Serving Room.

Now, as she approached it, she began to hear the same raised voices she had heard earlier. A
passionate fight was going on between awoman and a girl; and since Angie knew the voices of
the individual servants—who better?—she identified them immediately. The woman was
Cwynneth Plyseth, Mistress of the Serving Room, where dishes from the outside Kitchen were
kept hot or ready for serving to people eating in the Great Hall—and particularly the High Table,
at which Jim, Angie, and any guests of high rank or importance would be seated. The girl was
Gwynneth's new apprentice.

Angie, aready irritated by the siege, drunken pigeon-boys, and impending visitors, stalked into
the Serving Room,; and there they were, standing nose to nose.

The apprentice was May Heather, a handful by anyone's standard, though only thirteen years old.
She had recently been transferred from the Kitchen staff to be a direct understudy of Gwynneth.
The image of them both, face-to-face, was striking—they could have posed for a picture titled
AGE VERSUS YOUTH—AT SWORDS-POINTS.

May Heather, short as she was, still stood only some three or so inches shorter than Gwynneth
Plyseth. But the Mistress of the Serving Room had a good hundred pounds in weight over her
opponent. Nonetheless, May was clearly ready to do battle with any weapons the other chose, and
Mistress Plyseth was equally willing on her side.

Angi€e's appearance struck them both dumb, however. They stared at her.
"Mistress!" snapped Angie at Gwynneth Plyseth. "What's the meaning of this?"

She was shocked at the sound of her own voice. Once more she felt as she had in the moment
when she had come very close to kicking the Pigeon-Keeper. It reminded her she had lately
become aware the servants were saying that she was very fierce and dangerous to deal with, since
she and Jim had acquired the wardship of young Robert Falon.

Too often lately, instead of having to pretend a Chatelaine-like outrage, she had found herself
actually feeling it. She was feeling it now.

Thetwo stared at her.
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It was not that anything she said or did was unusual, coming from a superior to an inferior, in this
age. But from the beginning, neither she nor Jim had acted like this with the Castle servants, the
men-at-arms, the tenants, and the serfs, and as their neighbors—Geronde among them—said, the
Malencontri servants were spoiled. But at the moment she was just as angry as the two she was
looking at, and they knew it.

"Nay—jpray pardon, m'Lady," gasped Cwynneth, "forgive me, m'Lady, but | must have a man-at-
arms to beat this girl properly. She's too strong for me, m'Lady. | get al worn out.”

On itsface, it was not an unreasonabl e request from a fourteenth-century standpoint. But it was
also not a usual service to be performed by a man-at-arms, who would feel it beneath his dignity.

"She—" May Heather burst out passionately. But alook from Angie silenced her. Angie turned
back to Gwynneth.

"Why beat her? Y ou know my orders about things like that! Well?"

"But | was teaching her, m'Ladyl" said Gwynneth. "I have to teach her what we do, here in the
Serving Room. Only, she won't let me teach her proper.”

"What's teaching got to do with beating her?' demanded Angie.

"Why, m'Lady," said Gwynneth, "how else can she learn? To teach alass like her, you must first
show her what is to be done, and then beat her so that she remembersit. Thisoneis quick to learn
—I'll say that for her—but she's got alot to learn yet, and I'm fair wore out, trying to beat her
after each time | show her something. She won't take her beatings. She fights me!"

Angie could believe the last. May Heather had once been willing to confront a dragon—who was
actualy Jim in dragon form, but May had not known it then—with an ancient battle-axe she had
managed to get off the wall and could barely lift. Once again, now, shetried to talk and give
Angie her side of the situation.

"I remembers,” she said earnestly. "Better than anybody. Listen, m'Lady"— she began to chant
—" 'hippocras: for partieslarge—in Kitchen made—for small, our Lord and Lady guests—
Serving Room is best—ginger—cinnamon—cardamom, few grains—sugar, pepper (not for
m'Lady)—Dblue blossoms heliotrope, add one Quart red wine, and for measure, ginger, six slivers,
small, the cinnamon sticks—"

"Stop that!" said Angie. "Let your Mistress speak!"

May Heather stopped chanting, but added with the last of her final breath "—anyway, she don't
need to keep beating on me!l"
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"May!" snapped Angie. May Heather was mute. Angie turned back to the older woman. "Now,
Gwynneth. Y ou explain what beating your apprentice has to do with her remembering?"

"Why, otherwise, how will she ever remember it?' said Gwynneth. "There are many, many
important things to do in this Serving Room, m'Lady. Hundreds. Her young brain will be fair
mazed by them, unless she has some reason to remember each one separately. That'swhy | have
to beat her after each showing."

Angie felt anew spasm of exasperation. Custom ruled among the servants, the tenants, the serfs,
or anyone else on Malencontri land. If things had been done a certain way since time
immemorial, they must be done that way forever. It was an attitude she was surrounded by, and
which sometimes made her think that what everyone in this world needed was to have their heads
opened up and a little common sense stuffed into them before being sewn up again.

"Mistress," she said grimly, "from now on you will show May Heather what's to be done, you
will watch while she practices doing it, and when she has done it properly several times, then you
can go on and teach her something more. There should be no reason to beat her unless she refuses
to learn."

“Not beat her!" said Cwynneth, staring at her Lady. Her hands clutched at the fabric of her skirts.
"But m'Lady, how can it be done without? Their little heads are too small to hold lessons unless
those are thoroughly beaten into them. Everyone knows that. Why, if there is a new boundary
post to be put up in the village, what do the men there do? They catch one of the village boys,
take him to the post, and beat him. So aslong as he lives ever after he can show people where the
post is. Otherwise, how could they be sure he'd remember?"

The argument was sound, if you accepted Gwynneth's view of the world, and particularly of non-
adults and the necessity to remember everything, because writing it down was unknown. It was
like having witnesses at a wedding—they were there primarily so they could testify afterward that
the wedding took place at a certain date and time. It was the one thing that could work in an
illiterate society.

The only answer here was to stand on her rank.

"Well, we aren't going to do that here," Angie said, falling back on her own unanswerable
authority over al things. "I'll tell you this once, Mistress, and | expect not to need to tell you
again: you will teach May Heather the way | say, and that's an end to that. Now, May!"

She turned on the girl.

"This doesn't mean that you can get away with anything you shouldn't, May Heather," she said.
"Mistress Plyseth will not beat you after every lesson;but she has a perfect right to beat you if you
don't obey her orders; and you are to accept that like agood girl. If you don't, we'll have other
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ways of dealing with you. We'l trice you up like we would one of the men-at-armsin the
courtyard and flog you. How would you like that?"

May Heather stuck out her chin and lowered her lip belligerently. For a heartbeat Angie was
afraid her bluff was about to be called—because she could never actually carry through on such a
threat to a half-grown girl. May could not possibly be dealt with as the Castl€'s fighting men were
—and that was brutal enough even for grown men, in all conscience. But if a knight's banner
should read "Death before Dishonor," then May Heather's would certainly read "Death before
One Step Backward."

"I knows what's right, m'Lady!" she said.
"No, you don't!" said Angie. "l do. And | tell you what to do. Do you understand?’

May's eyes dropped to stare at the Serving Room floor. "Yes, m'Lady," she said. Angie rounded
on Gwynneth.

"And you, Mistress Plyseth?' she said. “"Do you understand?"

"Oh, yes, m'Lady!" cried Gwynneth. But she was wringing her hands. "Though—well, | don't
know m'Lady, | don't indeed. I'm sure, | don't know. It was the way | was taught when | was an
apprentice in the Serving Room, and very grateful | am for the lessons, I'm sure; but if my Lady
says | should teach her another way, | will do so. But—"

"No buts," said Angie. "You just do it."

"Of course, m'Lady," said Gwynneth, suddenly much calmer, now that it had become undeniable,
an unyielding order—Ilike rain, hail, and sleet, there was nothing more a Christian soul could do
about it. "But I'm only not to beat her on the lessons, m'Lady? If she is pert or does thingsill, or
in atemper, it will be al right then?"

"That's what | just told her," said Angie resignedly—and suddenly remembered what had brought
her downstairs. "But never mind any more of that. Right now | need food fixed for guests. Lady
Geronde and Sir Brian are going to be here any time now."

"Yes, m'Lady," said Gwynneth, suddenly brisk and certain. She turned to May Heather.

"May," she said, "you will find my Lord in the front Hall or just outside. Take m'Lady's message

"Never mind!" said Angie, impatiently. There was no time to be lost, and she did not want Jim
thinking that he could finish whatever he was doing before he came looking for her. "I'll go
myself. Y ou two go on about your business here."
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She swept out of the Serving Room into the Great Hall, and saw that its long, high-ceilinged
space was empty of any human form. There was no one at the High Table on the dais, which
looked crosswise down the long length of the Hall at two long, lower tables, at which the less-
than-honored guests would sit, and none at those tables either.

But at the end of the Hall, the door was gjar and arectangle of bright sunlight gave her aglimpse
of the courtyard. She could see no one there, but at that moment there was a heavy thump from
somewhere just beyond the door and a confused shouting.

She ran down the Hall toward the doorway.
"Jim!" she called. "Geronde and Brian are coming!"

"I know," answered the deep-voiced bellow of a mature male dragon. "They're already here. They
just rodein."

Angie was too familiar with that particular dragon voice not to recognize it immediately as Jim's.
She opened her mouth to call back, but found that running was not leaving her with the breath she
needed to shout. She would have something to say to Jim, however, once she reached him. What
was he doing still in his dragon body, anyway? With unexpected guests coming into
Malencontri's courtyard, it was no time to be fooling around.

Chapter Three

But the words she had in mind were never uttered, when at last she ran through the door into the
bright sunlight and almost into Jim in his dragon body, who was sitting on the earth of the
courtyard just outside. What stopped her was the fact that something unusual obviously was
going on.

Theoluf was just finishing explaining to Jim about their besiegers having left, but there was still
tensionintheair.

Not only was Jim still being adragon. Yves Mortain, the Chief of the men-at-arms, was running
up the stairs to the catwalk; and John Steward was clumsily striding toward Jim across the
courtyard, even as Geronde and Brian were riding their horses right up to the Great Hall door,
while their escort peeled off to the stables. The Steward reached Jim before Brian and Geronde
did, but Jim snapped at his squire first.

"Theoluf, al our archers to arrow-dlits looking on the courtyard. Keep them out of sight, but
ready to shoot down on any force that's come through our gate. The five new Welsh archers are
still in the Castle, aren't they?"

"Yes, m'Lord," said Theoluf. "Trouble, m'Lord?"
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"I hope not," said Jim, "but | want to be ready. We might be facing thirty men-at-arms or more.
But be sure no one shoots unless ordered. John Steward—"

"Yes, m'Lord," puffed the very much middle-aged Steward, trying to regain his breath.

"As| just told Theoluf," Jim said, "we're going to have visitors—a knight and a good number of
men-at-arms, bearing the Royal badge. Y ou will meet them and tell them that I'm not here. The
last you saw of me, | was adragon, flying up into the air; and that usually meansthat | will be
away from Malencontri. If the knight insists, you may let him see my Lady."

"What's al this, Jim?' asked Angie.
“I'll give you the details later," said Jim, in aquick aside to her. "Right now—"

"What arms, on the knight?' Brian's voice interrupted. He had already flung himself down from
his saddle and was standing only a few feet away. Jm turned to him, and struggled to put his
memory of what he had seen—the white hounds attacking a black boar on a gold background—
into proper heraldic language. He could do it nowadays, where once it had been impossible for
him, but it took alittle thinking. "Hisarms were... or," he said after a moment. "Two hounds
blanc, dexter, and a boar sable, sinister, rampant, combatant."

Brian frowned.

"I do not know those arms," he said. "He will be from the Court, no doubt, particularly if he has
King's troops with him. Y ou are wise, James, to avoid seeing him yourself at once, until you
know what hisintentions are. Thirty men-at-armsis too many to welcome happily inside your
curtain wall—but you cannot close the gate on King's troops without reason."

"No," said Jim. He turned back. "Angie, why don't you take Geronde up to the Solar? Y ou can
take Brian too, as far as the chamber below the Solar, that looks out on the courtyard—the one we
usually give Carolinus when he's here. Brian, I'm going to fly to the top of the tower, and then I'll
come down in my regular body to join you in Carolinus chamber."

"Good," said Brian briefly. He had already turned away to assist Geronde out of her saddle—in
actuality, he smply lifted her out of it.

Geronde was perfectly capable of descending from horseback by herself;although it was
something of asocial art, in this period before the sidesaddle had been invented, to do so with
proper ladylike grace. But it was a social requirement on the part of a gentleman to help alady off
ahorse, and so Brian did.

He swung her down as if she had no weight at all, accordingly. It was still alittle surprising to
someone like Jim, who knew that Geronde, in spite of her small size, was all bone and muscle.
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But then, so was Brian. He was several inches shorter and lighter than Jim, but could undoubtedly
match or excel him for strength in most bodily areas, except the legs—where Jm had been
unusual even before coming to this century.

Brian took a couple of steps, half-raising his arms toward Jim, and then checked.

"Damme, James!" he said. "Much as | love and honor you, | cannot bring myself to kiss a dragon
in greeting! In fact, | am not sure but what Holy Church forbids such things."

"That's all right," said Jim. "I understand."

He did. On the other hand, there was something now about Brian he did not understand. There
was an excitement and tension showing in little ways that Jim could hardly have pointed out
consciously, but which clearly registered as he watched his old friend.

It could be just this matter of a King's officer with men-at-arms about to descend on them that

had triggered off some reaction in hisfriend. But Brian did not usually react so strongly for so
small areason. Thisarmed visit could just as well be athoroughly friendly one, in spite of Brian's
talk lately—in fact, it was more likely to be friendly than otherwise—unless there was something
new Jim did not know. His gaze sharpened on Brian, as he tried to put his finger on what exactly
he was seeing that gave him the impression that Brian was almost keyed up enough to be ready
for battle.

The bright sunlight told him nothing. It merely lit up Brian's bony face as he stepped back, aface
that might have been called handsome if it had not been for a somewhat oversized, strongly
arched nose. A Norman nosg, as it was commonly called. On either side of that nose, Brian's blue
eyes were bright with anticipation, but in no way concerned or upset. The result was a gaze
something like that of afierce, but friendly, falcon, alook Jim had seen in Brian before this, in
moments when the two of them were about to find themselves fighting for their lives. Brian,
unlike Jim, enjoyed fighting, and the anticipation of it always showed.

"But you'd better all start moving," Jim said, even as he studied Brian. "Angie, you can get
everybody inside, can't you?"

"Certainly," sad Angie. "Come on, Geronde. Brian—"

She turned and led the way into the Great Hall, Geronde and Brian following. Jim turned to find
Theoluf gone, which he should have been by thistime, but John Steward still there.

"John," said Jim. "I'm going to fly up to the top of the tower now, and you're to wait here to meet
the knight and whoever he brings in through the gates with him. Don't let any of our people
challenge or question him if he leads his men in. Just remember—the last time | was seen dlive, |
was a dragon.”
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"Oh, my Lord!" said John, wringing his hands.

"Don't bean idiot!" said Jim, more harshly than he ordinarily would have. "Nothing's going to
happen to me. | only wanted you to be truthful when you say you saw me last as adragon. Also, |
want you to be able to take a church-oath on that, if necessary. Now, stand aside.”

John hastily backed up. Jim sprang into the air with a thunder-clap of wings, flew with the usua
effort up to the top of his own tower—and thumped down on it. The armsman on duty there
saluted with his spear, and greeted him with the ritual cry that the servants had decided suited his
two-body ability—a scream in the case of the women, a shout in the case of the men—whenever
their Lord appeared before them in his dragon form. The man was just in time with his reaction;
for Jim turned immediately back into his human self, clothes and all.

"We'll have visitorsin a short time now," Jim told him. "Ther€'ll be no need to sound an alarm.
John Steward will talk to them—nobody else should. They're King's troops, and Theoluf already
knows they're coming."

"Yes, m'Lord. | understand.”

Jim went down the stairs to the next floor, where he found Angie and Geronde on their way to the
Solar. Geronde went on into the room, but Angie paused outside the door, and Jim filled her in on
what he had seen from the air.

"So these men are coming from the direction of Castle Smythe?" she said. Jim nodded. "But
Brian and Geronde came in from Malvern, in the other direction," she went on. "So they're not
likely to know anything about this."

"That'swhat | think, too," Jm said.
"But you're very concerned about this, aren't you?' she said, looking at him. "What isit?"

"I don't really know," he said. "There's something going on, but | don't know what. Brian isn't
acting hisusual self, | think—or maybe I'm wrong about that. But it's just barely possible that
word of his anti-tax sentiments has gotten back to the Royal Court... and that could be bad."

"Yes," she said thoughtfully, "l can see why you're not here just now." She looked up decisively.
“I'll handleit, if John Steward sends for me." She stepped forward to give him a quick hug, then
turned to the Solar door. "Go on down to Brian, now. He's already in Carolinus's room."

"Look," said Jim, on a sudden impulse. There's something | want to talk to you about. It's about
the servants.”

"Fine," said Angie. "As soon as we get time."
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"As soon aswe get time," said Jim. He went.

Going down the stairs, he remembered that hug. Sometimes he wondered in all seriousness if
Angie could be psychic. The possibility that Brian might be in danger from what he had been
saying publicly about the new Royal taxes had reawakened afear that had been growing in Jim
lately—afear for his and Angi€'s very survival: the suspicion that, in spite of the several years he
had spent in this medieval century, people were beginning to see through him.

He was able to change bodies and be a dragon because of the accident that had brought him and
Angie here. That same accident had stuck him with magical energy and with being a magician,
likeit or not. He was a knight— and therefore able to be a Baron—only because he had lied
protectively about himself to Brian, the first time they had met.

He was no real magician—nhe only used knowledge from hundreds of years later to make himself
look like one. He was no hand with alance, and able only to hack and hew amateurishly with the
sword, only because of Brian's earnest teaching. The manners of the time he had picked up by
imitating those around him.

Faceit, he was afake.

He and Angie had been able to survive only because they had had the unbelievable luck to pick
up great friends. Brian was a champion at tournaments—and there was no one as loyal as Brian.
Dafydd ap Hywel was, probably quite actually, the Master of all Masters as an Archer, bowyer,
and fletcher. And Carolinus, Jim's Master-in-Magic—who must have seen through him long ago
—was one of only three AAA+ magicians among all the magicians in thisworld.

If he had learned one thing in the last few medieval years, it was that—in this time—you had to
have friends to survive. All of those he had just enumerated would not give him away. But what
of all the other people in England—to say nothing of the rest of the Earth.

Like his servants and men-at-arms here in the Castle. He was supposed to be a magickian as well
astheir Lord. It was his responsibility to get rid of the boomps, which they were all sure would
come and eat them some night.

But he had not. The depth of their disappointment could be the beginning of a disillusionment
about him, generally. He had noticed them recently indulging in familiarities, seemingly aimed at
comfort and care and highly unusual for servants dealing with a Lord of their own time.

It was his own fault. He had been unable to bring himself to order the harsh penalties, like
floggings, for their sins of failed duty, the way the usual Lord of the desmesne would have done.
He had talked to them too much, been too familiar in his own actions. They normally expected to
fear their ruler and protector—otherwise how could he be someone who could defend them
against their enemies? Friendliness came only after that.
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Therefore, they had not really allowed him to make himself their friend because he had yet to
prove himself. It was their duty to die for him, if necessary. It was histo prove himself by the
usual actions, worth dying for. Their apparent care lately could be only pretended; and if so, why?

The trouble was, he was afraid he knew the answer to that—

He realized suddenly he was face-to-face with the door to the room ordinarily given to Carolinus
when visiting at Maencontri. Walking in, he found Brian already peering out of one of the two
arrow-dlits at the courtyard below.

"Activefellow,"” Brian said, turning from the arrow-dlit as Jim closed the door behind him, "and |
have indeed never seen those arms before—although | may have heard them mentioned to me.
There's something tickling in the back of my head about them; | may have heard the man's name.
Broadbent? No, that's not it. Well, it'll come to me—"

He was interrupted as the door opened again; Jim turned to see Mistress Plyseth sailing in with a
jug of wine, one of water, and four glasses. She was followed by May Heather, balancing a plate
with small cakes on it. Both were beaming powerfully at the two knights. They brought their
burdens forward to the table and set them down, curtsied, and then backed out as if leaving the
presence of royalty, their determined smiles persisting to the point where Jim could not avoid
wondering if the smiles would remain after the door closed.

As it shut, the answer came to Jim: May Heather was being given alesson in one of the ways of
the Serving Room. This must have been a demonstration of how to deliver food and drink to their
Lord and his guest.

The curious thing was that this was not the way he was ordinarily served. Gwynneth had never
before beamed upon him while serving him, that Jim could remember. In fact, if she ever
delivered any food to histable or to him with her own hands, it was usually set down on the table
with avery definite gesture, asif to say that he had better eat it and enjoy it. It was good for him.

None of this, however, seemed to have registered on Brian. He was already munching on one of
the small cakes and pouring wine for both of them.

"Ah, well," he said, sitting down on the edge of the bed and |eaving the room's one comfortable
chair to Jim, "it doesn't matter. We'll find his name quickly enough, once your Steward comes up
to tell you of hisvisit."

Since Brian had so pointedly left the chair open, Jim took it—although he had intended to perch
on the bed and let Brian, as the guest, have the more comfortabl e seat.

"You'reright, of course," he said.
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"These matters unravel themselvesin any case," said Brian, cheerfully raising his wine-glass. He
checked himself abruptly and turned to the jug of water. As Jm watched, his old friend splashed
some of the water into hiswine.

Jim stared at him. Brian never watered his wine, except on formal occasions. Jim opened his
mouth to ask about it; then closed it again. Brian—very deliberately, it seemed—did not notice.
He drank off half of hiswatered wine almost at a gulp, and with an air of relief. "Ah, James, itis
good to be with you again!”

"And it is good for meto be with you again, Brian," said Jim with great sincerity. Brian, he told
himself, would get around to explaining the watered wine when he was ready.

Meanwhile, he also drank, and the two of them set their glasses back down on the table at almost
the same instant.

"What's the latest news?' Jim asked. It was a socially acceptable way of inviting Brian to tell him
anything he had come to Malencontri to say, without seeming to pry.

"Why, things are well enough, James," said Brian. "Not that | could not wish for happier days at
Castle Malvern. Y ou know how high my expectations were, when we brought Geronde's father
home at last from the Holy Land."

"Indeed | do," said Jm.

The reunion of Geronde with her long-absent father, Sir Geoffrey de Chaney, had revealed arift
between daughter and father. Geronde had long been silently bitter about her father's wandering
ways and his dreams of coming home laden with riches.

But the reunion had taken place months ago, and they were all safely back at Malvern Castle. Jim
had assumed that father and daughter had been reconciled—nothing he had heard since had
suggested otherwise. Brian was splashing more water into the wine that was left in his cup.

"Geronde," grumbled the knight, "has been driving me mad, wishing me to put water in with
every damn glass of wine | take, just asif | was at a damned banquet.”

He filled his glass with wine on top of the water-wine mixture already there.

"Makes some sense at banquets, where you sit together from noon until dark and want to stay
half-way sober," he went on. "But by all that's holy, it spoils the taste of the wine! | told her I'd
rather have nine glasses of water and one of untouched wine, than twenty glasses of watered
wine. But she says practice will make it comfortable. Hah!"

Jim stared at him, surprised. This was the first time he had ever heard Brian grumble in any way
about Geronde, and one of the rare times in which he had seen a sudden black scowl on his
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friend's face.

"—You know me, James," Brian was going on, "l am no wine-worm. Nor a malt-worm, even,
like some | could mention, who think ale a harmless drink. If there iswine before me | partake. If
thereisnone, | do not miss it—even as we are accustomed to rich times and lean ones asfar as
food is concerned, summer and winter. But by Saint Brian, my name-Saint, unwatered wineisa
comfort to me!"

Jm looked at him closaly.
"|s something wrong, Brian?' Jim asked.

"Outside of the wine—" Brian began, looking at Jim, hesitated, and then burst out, "—Y es,
damme, yes! There is something much amiss! | have something great in prospect but cannot be
happy about it because of what should not be!"

"Brian," said Jim, "empty out that watered wine in your glass."
Brian tossed the remnants of his refilled and adulterated glass—onto the floor, of course.

Once, Jim would have winced at seeing him do that. But the time he had spent here had
accustomed him to behaviors like it—and it was quite true, of course, that the servants would
clean it all up afterward. But Brian was aready reaching for the pitcher again.

"No, no!" said Jim, holding up awarning finger; and when Brian hesitated, staring at him, Jim
reached out, took the pitcher, filled Brian's glass three-quarters full of wine only, and pushed it
toward him.

"Y ou did not give yourself this cup of wine," he said to Brian. "I gaveit to you. And it would be
most un-guestly of you to refuseit.”

"Oh? Ah—" said Brian, his eyebrows going up, and then down again as understanding took
place. His hand closed around the wine-cup. "Y es, yesindeed, James. Most un-guestly!"

He took alarge swallow from the cup, and his face beamed with sudden happiness.
"Aaahh," he said on along, satisfied exhalation of breath.
"But you were saying something had gone amiss," Jm reminded him.

"So | was," said Brian, at least part of the scowl coming back temporarily, but then clearing
again. "However, | should not bring my troubles to you, James—"

"I giveyou full leave, Brian," Jim said before Brian could finish speaking.
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"And by my soul, that islike you, James," said Brian. "I'll not deny | rode over here with some
notion of speaking of it to you. But speaking does not come easy. The manisone | will call
'Father' in afew months timeif all things go well. But | swear to you, | will not live under the
same roof with him."

Jim looked appropriately shocked; but it was not necessary. Words were already tumbling out of
Brian.

"—My Lord of Malvern isworse than the Devil's Ass, who could scarcely imagine a manger
heaped full of fodder without immediately imagining two mangers, equally full—and thinking so
would remind him instantly of four full mangers. | had expected to have the banns for our
marriage published long ago, and to be married the month before this."

"Y ears now, Geronde and | have waited—and her life has been in danger more than once because
| was not by her side. Because | was not there, she bears that scar put upon her face by that Hell-
hound who owned Malencontri before you—you remember, when he would force her to marry
him—and that mark she will carry for life! | tell you, it is close to more than a man can bear, and
still pretend politeness! "

Jim felt a deep surge of sympathy. The Hell-hound at point of discussion— Sir Hugh de Bois de
Malencontri—had lied his way into rich Malvern Castle, with sufficient men to take it over.

Trying to force Geronde into marriage wasiillegal, of course, since only Geronde's father—or the
King, if her father was adjudged dead—could give consent to a marriage. But Sir Hugh was a
great believer in doing things first and getting peopl e to accept them afterward.

And there would have been areal chance of his succeeding. The King did not really want to be
bothered with the troubles of his Kingdom, in spite of the best efforts of his Counselors. He much
preferred to be left alone, and to leave the affairs of England to handle themselves. And a goodly
bribe by Sir Hugh would have strengthened the Royal inclinations.

Jm made a mental note to check with Carolinus—the Master Magician whose apprentice in the
Magicka Art Jim had become—and see whether magic could not somehow be used to take that
scar from Geronde's cheek, after all.

He had grown so used to the brave way in which Geronde faced the world with it—and indeed,
she had aremarkable, small, fine-boned beauty of feature, except for that one grim scar—that he
had almost forgotten it was there. But Geronde must always be conscious of it, particularly
whenever she met someone who had never seen her before.

"I'd guess Sir Hugh'd be dead, now," said Jim. "Certainly he wasn't moving, just lying on the
ground, outside the protection of Carolinus magic staff, the last time we saw him."
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"But he was not there afterward—" Brian said, leaning forward, "after the rogue-Mage Mavinne
had been drawn up like a hanged man, al limp and lifeless, to the King and Queen of Death. We
cannot know for sure. But if de Boislives, and if he crosses my path again..."

Brian's eyes had become unmoving, focused on something in his mind, and the falcon look was
back on hisface, but it was not the happy warrior look. It was his dangerous face, one Jim had
seen only seldom.

"Inany case," said Jim, to get off the subject of Sir Hugh, "you were saying that Sir Geoffrey had
turned against you and Geronde for some reason?"

"Y ou mean kindly by including Geronde," said Brian, his face more human, "but it is me Sir
Geoffrey aimsto trouble. James, he has set a bride-price on Geronde—a bride-price of eighty
pounds! Can you believe such asum? Asif she was some fabled princess, loaded with jewels!
Why, eighty pounds is nearly enough to keep Castle Smythe, and all of uswithinit, aive for two
years."

"Hmm," said Jm.

"Oh, he saysit isfor Geronde's good, not his. He says he will immediately turn the sum over to
her, that she have wealth therewith to protect herself in case something should happen to me.
Damned nonsense! He first said two hundred, but Geronde beat him down, finally, to the eighty.
There he stuck, but he's to hand it to her the moment | give it to him. Still, did you ever hear the
like?"

"No," said Jim, seriously. He knew that the minimum necessary income of alanded knight, to
keep up appearances, with something in the way of a decent stronghold and enough staff to run it,
was at least fifty pounds ayear. Brian'sincome was barely that in good years; and it came more
from hiswinnings at tournaments than from the cultivation and rents of his meager lands.

A capful of gold pieces had been awarded after the tournament at the Earl of Somerset's
Christmas party, last winter; but such a prize was highly unusual. A crooked gambler on Cyprus
had taken much of that from Brian, in any case, the more normal award was something showy but
of no great value. But because the horses and armor of the men Brian overthrew became his
property, he could sell them.

Nevertheless, winning at tournament was an erratic and undependable form of support—
particularly asit was quite possible to lose. Accidents or luck could favor a competitor who was
almost as good as he was. To Brian's credit, that did not happen often.

"Well," Jim said, "if he's simply going to turn around and hand it to Geronde, then Geronde can
hand it back to you, if necessary, to kegp Castle Smythe going. It'll be her home as much as
yours, after the wedding."
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"Oh, and in need she will," said Brian. " She was quick to tell me so, as soon as Sir Geoffrey was
out of earshot. But | must have the wealth first, to hand to him—and where am | going to find
eighty pounds, James?"

He looked at Jim.

"I tell you," he went on, "that question has been driving me mad. | am like a true madman,
stamping up and down my Great Hall thinking of a hundred different ways, but always coming
back to where | started. All that | could win in ayear will ssmply not add up to that sum. Besides,
Geronde and | have waited a number of years already!"

"I know," said Jim. He would gladly have lent Brian the money if he had it, and that was so well
understood that it had not needed to be mentioned between them. With Malencontri, he was a
good deal better off than Brian. Hislands and other income brought in close to a hundred and
twenty poundsin ayear. But that did not mean that at any time he had a spare eighty pounds of
cash in his hands.

"But what made Sir Geoffrey ask a bride-price, anyhow?"' he went on. " Something must have set
him off, to think up a condition like that."

"The Devil if | know!" said Brian, refilling his own cup, hesitating, and then putting a very small
gplash of water in it. "Geronde might guess, but | am baffled!"

Asit happened, Geronde could, and was busy telling Angie about it up in the Solar.

Chapter Four

"Of course, he is dreaming of empires to be won and treasure-trove to be found, given only the
money to begin to search with. Heis as | always knew him, unchanged by the slavery Brian and
James rescued him from. | tell you, Angela, that father of mine will drive me mad!"

Geronde had finally gotten around to the subject that had brought her here for this private talk
with Angie.

Angie had listened with patience through the necessary preamble. Brian, when talking to Jim,
could never bring himself to go directly to the matter in his heart; and so it was with Geronde.
But once the preliminaries were out of the way, Brian went immediately to his main concern.
Geronde, however, was like a hummingbird, hovering ever closer to her main topic—only to dart
away unexpectedly on another subject before coming back to hover again.

Part of this, of course, was the manners of the period, but part also Geronde's reluctance—and to
a certain extent embarrassment—to unload her troubles on a friend.
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So Geronde had cooed over young Robert, who happened to be awake and looking at the world
with his usual pleasure, waving arms and legs freely in the device called a"crib" that Angie had
insisted on, in defiance of the medieval practice of swaddling—wrapping a baby into immobility
with cloths that fastened him to an easily portable board. Everybody, including Geronde, had
been privately sure that Angie's way would ruin the boy.

Having cooed, Geronde accepted some watered wine and spoke about the recent weather, the fact
that the crops were doing well, that there had been born in the Malvern Castle stables afoal
which looked promising to be her personal horse... to wind it al up, she checked with Angie on
how things were at Malencontri.

Angie had listened patiently and answered appropriately, knowing that Geronde would get to the
important matter in time; and so it proved.

Now, at last, she had begun to talk of what her real concern was—her father, home at last from a
hapless attempt to find a fortune in the distant East.

"... Heisno different than | remember," she said to Angie. "I did not expect him to be greatly so;
but | vow | had forgotten how wild his thoughts could be in certain matters. Now, having him
back in the Castle, it returns to me how near to madness he has always been in hisimaginings, his
hopes and dreams of what only a Mage or a King could achieve. | remember seeing all these
things clearly before he left me alone, with all of Mavern on my hands."

Curiosity got the best of Angie, in spite of her determination to be patient until her friend got to
the topic she really wanted to discuss.

"Tell me, Geronde,” she said, "were you really only eleven years old when your father left you
aone at Malvern?"

"Yes, in effect, | wasthat age," said Geronde. "And | vow, there have been no lack of otherslike
me—qirls and women left as young, or as unprepared, to take care of equal ownings. Oh, it was
not athing | accomplished immediately. After he left me for the first time, he was home again
severa times afterward, but only for a matter of weeks each time; and then off again— until the
time came when he said he was heading for the Crusade that was building in Italy and would
come back with afortune. By then | was full fourteen. But it all began when | was only eleven.”

"I can't imagineit,” said Angie. "What did he do? Just come to you and say 'Y ou're Chatelaine'?"

"No, no, of course not," said Geronde. "There was afool of a Steward, of course; | knew he was a
fool before my father left him to handle all. But | still did not believe then that my father would
not be back, or that I might have to take the full charge of Castle and lands into my own keeping.

"My father—the day he left first that year was awet and cold March day. He rode off swearing
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he would be home by St. Mark's Day, when it would be April and dry enough for sowing. But he
was not back by St. Mark's Day. Nor was he there on St. James' Day, on May first, or by the
Visitation on May thirty-first; and by St. Barnabas Day | had decided that there was no point in
my sitting idle any longer."

Geronde's features hardened into grimness. " The Steward preferred to do nothing, rather than
anything that might get him into trouble. He ended up sitting and drinking the day away. So |

went to the men-at-arms in their quarters and had the Chief Man-at-arms—his name was Walter—
call them together. When they were assembled, | spoke them all fairly. | looked at them, they
looked at me, and | said 'l am the Lady of this Castle. Do any of you here deny it?"

Geronde paused.
"And what did they say?' asked Angie.

"What could they say?' Geronde answered. "They looked at me, very uneasy; and after a
moment, Walter himself said in alow voice, 'None here deniesit, m'Lady.' It was the first time he
had ever called me 'my Lady."

Angie nodded.

" Then,' | said to them, 'our Castle and lands need a Chatelaine; and since | am its Lady, the
Chatelaine can be none but me. It isto me you owe obedience, as you would owe it to your Lord.
Is that understood?"

Angie shook her head and gave a murmur of admiration.
"They hesitated," Geronde said, "but then all had to admit that my last words had also been true."

" 'Very well,” | told them, " 'from now on you take orders from me and none from our Steward.'
For there was much to be done. The fields had been neglected and the Castle was in disorder.”

She paused, her eyes distant in remembering. "l set them, armed, to accompany me always, as |
went about to give the orders that would set matters moving once more. | wanted it clear to all
that | would brook no disagreement, and so it was. | moved into the room that had been my
father's, and Walter set two men on guard there always.

" 'When my father does return,' | told them, 'you will, of course, treat him as your Lord. But
remember that the order of the Castle and lands isin my hands until he tells you otherwise; and
from this day forward, | wear the Chatelaine's belt of keys. | will wear it before him, unless he
orders me to take it off."

Geronde paused and breathed deeply for aminute. A little of the fierceness that had come into her
voice as she spoke went out of her.
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"My father did not return until St. Bartholomew's Day, when our apples were coming ripe for
picking. He was with us then perhaps the better part of a month. He saw the Chatelaine's belt
around my waist, he saw the way the men-at-arms and the servants answered my orders; and he
said nothing."

Her look became fierce again. "It was all one to him, aslong as he did not have to concern
himself." Her look turned bleak.

Then he was gone once more," she said, "for a matter of months, then back for a short while,
gone again a number of times, and finally off to his Crusade. For ayear or so | kept the Steward
around, lest the neighbors should get notions that the Castle could easily be taken. For few would
credit that it was really | holding the keys, but then | got rid of him. Since then, Malvern has
prospered as you know it now."

Nothing was said for alittle while; Geronde seemed lost in remembering and Angie waited.

"But that history is not what | cameto tell you, Angela," Geronde said. "My father is back and
Malvern is his—though I'm damned if | let it go to ruin simply because I'm not there. I'll keep my
eye on it and see that things continue to run well; even though | will make my home in Castle
Smythe—and that alone will be alarge enough task, to bring order and something like an
ordinary living to that nest of bachelors."

Her mood flashed to anger again. "My father," she went on, "has now determined to require a
bride-price from Brian. He will accept no less than eighty pounds.”

Angie looked shocked. Geronde pressed on. "My father has sworn that the money is for me; but |
fear we cannot trust him in that, and he may wish to use it to finance some mad adventure once
more. But there is no point in talking about that—I have done what | can to get the price down;
and no one can do more than | in that endeavor. But it is of Brian | want to talk to you."

"Brian?' said Angie, alittle startled.
"Yes," said Geronde. "This demand lies hard upon him—"

She broke off suddenly, amost ludicrously, dodging away from her subject again. "By the by,
Angela, pray favor me in something."

"Certainly," said Angie.

“Itisthat, if you are at table with Brian, whether | am there or not—though it is not likely to
come up if I am with you—if you see him taking a glass of wine into which he has not put some
water, would you look at him curiously?"
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"Look at him curioudly?' said Angie, still patiently. "All right."

"Y ou understand me," said Geronde. "1 would like him looked at, not with censure, but with
perhaps alittle surprise that he should act so. That is all."

"I can certainly do that," said Angie. "Should | know the reason for doing it, though?"

"At times, He is very loath to do so, and | cannot find it in my heart to blame him strongly. He is
not an overdrinker—you will know that. While he may start by swallowing a cup at adraught, as
others with him, those same companions do not notice later as he slows down, and gradually
reaches a point where he drinks almost nothing. So he is never—almost never—what one might
call drunken."

"True," said Angie. Now that Geronde mentioned it, she remembered Jim had mentioned, once,
how he had noticed that Brian slowed his drinking as an occasion wore on, even when the people
he was with were drinking more and more heavily.

"Indeed," said Geronde. "But it can happen in dinings such as last Christmas at my Lord Earl of
Somerset's, that a servant fills the wine cups, and puts the water in at the wave of a hand. Not
wishing to be different, Brian will, of course, wave it be done so with his, aswell. Thiswould not
be bad, except that the amounts of water added are different, from time to time."

"I know what you mean," said Angie, who had been given a cup of amost unwatered wine at the
Christmas gathering, after several cups of mostly water. In the overheated, overpopulated Great
Hall, she had gulped thirstily at her cup—and almost choked.

"Often the servers themselves are not sober,” said Geronde. "Under such conditions, Brian's skill
at knowing when to make his drinking less and less is sent awry. He can no longer judge as well
asif he was drinking the plain wine; and he either sits there dry, and getsinto afoul mood, which
with drunken companions may well end in sword-play—now or later—or he mis-guesses how
even alittle water added takes the curse of drunkenness off wine, and drinks more deeply than he
ordinarily would."

When Jim and Angie had first come to this medieval world, Angie would at this point have tried
to make Geronde understand that merely diluting wine did not reduce the alcohol in the total
amount of wine, only spread it out. But she and Jim had learned better than to try to educate
fourteenth-century minds with twentieth-century information. It never worked.

"S0," she said, "you want him to get in a habit of watering hiswine, so he'll be able to judge
better how to pace himself? | know Jm said once he thought Brian kept a watch on his wine so
he might be ready to use his weapons well in any emergency—in case somebody tried to put a
guarrel on him, thinking he would be slowed down by drink."
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"That, too, istrue," said Geronde. "Y ou do not mind helping us?*

"No, of course not,” said Angie. "I'll be glad to. But what's this got to do with your worry about
the bride-price, and what needing to find it may do to Brian?"

"What it already has done, you may well say!" said Geronde, angrily.
Angie stared at her.
There came a knock on the door.

... What it has done to me, this bride-price," Brian said to Jim, getting up to take another look
through the arrow-dlit, "is set me searching for means of raising money. Finally, unable to bear it
longer, | swore a Great Oath—not an ordinary oath, you understand, James, but an Oath before
the atar of my— well, of what's |eft of the chapel in my Castle. | swore | would find that bride-
priceif | had to borrow it from the Devil, himself."

He turned away from the arrow-dlit to sit down again. "And so, it happened, James," he said,
easing forward to tap Jim on the arm with one hard finger, "that within the week away cameto
me, unsought."

He sat back in his chair. JJm was clearly expected to ook astonished, so he did his best.
"Did you!" he said.
"I did indeed." He paused asif to marshal hiswords.

"You are aware that about the King there are other advisors than Sir John Chandos? Some are
earls and dukes, others large landowners or the wealthy. A group of them have lately counseled
him to lay on a number of new taxes, such as the recent Aid, which is one-tenth of aman's
income; and the Poll-tax, that begins with a penny ayear for the poorest and goes up to as much
as a pound for those of high rank; and new taxes on transfers of land."

Brian shook his head. "All this, on top of our yearly tithe to Holy Church"—he crossed himself
—"and others such as that, which of course we do not mislike, but which, with these new
collections added, eat away so greatly at our available monies, that they have caused a mighty
wrath among such as the Earl of Oxford, and others. It has reached the point where they are
determined to act—not against the King, of course, but against those who surround the Throne."

Jm was becoming uncomfortable. Mention of the Earl of Oxford made it clear that Brian was
talking about the very highest levels of the Kingdom's politics, for that Lord had long been in
bitter dispute with the Earl of Cumberland—a battle, in truth, for the King's ear, and a battle in
which Cumberland had the great advantage of being the King's half-brother. This was not,
thought Jim uneasily, an environment for Brian to inhabit.
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Ordinarily, he reflected, Brian would have known better; but perhaps his frustration with
Geronde's father had eroded his judgment.

Asif following Jim's thoughts in the silence, Brian went on: "It is my Lord of Cumberland who
leads his Royal M ajesty—by the by, did | tell you Agatha Falon is back at Court and not only
very well with the King, again, but close with Cumberland as well?"

"I didn't know that," said Jim, frowning. Agatha, young Robert's aunt, had once tried to kill the
baby—and Angie as well. But Jim had thought she no longer had any power.

"As| was saying," Brian continued, "it is Cumberland and his group who take power in their own
hands by advising our Royal Liege they will relieve him of burdens.”

"Hmm," said Jim thoughtfully.

"I did not even have to search. An emissary came to me when | was not even thinking on the
matter. James—"

He leaned forward to slap Jim's knee, emphatically.

"—they have offered meto join aforce which they will raise. What do you think of that? One of
them, or another, will find a dispute with the Earl of Cumberland or other such counselor, and as
aresult thisforce will harry some of Cumberland's lands. Having done so, it will withdraw and
apparently be disbanded. Then another dispute will arise, and once more the force will be brought
together, and harry another property, or such."

"But—" began Jim. Brian held up a hand to check him.

"You are about to ask, quite rightly," Brian said, "whether it isright and legal for me to be
involved in such action. | will tell you that | went at once to my Liege Lord, the Earl of Somerset,
from whom my lands are held. | asked his permission to fight in this cause."

“You did!" Jim stared at him. "Now everybody'll know you're involved."

"What does that matter?' said Brian. "He gave me permission, being in sympathy though not
inclined to engage in the effort himself. The aim is merely to cause these greedy Counselors
expense, while keeping the matter strictly between them and those who think otherwise—and

away from the Throne. The result must surely be to draw the Counselors back to the care of their
own lands and castles. Isit not a clever scheme?"

"Well..." Jim began slowly.

"I thought you would see the charm of it," went on Brian cheerfully. "It cannot fail."
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"Y es, but—" Jim was beginning when Brian cut him short again.

"Hold, James," said Brian, raising his hand. "Let metell you all. They art willing to pay me the
eighty pounds | need. Forty pounds down and another forty once the force has acted!"

Jim opened his mouth to express his opinion of Brian's chances of ever getting the second half of
his payment—then stopped. That argument was doomed from the start.

Brian was not basically a good businessman. He tended to believe in the honor of other
gentlemen, deserved or not. On the other hand—eighty pounds, cash, paid immediately, was
almost too much to expect for just about any martial service. Jim decided to try another tack,
which might, indeed, be more important in any case.

"Brian," he said, as camly as he could, "isn't there some danger that, though you're not actually
acting against the King, the Counselors you're attacking might convince him that you're in revolt,
or an outlaw who ought to be brought to justice? Y ou could find yourself in a pretty fix."

"Pish, tush!" said Brian, smiling. "We would only come, there would be a pretty little flurry of
arms around the castle of one of these Lords hungry to dip into afatter Royal purse, and then we
would be away again. No one would even know who had come. Meanwhile, those who are giving
me my orders would be urging on the King that this must be asignal from a Kingdom
dangerously upset about his new taxes. | cannot see any real harm or danger in it, beyond the
usual possible hurt that may come when men in armor clash in earnest. The King will know
nothing of it asaplan, of course.”

"How can you be sure of that, Brian?' asked Jim. "He may have caught wind of this scheme
aready, or those close to him may. Y ou know, when | first saw this knight and his party, they
were coming down the road from your Castle."

"From Castle Smythe?' said Brian, sitting up very straight. "Why would he be coming from my
Castle?!

"That was what | asked myself,” said Jim. "But from what you've told me, it just might mean
trouble. He's aKing's Officer; and he's got a force large enough to take a small—a castle the size
of yours, particularly with the advantage of surprise. Isn't it possible that the plan of these
unnamed Lords may well have |leaked—either to the King, or to those behind the new taxes?

"I cannot believe so, James," said Brian, slowly. "There has hardly been time. L ess than two
weeks have passed since | spoke to the emissary who wished to hire me."

"Still..." began Jm.
Brian stared at and through him for along moment. Then he relaxed and smiled.
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"No, no," he said. "It could not be possible." He smiled reassuringly. "In any case, | have already
agreed with them. No, | see what thisis—and avery clever schemeit is, too. This business of a
King's Officer looking for me is merely a plan of my employers, to get the word out about the
country, that there are those already moved to rebel against being over-taxed. That isall itis. That
isall it can be." He sat back in his chair, completely relaxed, and took a deep drink. Jim looked at
his friend with a calm face, but with despair in his heart. At aloss for words, he got up and
walked to the arrow-dlit nearest him to look out and gain a moment of silence in which to sort out
his thoughts.

For all Brian'sdismissal of the idea, Jim thought, he was running the risk of being charged with
treason. There was no treason in his heart, of course, but that would not matter if someone
convinced the King otherwise.

Like abolt from the blue, it suddenly came to Jim that if Brian were to be suspected of treason,
so would be his close associates—Jim and Angie, for instance. That was the way minds worked
at the Royal Court. And if that happened, arrest would come like lightning out of—well, that
same clear sky.

Could that have something to do with why this knight had gone to Castle Smythe, and then come
here? Jim looked more closely down into the courtyard.

"What do you know?"' he said. "The man's leaving, and his men-at-arms with him."

"You say so?' He heard Brian's heels hit the floor behind him as the other jumped to his feet and
took afew swift steps to the other arrow-dlit. "By God, you're right!"

Gazing down on the courtyard, they could see the last of the Royal men-at-arms riding out
through the open gate, over the drawbridge.

"Well, that's that!" went on Brian, turning from the arrow-glit and going back to the bed. Jm
heard him pouring either wine or water—probably wine—into his cup. Jm turned back himself.

“It'salot quicker than | expected," said Jm. "l wonder—"

He never got around to expressing that wonder out loud, however, because just at that moment
the door opened and Geronde came in, closely followed by Angie. Jim rose from his chair,
vacating it for whichever woman would take it over. Angie held back, and Geronde—as guest—
hesitated only a moment before sitting down init.

"How did you get rid of the man so quickly?' Brian asked.

"He had aready asked if Jim were here," Angie answered, looking at Jim. "John Steward had
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aready told him that you'd last been seen leaving the Castle in your dragon body. The knight
asked me if you were engaged in one of your famous adventures with Brian, going on to say that
he had just come from Castle Smythe, and Brian had been gone, too; so it had occurred to him
that maybe the two of you were off together."

"What did you say?' asked Jim.

"I said | didn't know, of course," said Angie. "I told him you never told me about those sorts of
things until they were all over—"

"And |," interposed Geronde, "said that Brian was just the same way. He never told me anything
about his great adventures or feats of arms until they were all over. Then | went on to tell him that
| was to marry Brian shortly, and he wished me along and happy marriage."

"S0," said Jim, "he seemed convinced by that?"'
"Asfar as| could tell, yes," said Angie. She turned to her friend. "What do you think, Geronde?"

"Oh, he believed every word of it!" said Geronde. "After all, the husbands are damned few that
tell their wives why they're going to be gone—any more than fathers tell their daughters.”

"In any case, he gave up with that," said Angie. "He said that he had come by only to give you an
order from Sir John Chandos in the King's name—"

She produced a piece of parchment that had been sealed with alarge black seal, now broken. She
passed it to Jm, who unfolded it and looked inside.

He could read twentieth-century printed Latin and, to afair extent, speak Church Latin. But the
stylistic flourishes of the fourteenth century—particularly the club ascenders, those tall verticals
on such letters as"k" and "i" and "h"—stuck up before his eyes like the spears of a miniature
army, and to him the whole page |ooked like a scribble of lines painstakingly drawn by somebody
of kindergarten age. He passed it back to Angie.

"Canyouread it?' he said.

"| already have," said Angie. "It'sfrom Sir John Chandos. He asks you to hold yourself in
readiness. By order of the King. You're to join aforce he's taking into the North Country, to face
some enemies of England. It doesn't say just who the enemies are; but Sir John'll be here,
according to this letter, in the next day or two."

Chapter Five

A day or two..." echoed Jim dazedly This was short notice indeed, particularly from a medieval
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point of view. On the other hand, superiors did not generally feel a need to consider that inferiors
might need advance warning; and he was definitely the King's inferior—certainly in the sense of
this letter—and, for the moment at least, Sir John Chandos' as well.

He turned to Brian.

"The North of England wouldn't be one of those places—" he broke off. "It wouldn't have
anything to do with what you were talking to me about?"

"No," answered Brian, "nothing has been said to me so far about the North of England.”
There was a noticeable silence in the room for several seconds.

"Well," said Geronde, briskly, "we now know why the King's men came riding—it was to deliver
this message to you, James." She stood up. "Now, Brian, you and | had best be starting back if we
want to reach Malvern while thereislight in the sky."

"Y ou aren't even staying overnight?' said Angie.

"Oh, no," said Geronde. "It was never our intent. Brian is guesting at Malvern for afew weeks,
just to reacquaint himself with matters there. He and | went for aride because it is such a bright
day. Once out, the day proved so fine that we simply thought we'd keep riding until we got to
Malencontri and look in briefly for achat. But we must both be back by suppertime. Y ou still
have wine, do you, Brian?"'

For a spur-of-the-moment visit, their coming had been singularly well prepared—with a pigeon-
message sent beforehand. But no one mentioned this, though there were some unfortunate
seconds of awkward silence before Brian answered.

"Asamatter of fact, | do," he said, looking interestedly down into his cup.

"Well, Angelaand | can give the order for the horses to be saddled and brought around; and you
finish your wine and whatever words you still have with James. Then come down yourself.
Angelaand | will be either in the Great Hall or out in the courtyard. Come, Angela.”

She and Angie swept out the door, their skirts rustling on the rushes as they went. Brian looked
into his wine cup regretfully, and then drank off what was left of it at agulp. He put the cup down
on the table.

"Y ou don't have to leave quite that quickly, do you, Brian?' asked Jim, pointedly seating himself
in the chair Geronde had vacated.

"I must. | must,” said Brian. "Geronde is quite right. If we want to be well back at Malvern by the
time the supper table is set, we should leave now. Sit asyou are, James. There is no need to see

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%620G.htm (39 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:52



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

me out."
He turned toward the door.

"But what | was hoping for," said Jim, "was that you and | could talk about what we might do, if
by chance we found ourselves on opposite sides in some situation.”

"We would avoid each other, of course,” said Brian. "Even if such a strange hap should come
about, you and | can always find others wherewith to fight, besides our friends."

"I'd hope s0," said Jim, but his heart sank. Brian was clearly determined to see no view of the
situation but the prospect of earning the eighty pounds he needed.

"Besides," Brian went on, "l own | had come here with some hopes you might wish to join me,
James. Would it not have been great pleasure for the two of us to fight together in such a sport of
arms? But | understand how your orders from the King leave you no choice.”

In spite of himself, Brian's face had saddened as he spoke.

"To be truthful," said Jim, "I'm not asinterested in being mixed up in this as you are, Brian—for
good reason, of course, on your part. But, even with this letter, | can't help but feel I'velet you
down."

Brian shook his head. He turned so as to pass around behind Jim's chair on his way out. Jim heard
him move behind him. Unexpectedly, Brian's hand clapped down on Jim's shoulder and squeezed
it with painful force. He spoke again, in a voice suddenly rough with feeling.

"Never think it, lad!" he said, deep in histhroat. "Never think that!" He released Jim's shoulder
and went past him, out the door, closing it behind him.

It was early bedtime before Jim got a chance to talk to Angie alone, privately, and at length. But
he could hardly have picked aworse time.

"What aday!" Angie was saying, as she fell into the large, soft bed in the Solar. "A nice quiet
summer with you here at home for a change—and bang! In one day, an attack, the King's men
looking for you, Geronde's father wants eighty pounds, and Brian's off to a small, but probably
illegal, war to earn the money—with a King's man possibly already out to arrest him. Oh Lord,
what next?'

"Well," said Jim, sitting up in the bed, "now that you mention it—"
“No, no, no!" said Angie, burying her head under a pillow. "Not now. Tomorrow, Jim!"

"No," said Jim, "now. Tomorrow, Chandos may come. Tomorrow anything could happen. You
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might aswell listen."
He told her about his suspicions concerning the servants.

"Nonsense!" she said. She had taken the pillow off her head when he started talking. Now she sat
up in bed. "It'sjust your imagination."

"I tell you," said Jim, stubbornly, "they're the first to see through me, here, and they don't like
what they see. They don't like me—I'm almost certain of it. This concern of theirsis cover-up."

"If you think so, ask them."

"They'd lie to me—out of fear. Or politeness."

"Ask May Heather. If she doesn't like you, shelll tell you so, and anything else you ask."

"A thirteen-year-old girl? And new to inside the Castle? | couldn't do that."

"Well," said Angie, "it's the best suggestion | can make, right now, tonight. Let's both sleep on it."

Meanwhile, some miles away as his people trotted, pausing to investigate this and go alittle out
of hisway to look at that, Aargh, the English wolf— another friend of Jim and Angie—paused to
sniff at afaint whiff of a strange scent that had come to him on the evening air, before going on
about awolf's business.

True to the promisein his letter, it was no later than the next afternoon that Sir John Chandos,
with twenty lances, rode in. So numerous was his retinue, that Sir John did not object—and
Angie was not slow to suggest—that perhaps they should bivouac outside the walls. No onein his
right mind let alarge armed force into his or her castle, unless they had to.

Chandos understood, and accepted this with good grace, as did his men. The three younger
knights with him were welcomed inside, even to being seated at the High Table with Sir John and
their hosts. But experienced common soldiers like Sir John's men-at-arms expected to sleep out
more often than in, and carried the makings of some kind of shelter that would keep them from
the chill of the night and the morning dew.

Philosophically, they lit firesin the cleared space and looked forward to the food and drink that
would be sent out to them from the Castle. Meanwhile, Sir John, his knights, Angie, and Jim
settled down to alavish, if early, supper.

"Being close," Sir John told them, once the preliminary courtesies and introductions had been
made, "methought | would break my journey with you, since | have not seen you since last
Christmas, and here is always a welcome meeting."
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This, of course, was no more than polite formality, for the ears of any servants who might be
listening. Jim and Angie smiled and accepted it as such.

Chandos sipped appreciatively from his mazer, alarge, square-built wine cup that had no virtues,
asfar as Jim and Angie were concerned, except that it was large enough not to require frequent
refilling. But it was what was called for for entertainment of honored guests. Having sipped, Sir
John put it down again on Malencontri's best tablecloth.

" am once again on my duties about the Kingdom on behalf of his Royal Mgesty," he said.

"The Welsh border again?' said Angie, urging the process of pretense along. The last time Sir
John had shown up with armed men, he had been heading in that direction.

"Not thistime, happily," Chandos said. "This is another matter. Alack, there seems no shortage of
them."

A servant came in and moved around the walls of the Great Hall lighting the cressets—open-
weave iron baskets—already filled with dry firewood—to which he added a grease-soaked
branch, already flaming at one end. The thin, dry willow stems set fire almost at once to the
heavier pieces of wood in the cresset, adding light, as well as a certain amount of welcome
warmth, to that of the three massive fireplaces, which had been kindled earlier. The illumination
from the nearest cresset momentarily lit up the peaceful, handsome countenance of Sir John as
the knight smiled engagingly at both Jim and Angie.

"Matters certainly keep you busy," said Angie, after the servant had gone.

"I'm afraid they do, Lady Angela," said the war-captain, spy-master, and Counselor to the King.
"But such islife. And, to be truthful, | would rather be active than idle. Do you not find it so,
yourself?

"I don't seem to have much choice in the matter,” said Angie. "But, yes, I'd rather be doing
something than nothing."

"I would, too," said Jim. "But | don't seem to have much choice, either. In fact, as| ook around
me, nobody seems to have much choice, from the meanest servant to the highest Lord. We're al
running full speed all the time."

"Itislife. What would you?' said Chandos. "l —aah, those small cakes of yoursthat | like so
well!"

May Heather had just come in, her lower lip caught between her teeth and al her attention on

balancing alarge serving tray holding the cakes to which Chandos referred. They were jelly-rolls,
which Angie had introduced, along with some other twentieth-century eatables that were easy to
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make under fourteenth-century conditions. Chandos began to pick them up one after another in
his fingers, eating them like miniature candies. May curtsied, with great care not to fall over, and
departed.

"Well," said Jim, trying for a subtle way to get the conversation into some explanation of the
order from the King, "what's the news at the Royal Court?"

"Ah, the news," said Chandos, stopping to wash abit of jelly-roll down with a swallow of wine.
"Wéll, first | should say that the Prince, young Edward, remembers you both most fondly. Y ou
and your various friends as well—I don't suppose you've been seeing any of those close
Companions lately, particularly that wizard of a bowman. What was his name?"

"Dafydd ap Hywel," said Angie.

"That's right, | knew it was some such name. And, of course, the good Sir Brian and Sir Giles de
Mer, and—oh, yes—the wolf."

"Aargh," said Angie.

"Also, cometo think of it," said Chandos, "there was atime when we were besieged by Sea
Serpents here, and you had in your courtyard a considerable giant. Would he be one of your close
friends als0?"'

"A friend," said Jim. "Rrrnlf, a Sea Devil, aNatural. Not as close as the others you were just
speaking about."

Actually, Rrrnlf had visited Malencontri only afew weeks past. He came to explain why he had
not been able to answer a call from Jm, who during the spring had sought his help. Rrrnlf had
always promised to appear immediately if he was called—from anywhere in the oceans of the
world.

He had a good excuse—he had come across a bottle at the bottom of the Red Sea and, handling it
clumsily, had accidentally released a powerful Djinni—who then imprisoned Rrrnlf himself
under an undersea mountain.

This had been annoying, but no great problem to the Sea Devil; he was huge, powerful, and able
to simply dig his way out from underneath the mountain. However, it took him alittle while; and
so he had shown up here somewhat |ate.

Curiously, while tunneling out he had come across another burrowing individual—man, or
Natural, it was difficult to say which. The creature had looked more or less human, but was less
than four feet tall. It came along with Rrrnlf on hisvisit, and said not aword the entire time—
only stared at Jim.
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Rrrnlf had produced the little fellow from under his shirt—a rather ugly manling, wearing akilt
apparently made of leather, and somebody else's oversized shirt of the same material. The Sleeves
were not only voluminous, but so long they covered his hands, which seemed to be clutching the
ends of the sleeves from inside.

Rrrnlf had explained that he had found the small being tunneling, also, but making relatively slow
progress because of his smaller size. Rrrnlf, akindly type, had taken him along at the Sea Devil's
own powerful rate—Sea Devils could scoop solid rock out of their way as easily as a human
being could move piled-up dust. Since then they had been together.

The little man did not respond when Jim spoke to him, but only gazed back with an open mouth,
asif he could not believe what he saw. At least, that was what Jim thought the expression on his
face meant.

"Never says much,” Rrrnlf had explained, gazing down at the small figure with something like
the fond pride of a pet-owner... Jim pulled his thoughts back to what Chandos was saying.

"—Yes, yes," Chandos was continuing. "Now, your archer friend, for example, | could use him at
this moment if he should not be at too great a distance away. Do you suppose he would be
interested in joining me, and those men outside, in a small matter of dealing with athreat to
disturb the King's reAlm? He would be well paid.”

"I don't think Dafydd would," said Jim, shaking his head. "He's never shown any particular
interest in fighting, except in his own defense; and, | don't know if you ever heard him express
himself on the matter, but my guessisthat, in any case, he wouldn't be particularly inclined to
help Englishmen.”

"Hmm," said Chandos. "Not an odd attitude for a Welshman, | suppose.”

They proceeded from the small jelly-rolls to an omelet with beef marrow and chopped pork init,
which was considered an ideal sort of "summer dish." Thiswas followed by a much heartier beef
pie, and so the meal wore on.

Jim was thoughtful, mulling over the fact that Chandos had made only a single fleeting reference
to a man he knew to be Jim's best friend—Brian. The omission was very noticeable. Chandos
must realize that. But plainly no explanations would come until they were more private than they
could be, herein the Great Hall.

Meanwhile, Sir John had now fallen into conversation with Angie, seated on his other side. Jim
felt adight twinge. He did not think of himself as being the jealous type; but the manners of this
particular time seemed ideally adapted for the seduction of any lady that a gentleman might meet.
In fact, it seemed to be something of a slight not to try to seduce any lady of equal rank you met;
and it could not be denied that Sir John was a master of the manners of his day.
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On this occasion, however, Jim had Brian too heavily on his mind to worry much about that—
and anyway, he trusted Angie.

Angie, meanwhile, taking notice of Jim's silence—which was becoming almost as noticeable as
the respectful silence of the three younger knights who had come with Sir John—began to
wonder if possibly something about her conversation with Sir John was bothering Jim.

She was rather amused that this husband of hers showed atouch of jealousy where the older
knight was concerned. Sir John was certainly in hisforties, and might easily be into his early
fifties, although he neither looked nor acted like it; and he undeniably was attractive. But if Jm
were really getting concerned, she should probably back off abit. After watching him for a
moment, however, she decided that it was nothing to worry about and let herself enjoy Sir John's
company.

Finally they were served a Faun Tempere—Gilly-Flower Pudding—the best Ma encontri could
do by way of dessert, most fruits not being ripe yet. It was a dish of beef broth, white flour, finely
powdered cubeb berries, and ground almonds, atop which were sprinkled the petals of dandelions
—basically for ornament. At this point, John Steward made his appearance, looking as formal as
possible and carrying his staff of office, which under ordinary conditions he usually did not
bother to lug around.

"Y our pardon, my Lord, my Lady, Sir Knights—" he intoned. "Both the guest room for Sir John
and the chamber for the other three gentlemen are now prepared.”

He bowed and backed out of the Great Hall.

There was a clearing of throats at the far end of the table and Sir Charles Lederer, the oldest of
the younger knights, spoke up.

"Pray pardon me, my Lord, my Lady, Sir John," he said. "But | find myself feeling faint. | have
been somewhat unwell al day, and it may be something |, Sir William, and Sir Alan, here with
me, together ate at breakfast this morning before our day'sride. | would greatly desireto retire
now and sleep, with your kind grace and permission.”

Chandos looked at Jim, who picked up the cue.

"Certainly, Sir Charles," he said. "Sleep is a sovereign cure for most ills. My Lady and | most
certainly excuse you if you wish to go, though of course it will be a matter for Sir John to rule
on."

"Y ou have my permission, Charles," said Sir John. "And if either of you others are at all faint, or
uneasy in the guts, you could do no better than to follow Sir Charles example."
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“Thank you, Sir John, my Lord, my Lady," chorused the other two politely, standing up
immediately and bowing. "A good night and God's blessing on you all."

Jim and the rest wished them a good night in return, and, as the three left the dais, John Steward
appeared instantly in the entrance to the Serving Room, to lead them to their accommodation.

"They are good lads," said Chandos, |ooking after them. "Mannerly and obedient. But they know
nothing yet about real battle, or anything in the way of serious fighting. Y et, they all seem stout-
hearted enough."

He turned back to Jim.

"We must talk, Sir James," he said. "We can do so here, if you think there will not be too many
servants ears close upon us. Or have you a more privy place for important conversation?"

"Our Solar, of course," answered Jim. The question had been a matter of form. Chandos was
aready familiar with their Solar.

So that was where the three of them went. Wine had been sent up, as well as more little cakes to
nibble as they drank; but these went untouched. All three had already eaten more than they wanted
—Chandos, out of polite compliment for the food; Jim and Angie to set agood example to their
guests.

"A pleasant chamber," said Sir John, sipping his wine and looking out of the nearest of the
windows that had resulted from Jim having the arrow-dlits enlarged. These were now not only
glazed, but framed in and hinged, so that they could be swung inward to open the Solar to the
outside air.

That window was open now, and the twilight breeze moving through the room was probably
welcome to Sir John, who, like most people of thistime, was usually overdressed rather than
otherwise. Clothes were considered to be for the purpose of keeping one warm; if it turned out
that wearing them made you hot—well, of course, you could always sweat. Better to sweat for a
few months than go cold the rest of the year.

"Welike it very much," said Angie.

"| do not wonder at it," said Sir John. He looked at Jim. "It touches me with guilt, Sir James, to
take you away from such pleasantness; but duty to our King calls us both, you and |I. No doubt
you have been wondering why his order reached you, putting you at my disposal.”

"I assumed something was in the wind," said Jm, "but | didn't have any idea what—still don't, for
that matter."

"We are both caught up in the cares and problems of our times," said Sir John, sipping at his

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%620G.htm (46 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:52



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

wine. "For both of usit comes of having gained somewhat of a name, so that we are thought of
when matters are at hand that can only be dealt with in certain ways. | will explain; but | would
that the explanation be kept strictly amongst ourselves, the three of us here."

"Of course," said Jim and Angie almost simultaneously.

Jm turned in his chair and looked directly at the Solar fireplace, where afreshly laid, small
summer fire crackled pleasantly.

"Hob!" he called.

"Yes, m'Lord?" answered the fireplace.

"Go someplace else, where you can't hear what we're talking about."

"Yes, m'Lord."

Jm turned back to Angie and their guest, and met Chandos inquiring gaze.

"Just our Castle Hobgoblin," he said. "A staunch friend and ally. But he's likely to be in any
chimney or fireplace we have. Still, 1'd back him against any other Hob in England."”

A small, happy sound escaped from the fireplace.
"Hob!" said Jim, over his shoulder.
"Yes, m'Lord. I'm going..." The voice faded away out of hearing.

"I giveyou thanks," said Sir John. "Well, it isa small matter of bickering between some of the
nobles of the land; important only because on one side we have a gentleman who is sometimes
overactive in his advice to his Majesty. On the other we have gentlemen who feel that the first
has been giving ill advice to our ruler in the laying on of taxesin the last few years—you may
even have heard some murmuring about the one or the others."

"Now | think of it," said Jim, "it ssemsto me | did hear about something like that, quite recently."

"Alas," said Chandos, "the complaints are all too common. | would you understood what is at
stake here. Our Sovereign is determined to recover full control of Aquitaine, that portion of
France which is his by rightful inheritance. And equally the Kingship of all of France, to which
he also has claim, his grandfather having been King Philip the Fourth."

"That'sright," said Jm, remembering his studies, "Philip of Valois was the one actually chosen
by the French for their King, being a grandson of King Philip the Third."
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"Yes," said Chandos. "In truth, our Edward had as good a claim as Philip. But it is not heritance
alone that concerns those of us who are close to the King. We are concerned with the health of
the Kingdom. The land of Aquitaine, of course, contains the wineries whence we get our wine of
Bordeaux; and indeed, where all the world gets its wine of Bordeaux."

He paused to take another sip from his mazer.

"If we were to recover these lands and these wineries, the tax on the wine alone would make
unnecessary a great many of these other small taxes of which our English people complain. So, in
essence, by stopping individual quarrels between those about the King, and those who feel ill-
counsel has been given, we not only keep the land peaceful, but in a way we answer the general
unhappiness with some of these necessary measures.”

He stopped speaking and looked at Jim.

"I see," said Jm. He could not bring himself to voice a heartier agreement. Thiswas an
Englishman speaking about his King's claim to the French throne, of course, Jim told himself.
But the facts and reasoning were correct.

"l see," he said. "But what's al this to do with me, and what do you want from me at the
moment?"

Chandos did not reply immediately, but got to his feet like someone who needs to stretch hislegs,
and sauntered over to the nearest open window, looking down on the interior courtyard of the
Castle. With his back to Jim and Angie, he went on talking.

“Inaword," he said, "your company most of all; but also your assistance. Word has reached us
that your friend, Sir Brian Neville-Smythe, may be among those who plan to disturb the peace of
my Lord the Earl of Cumberland—for you must know sooner or later whom we wish to protect.”

Jim's heart sank.

"I understand," Chandos went on, "that Sir Brian has gotten permission from his liege lord, my
L ord the Earl of Somerset, to engage himself with those who are currently at feud—shall we say
—with my Lord of Cumberland.” He seemed to shake his head.

"Meanwhile, all concerned wish to keep the matter as quiet as possible— though indeed it will
not, in the long run, be possible to keep it unknown and undiscussed throughout the Kingdom. Sir
Brian, from his name as a great lance and awinner of tournaments, will draw good men to the
side of those who would now threaten Cumberland. | would make known the fact you are not
with him, and as well add an equally weighty name to the other side."

"Inany case | have the King's order for you; and | regret the promptness of such agoing, but you
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and | must be leaving tomorrow, early. It is a necessity for us—"
He broke off suddenly.

"By Saint George," he said. "Your Castleison fire! But agreat many of your servants seem more
interested in afight that is going on down in your courtyard."

Chapter Six

Jim reached the window in two strides and |ooked.

"Oh, Hell, Angie!" he said. "It's May Heather and Tom, the Kitchen-boy. They're at it again!"
"And it'sthe Kitchen on fire!" said Angie, who had just reached one of the other windows.
They all three hurried downstairs.

When Jim, Angie, and Sir John came out into the courtyard, the smoke was beginning to thin, but
the crowd was no smaller, and the fight was still going on, although the tall adult bodies of the
servants hid the combatants, who were wrestling on the ground.

"Pull those two apart!" shouted Angie, as she, Jim, and Sir John strode rapidly up to the mass of
watchers. "The rest of you stay here! You hear me? Stay! | don't want any of you leaving!"

The crowd, which had showed signs of scattering, reluctantly stayed, parting to let its superiors
through to the center. Separation of the fighters was being managed, at the cost of some damage
to those doing the separating, and it became undeniable that the combatants, as on several other
occasions recently, were indeed May Heather and her opposite number on the Kitchen staff, a
boy named Tom.

The two were the best of friends, but often at odds, and lately they had gotten into several of
these battles-royal—which for some reason attracted every servant able to slip away from their
duties. But not one servant could be made to explain why the fight was such an attraction.

"Beat thee again!" said May, triumphantly, as they were pulled out of each other's reach. Tom
growled something unintelligible.

"Well?' snapped Angie. "What's it about this time?"

" 'Eelied!" cried May Heather, forgetting in her passion her careful Castle pronunciation and
dropping into the broad local speech.

"Didn't!" shouted Tom.
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Both made a serious effort to break |oose and re-engage. They were cuffed by those who held
them prisoner.

"All right, leave them alone,” said Angie. "I want answers, not a couple of deaf children. I've told
all of you about hitting the young ones on the side of the head. Now, Tom! You tell me. What
does May Heather say you were lying about?’

"Therewas ahole!" cried Tom, still at the top of hisvoice. " Twas by the big oven!"

"There's not! There's not!" shouted May Heather. "M'Lady, look for yourself. There's no hole
there. It was his doing, the chimney getting stopped up!"

Getting the whole story in cases like this, Jm knew, was sometimes a slow affair, since those
telling it tended to react to the last words said by those in opposition to them. Accordingly, he left
Angie with the crowd and the two furious youngsters and went on into the Kitchen himself,
accompanied by Sir John.

The air there was surprisingly clear. A few of the Kitchen staff, who had ducked back in there at
Angie'sfirst words, were now standing back in corners and looking guilty. Jim's eyes fastened on
the Mistress of the Kitchen, who was standing with her lieutenant, the Bakery-Mistress, beside
the oven.

Thiswas alarge kiln-like structure with walls of hard-packed earth. Low down at its center was a
massive fire-box, with space above it where dishes could be put to cook, or merely be kept warm
until needed. Behind, a chimney ascended from the fire-box, a chimney as massive in its own
right as the oven.

The doors of the fire-box were open, and the fire appeared to be out, although a pal pable warmth
could be felt. AsJim and Sir John joined the two women, one of the under-servants of the
Kitchen crawled out of the fire-box, his face and clothes now so thick with soot and grime that he
was hardly recognizable.

" Tis blocked," he said, speaking to the Kitchen-Mistress, "with dirt. Hard blocked. We'll need
rods to poke at it until it falls apart, and then we can shovel it out below here. By your leave, my
Lord," he added, noticing the two knights.

"Clear blocked?' said the Kitchen-Mistress. "Our Tom couldn't ha done that. Nor even that girl,
though | wouldn't put it past her otherwise. It's too heavy awork for alad and girl their sizes.
WEell, get the rods, and to work!"

" Twas the Fairies doneit!" said the Baking-Mistress, lower-voiced, looking away from Jim.
"Things like that happens when people coddle hobgoblinsin their fireplaces. There'sno
hobgoblinsin my oven, | can tell you! I've seen to that!"
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The statement was ostensibly directed at one of the other servants against the farther wall of the
Kitchen, who was now trying to look asif he had not heard aword. The very fact that such a
statement was made aloud in Jim's hearing at al, however, was evidence of what Geronde called
"the terrible looseness" with which servants were governed in Malencontri.

"Hobgoblins?' asked Sir John, looking at Jim, questioningly.

"The one you heard me speak to," said Jim, more sharply than he had intended. "It's here by my
leave and will stay here—or anyplace else in my Castle!" For once he was honestly angry, and
the tone of hisvoice plainly carried conviction to al his vassals within earshot.

They could not, without permission, step back from him. But they all leaned back alittleasif ina
strong breeze. The Baking-Mistress tried to edge behind the Kitchen-Mistress. A rather
unsuccessful attempt, since both women were equally stout.

"Excuse me a moment, Sir John," Jim said, remembering Chandos was a witness.
He turned to the Kitchen-Mistress.

"How did the chimney get filled with earth?' he demanded. "And what's all this business about a
hole?"

"I know not, my Lord," the woman answered, formally emphasizing the "my Lord" astwo
separate words, since a guest was watching. "Our Tom, who came into the Kitchen at a time when
—well, there was none el se watching, just before the chimney stopped up—says there was a hole
in the floor."

She stamped on it.

Jm looked down. He saw earth, pounded hard by many feet over many years. She pointed to her
right. "The hole was just over here, he said, my Lord, and you can see the earth has been at least
loosened.”

Jm and Sir John followed her to arough circle on the floor, where the earth did indeed seem not
to be so tightly packed. In fact, itstop layer could almost have been swept away with a broom.

"This challenges belief," said Sir John. "If indeed there was a hole, and if indeed something like a
fairy came up it, then went into the oven—wasthere afirein it at the time, Mistress?"

"No, my Lord," said the Kitchen-Mistress. " The morning cooking was over, and the fire-box had
just been cleaned out. Indeed, most of our people were having their own small bite of food before
the evening's cooking should begin."
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"Then not afire-demon," said Sir John, turning to Jim, "But by all the Saints, it seems no
Christian thing. Mayhap the talk of afairy was not amiss?’

“I'll have to consult with Carolinus on that,” said Jim, short-ternperedly dodging the question.

"Fairy" was aterm everyone of high or low rank seemed to use indiscriminately. Asfar as Jm's
knowledge went, in thisworld there were no beings specifically called "Fairies." Rather, the term
was applied to just about anything outside the usual range of living being—Naturals,
Supernatural, Goblins, Devils, Djinni, Demons—as well as Lords and Kings of Underworlds,
Heavens, and Hells...

Jim had never really figured out why it was that at some times these people seemed in mortal fear
of even amention of such creatures, but at other times gossiped eagerly about them—perhaps
there was some nuance he did not totally understand, to the folk saying about Naming Calls,
which as far as he knew meant that if you spoke such a creature's name aoud, it might come. To
get you.

For amoment, Jim worried that Sir John, who was more intelligent than almost anyone else he
had met in this fourteenth-century world, might be offended at the stiffness of the answer Jim had
just given. But a glance at the knight seemed to find him completely satisfied. They went back
outside to rejoin Angie.

She, it appeared, had sent May Heather back to the Serving Room, Tom to the Kitchen, and all
the others—after a brief but sharp lecture on their own duties and not neglecting them to gawk at
acouple of fighting children— back to work. The courtyard was emptying fast.

The three started toward the Great Hall; and as they went Jim explained to Angie about the hole
in the Kitchen floor, and the fact that the chimney was mysteriously stopped up with earth.

"I wonder if there was a servant left anywhere else in the Castle?' he said. He meant it
humorously, but Angie blanched.

"If there's something around the Castle that shouldn't be here—" she began, her face stricken—"if
she's left that baby alone, I'll kill her!™

She left them, running ahead for the door, and disappeared through it.

"Why, is there danger about?' asked Sir John, his voice alive and interested. The notein it was
very much like that Jim always heard in Brian's voice when it looked like there might be some
entertaining combat in prospect, and abruptly, Angle's alarm registered on Jim.

"Excuse me, Sir John," he said, and broke into a run himself.
But Sir John ran with him. In spite of his extrayears, the older knight seemed in as good
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condition as Jim. They went swiftly in through the Great Hall and through the Serving Room,
past its Mistress, sternly confronting May Heather, whose face was now washed and her clothes
at least straightened.

"—and are you to blame for that, too?' demanded Gwynneth Plyseth, looking back from the
astonishing sight of, not one, but two knights running— running—through her Serving Room.

"Oh, no, Mistress," said May Heather, her freshly-washed face radiant with the conviction of
complete innocence. "It was only alittle dispute with Tom, | had."

Meanwhile, JJm had slowed somewhat on the stairs. Provokingly, Sir John also slowed, just
behind him—aDbut from the sound of his breathing, the older man did so more to accommodate Jim
and stay with him than because he himself was running out of breath.

It was understandable—people like Sir John and Brian, to say nothing of the servants, had been
engaged all their livesin daily physical activity to the limit of their strengths. Still, it was
irritating to someone who had been rated AA-class in college volleyball, to find a middle-aged
knight slowing down out of consideration for him.

They did, however, catch up with Angie, just in time to see her pounding on the door to the room
that held Robert Falon and his nurse and shouting through the panel.

"Open up!" shewas calling. "It's me, Lady Angela. Open up, | say!"

A sgueaky answer came from within, not resolved into intelligible words. But a moment later
there were sounds of heavy objects being dragged away from the door, and then of the bolt being
shot back. The door opened, and in it appeared the absolutely terrified face of the nineteen-year-
old nurse. Angie pushed past her and rushed to the cradle. She stopped, and heaved a great sigh
of released tension.

"He's all right," she said. She breathed deeply for a moment, then whirled around to face the nurse
—who backed away into Jim, who with Sir John was now also in the room.

"P-p-pardon, m'Lord," she quavered, then turned back and literally fell on her knees before
Angie. "Oh, pardon, m'Lady! But | was so afeared!"

"Frightened? Why? Answer me!"

"Something tried to get in the door!" quavered the nurse. "I had it locked just like you said |
should always do, m'Lady. When it couldn't get in, it hammered at the door. | called out ‘who is
it? But there was no answer. Just this hammering and it trying to get in. So | shoved everything
in the room, except hislittle cradle, against the door! Then | leaned against it myself. When you
started knocking and calling, m'Lady, | thought it had come back!"
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Jm and Sir John were already examining the outside of the door. It was no flimsy bit of
carpentry, but a solid slab of wood a good two inches thick. Surprisingly, it did show dents... not
around where the latch was, but level with it and more or less in the middle of the door.

"“If you'll step out into the corridor with me, by your favor, Sir John," said Jim, grimly, "I'm going
to set up award on this room."

Sir John followed him outside.
"A ward?' he echoed Jim.

"A magic protection, Sir John," said Jim. At the word "magic," Sir John backed across the
corridor until his back was to the wall. Jim pointed his finger at the doorway.

Not long ago, he would have needed to work up arhyming spell to set award on Robert's room.
Now, however, he had learned how to concept—to build in his mind an image of the magic he
wanted to create. In the back of his head he seemed to see it now, like invisible silver threads
penetrating stone, wood, and empty air. He wove his finger back and forth before him for a
moment, and it was done.

"Let no one who is not of this Castle enter this door or window," he told the threads, "unless
taken in by Lady Angela or myself."

He turned back to Sir John, and saw no evidence of fear in the other man— but there was
something else: John Chandos had a face that could go completely expressionless when he was
most dangerous, and it was expressionless now.

"That takes care of it, Sir John," said Jim, speaking as lightly as he could. He spoke through the
open door.

"It'sal right, Angie," he said. "l've warded the room. Nothing can come through the door or the
window—Matilda, you can feel safe now, but still keep the door locked—Angie, there's no more
need to worry. Why don't you come back downstairs with Sir John and myself?"

"I pray your forgiveness, Sir James," said Chandos, "but what with dinner eaten and the fact that
you and | should be ahorse at dawn, | believe | would rather go directly to my room, if a servant
can be summoned to show me the way. Y ou may have things to make ready also, and no doubt
you yourself would prefer to go early to rest.”

"Oh, of course, Sir John," said Jim, with a sinking feeling. In spite of the fact that Chandos had
said he was expecting Jm to leave with him tomorrow, he had not connected that with leaving so
early.
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"You're on the floor below," he went on. "I'll take you there myself."

Having escorted their chief guest to the best visitors room, Jim found Angie already laying out
travel clothes for him in the Solar. Quietly, he joined her in the work. Sir John could hardly deny
him the use of a sumpter-horse to carry extra baggage for his own use. He had learned the hard
way to carry as much as he conveniently could, after experiencing a number of trips on his own
and with Brian and Dafydd.

His mind began to make plans. Nor could Sir John object to histaking his squire as a personal
servant—no, come to think of it, that wouldn't be wise. His squire, Theoluf, was the only rea
experienced fighting man in Malencontri, and the men-at-arms would need aleader in case of real
trouble. To leave Angie and everybody else here lacking both their chief commanders at atime
when outlaws were marauding, King's men were dropping by, and something unknown was
invading the Castle—perhaps—would not be wise.

He could, of course, take one of the other men-at-arms, or one of the Castle's servants. But none
of them had any real experiencein this sort of traveling duty.

No. He would travel alone. One of Chandos's men-at-arms could lead his warhorse, Gorp, and the
sumpter-horse.

Working together, he and Angie did not take long to get everything packed and ready to be taken
down and loaded on the horse. Jim called the servant on duty outside the Solar and sent her down
to summon John Steward. When John arrived, Jim pointed at his travel necessities.

"John," he said, "thisisto be loaded tomorrow morn on a sumpter-horse; and a riding-horse, plus
my war-horse Gorp on alead rope, must be ready for me so | can travel with Sir John Chandos at
dawn. If Gorp isfractious from being stalled so long, lately, someone should exercise him before
sunup.”

"Yes, m'Lord."

"You will take care, of course, of providing breakfast, not only for myself but for Sir John and the
knights with him, also for his men outside the walls, along with three more days of provision for
them to carry—all of this should be in the Great Hall before we haveto leave."

"It shall be done, m'Lord," said the Steward, without turning a hair. "All shall be asyou desire.
M'Lord would like to be woken an hour before sunrise?"

"A little earlier than that, | think," said Jim.
"Very good, m'Lord."
The Steward went out. Jim and Angie got ready for bed.

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%620G.htm (55 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:52



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

Asthey crawled into it—it was their latest version, very large and comfortable, with a complete
canopy and side-curtains, to keep drafts out, as well as a sort of bubble of warmth enclosed—
Angie said what had been in Jim's mind all the way along.

"I didn't think he'd take you so soon," she said, once they were settled in bed.

"Neither did I," said Jim. "But it's probably just as well. The sooner | leave, the sooner I'll be
back."

The words were nothing more or less than Angie had expected from him; but she felt a sudden
strong twinge of unhappiness at the thought of his leaving. Since young Robert Falon had come
into their lives, she was not only full of intense protective feeling toward the child, but she also
found herself wanting Jim around more—preferably where she could see him.

It was not that she was afraid of being left alone in the Castle. She had thoroughly adjusted to this
rough period they now lived in; and Geronde had given her many lessons, information about
many things useful to a Chatelaine managing a castle without her Lord. So it was nothing like
that. It was just that she wanted him—Jim—to be there; and now that he had to leave, she wanted
him back safely, and as soon as possible.

"Y ou'll use your magic, now, won't you—if you really need it?' she said. "Won't you?"
"Oh, of course," said Jim.

But Angie knew that lately he had come to regard the magic energy he possessed as too precious
to be used, except in the case of an absolute need such as the ward in Robert's room.

She closed her arms around her husband and snuggled up against him; but a small cold feeling
remained inside her. She was afraid that in spite of his saying so, he might well be saving of his
magic when he really needed it, and possibly fall into danger because of it.

Chapter Seven

Trueto Sir John's words, they were, indeed, off with the dawn. They rode west by north to Bath,
and then to the Bristol Channel, where they took ship to Caerwent. From there they took the old
Roman road over to Caerleon, and northward from there, through Kenchester, Leintwardine,
Roxter, and on to Warrington, Wigan, Ribchester, and Lancaster. After that, it was almost straight
ahead, due north.

The scent was cold.
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Aargh, the English wolf, moved upwind toward its source, silent as his own shadow, flickering
on the sun-dappled forest floor and against the green small bushes, where the majestic oaks and
ashes let light enough through for such smaller leaved things to grow. His nose was to the
ground, his ears were upright and pricked, for the scent was not "cold" in the sense of having
been laid down sometime ago, rather, it had a special element of taste that cameto himasa
coldness.

Aargh's nose was what mouth-taste and color-sight were to human beings: it gave him accessto a
whole rich spectrum of information that humans passed by without ever having sensed, or to
which they paid scant attention if they had. So that when he read this scent as "cold," it was only
because no word existed for it in spoken language. It was as a human might describe a flavor
tasted or a color seen for the first time. It was a scent that spoke to him of darkness and deep chill.

In the many years that he had held this territory against incursions by other wolves, he had never
encountered this scent before; and from nose-tip to tail-end he was alert.

It was not a ground-trail of someone or something that had passed this way earlier. It was an odor
riding the faint breeze that stirred the hairs of his face as he moved toward it from downwind. It
grew stronger as he came closer to its source, which might be anything. Only one thing was
certain. It belonged to some unknown; and he went with al awolf's natural caution.

Caution it was, not fear. Aargh had not known fear since he was a wolf-pup; but caution he knew,
and wariness. If there was something dangerous up ahead, then it was well to know what it was
before it knew him.

The forest was thinning. There were more of the sunlit open patches between the great trees; and
without needing to check, he knew he was drawing closer to Malencontri Castle, the home of his
friends Jim and Angie Eckert, the unlikely Baron and Lady of the Castle. The scent was stronger
now, and he followed it more slowly, picking his cover as he went. Abruptly, he stopped, lifting
his nose to get its full quality, and peering through the branches of a small bush, his ears cocked
forward.

But what his ears gave him was silence, and what his eyes gave him was merely aholein aslight
rise of the ground, like the mouth of a den.

There was no sign of any living creature; but still Aargh waited. The scent, strong and close now,
spoke ever more certainly of chill and an even deeper darkness—some place far removed from a
forest such asthis. At last he moved again—but now one slow step at atime, as he came near the
hole, careful that no footfall might send a vibration through the earth to warn whatever might be

in beyond that entrance.

But nothing responded, nothing emerged. He came to the very edge of the hole and explored it
carefully with his nose. Some of the earth dug out and encircling its opening had been moved
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within the last few hours. It was still not completely dry.

It was a strange, unnatural opening in the hillside, a puzzling opening. It looked very like the
mouth of a den, but it was too small for a bear, and too large to be comfortable for awolf, who
liked his den entrance to fit snugly around his shoulders like a collar, in case he might have to
stand within it, the den protecting the rest of him, while only hisjaws and teeth were outside. In
that position, any wolf could stand his ground.

But, on the other paw, it was also too large for any badger, the next largest den-digging animal
bel onging to these woods—although a young boar might have used this—if it had been dug
sometime since. But boars did not den in summertime like this, only in winter and bad weather.

Nor wasit likely to be the den atroll might make. Trolls, also—particularly Night-trolls—denned
up only under unusual conditions, such as when the females were giving birth. Nymphs, dryads,
and other smaller Naturals, of course, would have no need for aden.

Asfar as he could tell—and he was careful not to allow his nose or any other part of himself to be
silhouetted against the light at the mouth of the den, even now—whoever had dug it was not here
at the moment. Asif to prove this, his searching nose now told him that there was a clear, fresh
trail leading off at an angle, toward Malencontri.

He followed it.

Thetrail led straight toward the Castle. Whatever or whoever it was went on two feet, and there
was no sign of hesitation along the way—or even of caution. Aargh preserved his own caution,
but followed more swiftly now— the trees did not thin out any more, but there were fewer bushes
between them.

The woods were the King's, with everything in them; but common people were entitled to the
fallen branches—only—for their fires. This rule had been amplified illegally by some earlier lord
of the Castle—doing, like many did, anything he could get away with, by letting his serfs and
tenants al so take out the living shrubs and bushes for a distance from the Castle clearing, back
into the wood.

This allowed them extra firewood, while leaving less cover for enemy forces and less handy
material for fascinesto fill up the moat so they could storm the walls.

Here, the forest was lighter. Aargh slowed. He had followed the trail now right to the edge of the
wood; and he stopped to look out around atree at the clearing itself, kept around every castle, a
bowshot from its walls, to give a clear field of fire against any attacker.

It was one of those days in England when everyone had given up on the English summer after a
steady diet of rain and chill, in spite of the fact that it was late June—only to have the weather
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play its usual trick; so that, suddenly, the sky was blue, the temperature warm, the breeze light
and friendly, and all things seemed to be going well.

It was exactly the time of day and the kind of day in which Aargh would normally be taking a nap
in the shade somewhere, himself. And so he would have been, if not for this strange scent and
trail.

That trail led out into the open space; and looking out, Aargh saw, within the shade of one of the
trees to hisright, a cradle, within which he scented young Robert Falon. Not far from the child
was his wet-nurse, who had found a comfortable seat on the ground with her back against the
trunk of the tree and was showing awolf-like common sense by taking a nap herself.

One of the Castle's young men-at-arms, obviously posted here as protection for the baby, was
right now half-a-dozen paces away and looking in acompletely different direction, absorbed in a
game between the off-duty men-at-arms and the stable help.

It was arough game, as might be expected. It bore some faint resemblance to football, except that
you were not restricted to using your feet only to propel the ball, but could get it to its destination
—the goal line of your opponents—in any fashion. If anyone got in the way, he could be dealt
with by any means short of aknife. It was quite all right to bite, knee, kick, gouge, and wrestle
around on the ground with an opponent, to take the ball. Right now the stable-lads were winning.

Aargh considered the situation.

The Unknown had clearly been interested either in Robert or the wet-nurse. Also, it had not been
afraid to go out in plain view of the walls or the sentry on the tower. There might be nobody on
the battlements, and the sentry might be as fascinated by the ballgame as the man-at-arms was.
But going out in the open like that was not the action of any stranger who was not sure that he
could get away quickly and safely, if seen.

It could be that the trail did not go all the way to the cradle or the tree where the nurse snored
lightly. Aargh turned and, well inside the trees, trotted until he was level with the cradle, but still
safely out of sight. Then he moved forward cautioudly, using individual trees for cover, until he
was less than three wolf-lengths from the cradle and about five from the sleeping nurse.

He tested the air with his nose again. It was hard to tell, at this distance, if the trail of the
Unknown led right up to the cradle or the nurse. Whoever laid it could have turned off again and
headed directly toward the Castle, or ssimply circled around it at a distance and continued on.

Happily, Robert's cradle was side-on to the tower, which meant that by keeping low, Aargh could
use it for cover once he had crossed the small open space to it. Normally, when Aargh had
anything to do with someone in the Castle—which meant Jim or Angie—he stayed in the woods
and howled from time to time. Either Jim or Angie would hear the howl, or their attention would
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be drawn to it by one of the servants or men-at-arms. In either case, one of them, probably Jim,
would come out to their set meeting-place.

That was asafe way. But, in this particular case, Aargh did not want to spend half a day waiting.
The distance to the cradle was very short, and if he moved swiftly and silently—which he would
do in any case—he should be able to reach the cradle without being spotted by anyonein the
Castle.

Low to the ground, he slipped out.

In amoment he was beside the cradle, and his earlier feeling was confirmed. The trail he had
been following came around this side of the cradle, close to it—and when he put his head down
under the cradle, he could sniff it on the other side also. On his side, particularly, there was a spot
where it was more than a passing trail, a spot where whoever it was had stopped, presumably to
study Robert. From that point the trail led off at a further angle, back into the woods, and possibly
back to the den.

But in any case, the baby was perfectly unharmed. When Aargh peered over the edge of the
cradle, Robert's eyes were open wide and he gurgled happily at seeing the furry mask of the wolf
above him. Histiny arms reached out toward Aargh's closest ear.

Wisein the ways of human aswell aswolf pups, Aargh carefully furled the ear, rolling it inward
until it was atight small bundle against his head, closed his eye, and laid his head down for a
moment on Robert's chest, letting the baby hands pull and tug and explore harmlessly through
Aargh's coarse forehead hair—unable to touch eye or ear that might be damaged by such
exploration.

After afew moments, the tugging hands gave up and he withdrew his head, looking down at a
still cheerful Robert, now reaching vainly toward a butterfly that was passing some three feet
above his cradle. Aargh withdrew his head and slipped back into the trees. He began to circle the
Castle toward its back where the curtain-wall joined with and became part of the tower, the inner
keep that would be the final stronghold to which the Castle's defenders would retreat in case an
enemy got over their first defenses and into the courtyard and outbuildings of the Castle proper.

The back of the Castle was blind, having no windows and few arrow-dlits, and an unbroken
vertical face eighty feet high that could not be climbed and would not be practical to assault. Here
the wood came close to the wall, the clearing narrowed, and it was safe for Aargh to cut across
the clearing itself in the direction in which he had been headed before he had run across the scent
he had followed.

As he cut close to the wall, he passed, too close to be out of sight from, an arrow-dlit that he knew

from the smell allowed air and some light into the Serving Room. As he passed, he heard two
female voices, one obviously younger and shriller than the other, raised in argument. Aargh was
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fond of Angie and Sir James, and prepared to tolerate the rest of those in the Castle; but like all
their kind, all of them spent alot of their time making noise.

It seemed to be their way, and Aargh had no time or interest in things like going around changing
the world; but he disapproved. He trotted on past the Castle now toward the comfortable
obscurity of the farther trees—the trees he would be re-entering in a moment. Noise never got a
wolf anywhere.

Chapter Eight

It was less than aweek until the party led by Sir John Chandos was crossing the Low Borrow
Bridge, approaching Penrith Castle, south of Carlisle. They rode into the Castle, where the three
younger knights, the men, and the horses settled down for severa days rest in the stables.

In the Castleitself, Sir John, Jim, and Sir Bertram Makeworthy—the Earl of Cumberland's
Seneschal, with the authority and care over the Earl's lands, mines, and fisheriesin the district—
settled down to dinner and atalk over a snowy tablecloth.

But first, Sir Bertram had to hear the story of Jim's first adventure in this world, from its most
famous participant.

Jm had not kept count, but the Seneschal was probably the three-hundred-and-twentieth person
who had to hear it for himself.

Whenever Jim told it, he tried to emphasize that it had only been with the help of his
Companions, Brian, Aargh, Dafydd, Danielle, and Carolinus, plus two dragons, that he had won
against the Dark Powers at the Loathly Tower.

The disclaimer seemed to make no impression on Sir Bertram, as it had not on all the others
before. All those people had heard the story told before they ever met Jim, in wildly varying
songs from wandering minstrels—which all made Jim the necessary, if not amost solitary, hero.

In any case, it made it special to them, hearing it directly from Jim. Having done so would make
their own versions—asit would Sir Bertram's—that much more authentic to future listeners.

Finally, with the legend told, the three of them got down to business.

"Y ou're aware of why Sir James and myself, with our men, are here—aren't you, Sir Bertram?"
asked Chandos.

"I am," said Sir Bertram. He was atall, heavy man in hislate fortieswith along, pale face. It was
aface that looked asif it seldom found anything to smile at. "I understand you believe troubleis
expected here. But where? In Carlisle itself? In the fisheries? In the mines—out on the grazing-
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|ands?"

"I do not know," said Chandos. "Perhaps | should ask you. Have you had trouble recently in any
such places? More to the point, are you having trouble with any just now?’

"Trouble!" said Sir Bertram, his face living up to its promise by turning extraordinarily grim and
gloomy. "When is there not trouble? | hear of it from all sides. The Scots border-reivers have
stolen away the cattle! The herring are not running! The miners must have an advance on the ore
they have dug, or they'll starve—the ungrateful dogs know | can't permit them to starve! Who
would work the mines, then? Trouble iswith me all thetime. Most lately, with the miners, as| say
—they won't go down into the diggings, because of Piskies."

"Piskies?' asked both Jm and Sir John together.

"Yes, yes," said Sir Bertram, alittle testily. "Fairies, as you might say. Earth-fairies. The miners
say they can hear them digging. And when one or more say they've heard Piskies, then they all
think they hear them—and they all put down tools, leave, and won't go back into the pits and
drifts—the holes, trenches, and short tunnelsin the earth between a couple of pits, as you might
say. There's nothing to be done but wait until they have courage enough to go down again. First,
one or two will go. Then the others will take heart and follow, and for alittle while we will get
mining done again."

"Indeed," said Sir John, "such are sore troubles, Sir Bertram. But what | am looking for isthe
harrying of your Lord Earl's lands and possessions. And | do not mean the occasional raids of
thieving Scots, but deliberate attempts by aforce of armed men to do damage and make cost for
his Lordship."

"Of that, no," said Sir Bertram. His face added alarm to the other emotions visible upon it. "Are
we to have that too? | knew you had come to deal with some disorder, but | did not know it was
to be something that large. Armed men—men of war, no doubt—Lord save us! If it isthat, | do
most need your help. | do not have enough men-at-armsto set guards on all the properties.”

"| am afraid guards would be of little use," said Sir John. "Thiswill be a considerable force, with
intent to damage, destroy, and cause difficulties for your overlord."

He paused to take adrink of arather good French wine. "'l had hoped that you could tell me
which property or place is most likely to attract them first— mayhap one more isolated than the
rest, less protected, or more vulnerable. If you can point me to such a place, then | and those with
me would wait for the trouble-makers there, and engage them when they come—hopefully
driving them back in such manner that they will not come again."

"Hum," said Sir Bertram, consulting the wine in his mazer. "L et me see. They could do the most
mischief in the shortest time by attacking the mining areas. But there are several such, and | know
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not how to tell you which oneis the best place to guard.”

"Such is not necessary," said Sir John. "I believe Sir James would agree with me, that such a
force would want to gather in some central spot—for they will surely come up here in small
groups, so as not to attract attention—and then rendezvous in a convenient place.”

Sir Bertram thought, frowning, for a moment.

"I think, sirs, that Skiddaw Forest might be such a place as you describe," he said. "If they gather
there, they will be within striking distance of Alston, where the lead and silver mines are; and, in
another direction, of Egremont, which is close to the iron mines."

"And isthis Skiddaw Forest," Sir John asked, "such a place that we could move down there and
set up a camp, with little notice being taken of us?"

"Without question," said Sir Bertram. "I shall send some with you who can take you to such
places as you might desire. It isrising ground, most of it, with some good stands of trees. If you
set up your camp well hidden and set out watchers, none will find you."

"And may | ask you," said Sir John, "to send word to the surrounding towns, and to those who
might be about in the forest, to bring us word of any other armed party forming in the same
woods?"'

Sir Bertram nodded, and Chandos went on. "I take it," he said, "that Skiddaw Forest is not too far
distant?"

"Some fifteen to twenty-five miles west," answered Sir Bertram. He sat watching them. Chandos
turned to Jim.

"What think you, Sir James?"' said Chandos. "Indeed, it might be wiser if we were to set off
tomorrow morning, for this Skiddaw Forest. Our men can rest once they get there."

Jim understood very well that the question was merely aformality. Chandos was the man making
the decisions here.

"] don't think we could do better, Sir John," he said.

"It is settled then," said Chandos, turning back to Sir Bertram. "However, because those with us
have expected to have at least afew days rest, we will not leave early in the morning. Could we
pray the Castle to have ameal for us at, perhaps, mid-morning, before we start?"

"Certainly, certainly, Sir John!" said their host, his face looking almost cheerful. "It will be our
happiness to do so. And | will be sending with you three or four men who know the district, and
once you find where you want to stay, they can go about the area and aert those who are usually
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there to watch for strangers.”
"Good," said Chandos.

"—The men won't be too happy about it," he told Jim later, after they had left Sir Bertram and
were about to go to their separate rooms. "They've been looking forward to afew days sleep,
drink, and the local women."

"I suppose not," said Jim. "Give you good night, Sir John."
"A good night to you, Sir James."

The men-at-arms, thought Jim, as he followed a servant to his own room, would certainly not be
pleased, but they would not dare to grumble. As the servant left, Jim took off his Knight's belt
and wedged his sword sheath under the door-latch—which should at |east delay anyone trying to
open it, and cause enough noise to wake him.

The three young knights would have to look happy about it. They had no other choice. Jim
himself could have used at |east a couple of days without being in the saddle. He would sleep
heavily tonight.

He ignored the bed, which was likely to have vermin. Beds like this were normally re-made with
clean bedclothes after a guest left, out of courtesy to the next honored visitor. But servants were
all too likely to sneak in and catch anap, or to engage in some love-making "like aLord", and
servants, like everyone else, could harbor fleas, lice, or even infectious skin diseases.

Unrolling his bedroll before the pleasantly burning fire, Jim undressed partially—not completely,
of course, because the fire would die down; and in spite of the fact that it was summer, the room
would beicy by morning. He unrolled his second bedroll, so as to have the extra blankets ready
as needed;and pulled a single blanket over him, lying back with a sigh of contentment.

"That's that!" he told himself. "Now for afew hours of really solid slumber."

But, unreasonably, slumber did not come. He lay there, athread of uneasiness cold within him,
watching the red-hot underside of the bottom log in the fireplace. The fire had eaten much of its
surface down to segmented coals that blushed—first bright, then dim—as small, wandering airs
in the room blew through, then passed on; while flame-wraiths danced between them.

Something, he told himself, was wrong. It was not just his imagination. Something was very
wrong.

First, there had been the change he had felt in the attitudes of his Castle servants. That had been
so even before the boomp noises began. Then there had been Brian's too-quick joining in an
armed action against a chief Counselor of the King—which could be read as against the King
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himself.

Thislast, apparently only because of Brian's great need for money. It was not at all like the Brian
Jim had thought he knew. Brian was a chivalric idealist. He carried his passion to do what was
right to almost ridiculous limits, sometimes.

Jm would have believed him willing to cut off his right hand—Iiterally— before using it to draw
asword in any way that could be considered against the King. But Brian had embraced it almost

joyfully.

And now here was Jim, himself, meekly allowing himself to be swept up in Chandos' expedition
to counter the very movement that Brian had agreed to join.

Jim was not fooled. He had not been dragooned into this business because of his powers as a
magician—which were actually at little more than the beginner level, though non-magicians
never seemed able to believe that. He was here because he was also popularly thought to be a
Paladin—a mighty warrior, and the truth was, he was even less of that than he was a magician.

He had been in afew actual, if unimportant, medieval combats, usually beside Brian. But these
had been the sort of encounter people like Brian all but sneered at, refusing to dignify them with
any description more weighty than "abrush,""abicker," or "some small disturbance..."

Brian, who had worked hard to train him in the proper use of sword, dagger, and lance, knew
better than to speak at al highly of Jim's fighting skills. Chandos, old in war and skilled at sizing
up fighting men, must have recognized Jim's lack quickly. Just last Christmas, Sir Harimore
Kilinsworth, Brian's chief rival with sword and lance, had seen through Jim at a glance, and had
not hesitated to tell him so. That was what had started him examining his conscience.

Thiswas, in many ways, acruel, primitive time. But he and Angie had made the decision to stay,
after he had rescued her from the Loathly Tower—when for a short while he had owned the
magic energy needed to take them home to their own time and world.

They had agreed that, when all was said and done, they liked it here. It was atimeto be alivein—
in many ways a noble time, when courage and loyalty to principles were acknowledged and
respected above the place they had in the minds of the twentieth century...

... Still remembering the moment of that decision, he smiled; and smiling, drifted off to Sleep
thinking about what had led up to it.

—He woke again, suddenly. Someone was standing over him, but it was not Angie. It was

Carolinus, his Master-in-Magick, firelight making shadows from his wispy beard on the red robe
that he always wore.
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"Well, well," said the Mage, in a notably hoarse voice, "awake now, are we?"
"No," said Jim, annoyed at everything at the moment, and replying without thinking, "I'm asleep!"

Abruptly, everything blanked out.

Chapter Nine

Jim drifted slowly, lazily, up toward wakefulness, from the deep waters of unconsciousness. It
was a comfortable way of returning to the world, this effortless business of coming to. However,
as he began to get near to the surface of awareness, there began to creep into him agrowing
feeling that something was wrong—or that something had gone wrong—immediately before he
had plunged into the deep abyss from which he was now ascending.

The feeling of worry exploded inside him. He finished waking with ajerk, and sat up.

"What happened?' he said.

The Mage looked down at him.

"You put yourself to sleep,” said Carolinus dryly.

"l did?" said Jim. "How did | do that?"'

"I've noidea," said Carolinus. "Y our methods are your methods. Y ou used Magick, of course.”
"You mean—" said Jim, "I put myself to sleep with my own magic?'

"Now, what else could | mean?' said Carolinus, an edge to hisvoice. "Of course you put yourself
to slegp with your own Magick. Whose else could you do it with?"

"But | didn't think my own magic would work on me!" said Jim.

"Well, now you know differently," said Carolinus. "Live and learn. One of the most simple
things, | should think, in the world to assume—but you evidently hadn't assumed it. Of course a
Magickian's art will work on him— or her. When you transport yourself by Magick to someplace
else, isn't that your Magick working on you?"

"Well..." said Jim, and could not think of anything more to say.

Of course, Carolinus was right. As one of thisworld's only three AAA+ Magickians, he should
know—Jim thought of his own rank, a mere C+, and that only due to a recent promotion.

Still, there was something startling about the idea. It was alittle too close to absentmindedly

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%620G.htm (66 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:52



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

using magic to make yourself feel happy, or to change your mind about something, or... he could
not think of exactly what would be a good but ridiculous example. But there was something
circular about a magician being able to magic himself.

His thoughts were interrupted by the sudden realization that Carolinus had appeared here without
being called. That was not athing the Mage normally did—Jim usually had to hunt him down, if
it was possible to get hold of him at all.

"Well—thank you for coming,” said Jim, hastily.

“No need to thank me. I'm not here as a courtesy to you," said Carolinus. "And | haven't come.
Thisisjust aprojection of me you'retalking to. | haven't come because | couldn't.”

"Why not?"

"None of your business. Or in other words, never mind," said Carolinus. "I want to talk to you
about more important things."

Jim stared at Carolinus' projection. Why project, he wondered? He had always assumed his
Master-in-Magick could go anywhere he wanted, anytime.

True, there had been one exception to that—a time when Carolinus had become sick. It seemed to
be the case—as far as Jim knew—that in this world, magic could heal wounds, but not cure
ilInesses.

Now Jim scrambled to hisfeet, to stand there in his shorts and a light shirt—in this era everybody
normally slept naked; but in spite of the clothing, he immediately felt cold. Hastily, he threw
more wood into the fireplace; and the fire blazed up. He turned back to Carolinus.

"Inany case," he said, putting aside with an effort hisfirst bad temper and trying to smooth
Carolinus memory of it with cheerfulness and afriendly voice, "it's good to see you, whether
you're here in the body or in a projection. | don't suppose, by the way, that you'd be able to tell
me how | could send a projection of myself?'

"Haven't the dlightest idea," said Carolinus.

After trying very hard amost from the start of Jim's apprenticeship with him, Carolinus had
finally managed to wean him from the belief that the older man would teach him magic.
Carolinus had done this mainly by leaving Jim to solve his own magical problems. And asJim
had |earned more about it, the real truth of magic had dawned on him: as afully developed ability
—Ilike music or painting—it was not something that could be taught. It could only be learned.

True magic was a creative Art; and beyond certain elementary skills and rules, every magician
had to develop his or her own way of doing it—Jim woke up to the fact that Carolinus was

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%620G.htm (67 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:52



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed
glaring at him.
"Forgive me," said Jim hastily. "My mind wandered."

"Asusudl, if you don't mind my saying so," replied Carolinus. "In any case, | can't keep
projecting to you here al night long. I've got something important to tell you. That's why you see
me here."

"What isit?" asked Jim, feeling a sudden chill snake of worry inside him. "Nothing to do with
Angie or Robert?"

"No," said Carolinus, shortly. "Never mind that now. | don't have much time, and I've got two
commands to give you. Oneisto get in touch with KinetetE if you need help. The other is at all
costs to keep the King—our King here in England—on his throne."

"Keep the King on his throne?' echoed Jim. How was he supposed to do that? He fumbled for
words to explain what awild ideait was to suggest that he could be in a position to do any such
thing; but Carolinus went on speaking.

"Remember," he said, "keep your wits about you. Even in times when Magick will not work for
you—Yyou already know there are such times and places—" He paused to look sharply at Jim. Jim
remembered how his powers had not worked, the time he had been marooned in the Kingdom of
the Dead. But Carolinus held up a hand before he could speak.

"—even at such times," he went on, "the accomplished Magickian is not without resources. And
Magick Draws."

"Carolinus," Jm said, "what—"
Carolinus blinked out. He was gone.
"Carolinus!" called Jim. There was no answer.

Jm concentrated on Carolinus, visualizing him as he had just seen him, and invoked his magic to
take him to the older magician.

Nothing happened.

For the first time since Carolinus had made him acquainted with the magic he had picked up by
winning at the Loathly Tower, Jim's magic had refused to work for him.

It could not have run out—not yet. He had held back from asking the Accounting Office—that
strange functionary that kept track of Magickal energies—to add more magic to his account, as
Carolinus had arranged that he should be able to do. He had not asked for more because
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Carolinus had made such a point of his hanging on to what he had—and Jim had begun to suspect
that trouble might lie down the road, if he requested more magical energy to spend.

But, he had been saving. He must still have not merely alittle, but a good amount of magic left.
Just to check on this, however, he visualized his hand holding arose. The feeling in his head that
he got when his magic worked clicked in, at the same time that the rose appeared.

"Ouch!" he said—he had stuck himself on athorn. He extricated himself and returned to the
nearly unbelievable fact that his magic had refused to do something for him.

Perhaps Carolinus had arranged to block any attempt by Jim to join him? It was the only
possibility that came readily to mind; but if Carolinus had done that, why had he? Jim returned to
his bedroll and, as the fireplace light waned once more, thought over what Carolinus had said. In
the past the Mage had sometimes been out of touch with Jim, but this did not feel the same.

And how could he, Jim, possibly have any say in whether the present King of England, Edward
the Third, retained his throne? Baffled, his mind fell off into atumbling whirl of questions, and
scrambles for answers that only begot more questions. Faces and names and ideas seemed to
tangle themselves about him in a chaotic mess.

Totop it al off, Carolinus order to seek help from KinetetE could be as wild a notion as that of
his keeping King Edward on his throne. KinetetE was one of the other two greatest Magickians of
thisworld. Jim had only seen her once from a distance, but she had |ooked a formidable woman—
and if Carolinus was any example of AAA+ wielders of Magick, she would not be the easiest
person to work with.

Both things were impossible. No one could field this mix of information, half-information, and
no-information and make any sense out of it. All he could do was let himself be carried around in
the whirlpool, round, round, and around...

Jm found sunlight lancing through the arrow-dlit in the wall and hitting him right in the eyes.

And Chandos was standing over him, completely dressed, armored, and armed—and clearly
ready for the saddle.

"... And pray forgive me," he was saying, with no tone at all of real apology in hisvoice, "but it
is time we were on our way; and | know you would not like to venture on today's ride without
some food and drink. The High Tableis still set for us; and if you dress and arm quickly, you
may still have time for both before we need to be in the saddle. Since you do not have a squire
with you, shall | send one of my menin to help you dress and arm?"

“No, no," said Jim, scrambling to hisfeet. "I'll be down in a moment. Just someone to get my
baggageisall | need."
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He became aware of Chandos staring at him, and realized that his unusual bed-wear was
attracting the other knight's attention. "I must apologize," he went on hastily, "matters—a matter
of magic—kept me awake most of the night."

"That's quite understandable, Sir James," said Chandos, backing away and still eyeing Jim's
shorts and shirt curiously. "Well, | will be down at the High Table myself for another few
minutes."

The knight went out and a Castle servant came in. Jm tumbled into his clothes and armor—with
some help after all from the servant. He belted his sword around himself; and, taking his casque,
hurried down to the Hall, where Chandos and Sir Bertram were sitting at the table. No one else
was around, but the two looked at him with enough disapproval—mixed with interest— for a
dozen.

L ess than fifteen minutes after that, his food and drink aweight in his stomach, Jim found himself
riding out of Penrith Castle with Sir John and his troop. Within twenty minutes more, they were
riding through dense woods, where there was sometimes a road and sometimes not. But the
guides sent along by Sir Bertram led them surely, occasionally skirting rises of land, until about
mid-afternoon, when they were told that they had entered the Skiddaw Forest.

They passed small mountains that rose two to three thousand feet fairly abruptly. There was little
difference between the trees that surrounded them— oak, ash, and birch—and the forest growth
that had been with them most of the way on the ride up here. As leaders of the expedition, Sir
John and Jim were informed by their guides that their route led around Blencathra and between
Knott and Great Calva—these all being more mountains.

In late afternoon they came to a clearing large enough for a campground, and with a stream
running nearby. The ground of the clearing sloped southerly, and there was already aramshackle
sort of wooden structure at the upper part of it, amost beside the stream—a simple, one-room
hut, possibly a hunter's cabin, or something of the kind.

Thiswas automatically awarded to Jim and Sir John. To Jim's relief, it was quite clean-smelling
and lacking in the clutter and the garbage and filth that too often was found in such chance
dwellings. It was lightless but for afew cracks in the wooden walls, which themselves looked as
if they would blow over in the first wind to come aong; but there was afire-pit at one end, with a
smoke-hole fairly close above it, where the steeply slanted roof came down close to the end wall.

"If you will take the charge in keeping here, Sir James," said Chandos, as their possessions were
being brought in, "I believe |, with a dozen of the men and one of our guides, will ride the
boundaries, so to speak, of this our woodland area. |s that agreeable with you?"

"Absolutely, Sir John," said Jim, glad to be out of the saddle. A fire was already being kindled for
them in the fire-pit, and some cold meat and bread were being set out on atarpaulin-like cloth, in
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case those of the upper class felt hungry. Jim very much wanted to be by himself to think.

Chandos went off, taking not only his dozen men, but his three young knights. Jim stood outside
the hut and watched the small party disappear into the trees, with atouch of admiration. It was
like Chandos to think first of surveying the immediate terrain, just in case this was where they
would haveto fight.

Slowly, he turned back to the door of their shelter. Inside, the fire was doing nicely; and the man-
at-arms doing duty as a personal servant to Sir John, after waiting to see if anything more was
wanted, had already left. Even the smoke was being most obliging, ascending right through the
smoke-hole because the breeze was blowing in the right direction to provide the needed draft.

But he stopped at the open doorway. With Chandos in a position, so to speak, of being able to
breathe over his shoulder, he wanted to avoid |looking amateurish as awar-leader. He turned back
to the open areain the center of the clearing.

"Dagget!" he called.

"Yes, m'Lord," said adlightly hoarse baritone, behind him and just to hisright. He turned his
head to see a brown face made hideous by a scar that began at the man's right forehead, creased a
broken nose below that, and puckered up the left cheek, still lower. How Dagget had survived
such awound was beyond Jim. Below the face, the body was stocky and compact—a manin his
middle years, who now came around to face Jim.

Chandos had not brought a squire with him, either; but Dagget seemed to perform all a squire's
duties, aswell as be Chief man-at-arms to the accompanying troop.

"I was coming to m'Lord to see if he had commands for me," added Dagget, as he stopped, facing
Jm.

"I'd like to see the men you've set on watch around us here," Jim said.
"Pray follow me, m'Lord."

It turned out there were five of them, spaced just into the woods about the open area. Having
viewed all of these with what he hoped looked like aknightly interest, Jim went back to the
shelter and dismissed Dagget.

Free of duty at last, Jim entered the structure and poured himself some wine. He settled himself
on some of his baggage, with more of it behind him against the wall to serve as a backrest.

All the way on the ride here, he had been thinking about Carolinus' cryptic words, but he had
only thought himself into circles that led nowhere, trying to understand what he could possibly
have to do with the King of England, or with the Mage KinetetE.
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Magick Draws—Carolinus had ended with those words. But what could they mean? Tired, his
mind tried to fashion arhyme with the words—and he suddenly remembered that old superstition
his servants believed in: Naming Calls.

The superstition seemed to mean that if you used the name of some evil thing, it would come to
you. Did that sort of thing work with Magic? How could that be?

Carolinus had also been talking about times when Magick did not work for a Magickian. So what
was it that Magick could Draw when you had no magic?

WEell, if amagician had no magic of his own, someone else could still have some... he
remembered now that one of the things he had experienced, in his education in the Magick Art,
was that peculiar feeling inside his mind that told him when his magic was working.

Could he aso tell when the magic of someone else was at work? Maybe accomplished
Magickians could sense, somehow, when Magick was being worked—would it be only near
them? Or could they sense it anywhere?

He also remembered, now, times when Carolinus had warned him, in their magical conversations
at some distance, that others might be listening. So Magickians could be aware of the Magickal
works of others,

But what did all this have to do with anything—and with him?

Or, did it instead have to do with KinetetE, whom Carolinus had also mentioned? Jim found
himself not relishing the idea of contacting her.

He had only seen her once, at a time when she had been acting as a sort of referee in amagicians
duel that Carolinus had been involved in. A duel that had come about when a certain Oriental
magician had objected to Jim's use of hypnotism in his magic.

KinetetE had seemed a very formidable type.
Still, having seen her, he would be able to visualize her, and so reach her by magic—

At this point, the door to the hut suddenly opened, and Jim looked out at the red light of sunset
filtering through the trees, light that was immediately blocked out by the iron figure of Chandos,
who stepped in, pulling the door closed behind him.

"Itiswell | went out when | did," said Chandos, striding right past Jim to the fire-pit and
warming his hands above it.

Chapter Ten
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For the first time, Jim realized that with the waning of the day the temperature had dropped
enough that he was grateful for the fire, in spite of the fact that they were in the middle of
summer. But they were also in the northern part of England, and at some altitude.

He followed Chandos to the warmth of the flames.

"Y ou were saying that it was as well that you went out when you did, Sir John," he said, looking
at the knight across the fire-pit.

"Indeed!" said Sir John, glancing up at him from the flicker of the flames. Thiswas atotally
different person than the courtly Chandos Jim had known before. "Our trouble-makers are
aready here. If | had not insisted on riding a sweep about our camp, we would never have known
it. Asit happened, we were able to spy them. Apparently whoever directs them thinks very much
like Sir Bertram, since they have come to amost the same spot for their encampment. They are
less than half a mile from us."

"How did they get here so soon?' Jim asked.

"Damned if | know!" said Chandos. "The best information | had was that they weren't even
formed. But they must have begun gathering a week or more ago, from the look, of their camp.
Whether they have all their numbers, | do not know."

He shrugged. "It were best we move quickly," he said. "At present they are about our number, or
possibly alittle more. But ten of them are knights; and each will probably have at least one
squire, making aleading strength of a score used to carrying the heavy lance in combat, or at least
trained to. We have the two of us, three young, untried knights, and no squires whatsoever—
though Dagget is as good as one."

He paused to refill hiswine cup. "On the other hand," he went on, "my men-at-arms are veterans
in war, and experienced ahorseback. The best can form line with us. | did not recognize any
particularly worthy coats of arms among the shields | could see displayed—except for that of
your friend Sir Brian."

"Brian?' said Jm. "He can't be up here yet. He visited my Castle, just the day before you reached
Malencontri yourself. Did you see him?"

"No," said Chandos shortly. "They have tents, of course, and he must have been inside. But | saw
that great white warhorse of his tethered with the other destriers. There is no mistaking him. A
horse worth aKing's ransom. | forget his name."

"Blanchard," murmured Jim, automatically, his thoughts galloping.
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"It was our laggard way of coming up here!" said Chandos angrily. "I should have brought us at a
better pace. We could have improved our travel time by at least two days, perhaps as much as
three."

His gaze shifted alittle from Jim's face, and without troubling to turn around, Chandos suddenly
raised his voice.

"Dagget!”

The door creaked open amost immediately, and the dark, stocky figure, recognizable in outline
against the last of the sunset, stood there.

"Sir John?"'

"We sup!" said Sir John, still without turning around. "Food and drink! And place usatable in
here, with somewhat for usto sit on."

"Yes, Sir John."

The door closed, Dagget and the sunset were gone again. Chandos turned, walked over to the
place where the meat, bread, and wine had been laid out, and helped himself to a clumsy
sandwich. He brought this back and stood again at the fire, looking acrossit at an angle to Jim.

"Dagget has ridden at my back for some years," he said. "He will have usto table shortly. After
that, we can talk."

Sir John's recommendation of his man was not overdone. In surprisingly short time, Jim and the
older knight were seated on thick, tightly-bound piles of fine branches heavy with leaves, with
doubled saddle-cloths thrown over them, and were looking at each other across a short table. It
had been made by elevating the building's one small bed on mounds of clay from the nearby
stream, the bed had then been covered by another saddle-cloth, and then with a snowy table-cloth
from Sir John's baggage.

On this white surface, in the light of the replenished fire, there was a silver spoon for each of
them, two silver mazers, asilver pitcher of wine and one of water, with Sir John's coat of arms
incised in its surface. There was also a stoneware bowl apiece, filled with a hot stew made largely
of the beef and broth they had been given when they left Penrith Castle, but flavored with herbs
from what was apparently Dagget's personal luggage.

Their main course was more of the same beef, which had been pounded to a certain amount of
tenderness during the ride by being carried, wrapped in a clean cloth, between Dagget's saddle
and horse-blanket. It was served up in strips, roasted to a palatable heat over one of the fires
outside. The meal wound up with a sort of sweet, saffron-tasting bread pudding, also hot.
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"Hear me now," said Sir John at last, pushing his empty plate away and taking one more sip of
wine. He set his cup down. "Y ou have no objection to my having the command in keeping for
thiswhole matter? Am | right?"

"Entirely right," said Jim with real feeling. It had been strictly a courtesy question. Having
anyone else but Chandos in command here would be ridiculous. But Jim appreciated being asked,
nonetheless. "Y ou've got more experience than I'll probably ever have."

"Good," said Sir John. "Because as | seeit, there will belittle time for dispute over who gives
ordersif thingsfall out as| expect.”

He drank from his glass again, more deeply this time, and set it down with a certain amount of
force.

"As| seeit," hesad, "we have little choice."

Jim watched him steadily. The shifting firelight played on the lines of the other man's face,
making his eyes seem darker and deeper in his head. His face was remarkably calm, but not for
that reason relaxed. The courtier had completely given place to the war-captain.

"From what | could see of their camp," he went on, "they could be ready to ride tomorrow to do
whatever mischief they came to do. We have little choice but to assault them immediately—they
may be awaiting others to add to their number, and our waiting with them would only increase
our disadvantage. Even if they are not waiting, they will be atough enough nut to crack; if, as|
suspect, some at least are fighting-men of experience. There would be no point in sending to Sir
Bertram for additional men—we have no time to do so, and beyond that, | would not want any of
those he has been using to guard my Lord Cumberland's properties.”

He paused, half-smiling at Jim.
"Y ou were about to ask me why?"
"As amatter of fact," said Jim, "I wasn't going to ask. But I'd like to know."

"I shall tell you," said Chandos. "I know, without needing to see them, that most of Sir Bertram's
men have never drawn weapons except to fight naked serfs and tenants, miners, and such. | have
no great fault to find with anyone who lacks experience with the weapons of war. Indeed, very
often these will die valiantly, particularly if defending their own home, family, and Lord. Some,
indeed, will be much quicker and more eager into battle than a man who has been through at |east
one before—no experienced common soldier goes readily into conflict when he does not know
whether he will win or die."

He paused, looking at Jim asif for aresponse. Jim nodded. This was something he could agree
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with.

"With those of gentle blood—Iike ourselves—" Chandos went on, "of course, it is different. Still,
when thereis areal necessity for acommon soldier to fight, he may often behave in quite
praiseworthy fashion, fighting with everything he has, and all the experience he may have gained
before that moment. So those with experience are best. It isthese, therefore, with whom | have
made up my troop. If thereis no way to avoid being killed unless they kill, they will go out
intending to be the victor. More than that, the skills they have built from their previous fights are
valuable. Lastly, they will not turn and run unless the day is clearly lost."

He paused, looking, Jim felt uncomfortably, at him.

"Nor isthisreally true of the common sort, alone,” he went on. "Y ou, Sir James, may well have
seen this yourself. There are, God knows and present company excepted—for we both know of
each other's deeds—there are cowards and traitors among even those who call themselves
gentlemen. Even King Arthur had such sitting at his Round Table—in the end, you will
remember, it was Sir Percival who shamed them all by living as a knight indeed should, and for
that God vouchsafed him avision of the Holy Grail. But, | fear | wander from the subject.”

“"Not at al, Sir John," said Jim. "We have the evening yet to talk."

"Perhaps not," said Sir John. "It might be wise to find sleep early, against arising before
daybreak tomorrow. It is my belief we have no choice in what we shall do. We must strike their
camp with all our force just at daybreak, before they are ready for battle, and take what advantage
we can from surprise against their possibly greater numbers."”

"Can we get in position to do that, among all these trees and with loose branches and other things
on the ground, without letting them know we're coming?' asked Jim. "Particularly sinceit'll still
be dark under the trees—also, won't they have some people on watch?'

"They will have watchers," said Chandos. "But | have men who are good at finding such in the
dark, cutting their throats silently, and so keeping them from sounding the alarm. My men's work
will not be fool-proof, of course. They may miss awatcher, or one slain may be able to call out
before he dies, so that the camp will be alarmed. In fact, it is more likely than not that something
will cause our surprise to be less than it should be. It is the way things amost aways go in
clashes of arms—you may plan all you want, but chance will upset your plans."

"If that does happen,” said Jim, "then, what do we do?"

"Merely what we have set out to do in any case," said Chandos. "The alarm being given may well
mean that those who are real warriorsin the camp will at least be weaponed and on their feet

when we come in—though not necessarily in armor or ahorseback. They are indeed not so likely,
any of them, to be in armor unless they are overseeing the watchers. Though there are some who
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can successfully sleep in their armor—it is not impossible, and | would ook at someone like your
friend Brian as one who might do that. But in any case, whether the camp is alarmed or not, we
must carry on and make the best use of whatever advantages surprise has given us after all."

Jim nodded.
"You'reright, of course," he said. "There wouldn't be any other option."

"I am overjoyed to hear it," said Chandos. He picked up his mazer and emptied its last wine down
his throat. "Now, perhaps we should seek slumber before our early rising."

"I should mention," said Jim, hastily, "I'm obliged by the magic rules under which | live to sleep
on a special pallet on the floor—"

"Of course," said Sir John. "I honor your obligation to duty. The table hardly seems worth
disturbing, in any case."

Once more he lifted his voice without bothering to turn his head toward the door.

"Dagget!"
Immediately there was the sound of the door opening, followed by the immediate answer.
"Yes, Sir John?"

"Branches for a mattress and some horse-blankets to make me abed! | will sleep, aswill Sir
James, on the floor; and we will leave the table asiit is for possible use in the morning."

"Yes, Sir John." The door closed.

Sir John, in keeping with the rest of his debonair appearance, did not snore as he dept. Jim, who

had been accused of snoring on certain occasions, looked across the darkness at where the knight
lay on his blankets above a pile of springy birch branches, with a certain amount of annoyance at
not being so quick to fall asleep, himself.

He continued to lie awake as the hours passed, the fire burned lower, and the room darkened. He
found himself puzzling again over what Carolinus told him. In histime in thisworld, Jim felt, he
had been unduly targeted by the Dark Powers. Could this be another of those occasions?

Asfar as Jim understood, the Dark Powers seemed to be a sort of malignant force which, by
taking a hand in human affairs, hoped to drive the race either into a condition of stasis—in which
no further progress of any kind could be made—or into a chaotic state of bloody anarchy and
death.
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Sometimes they worked through unNatural creatures, such as the Ogre, the Harpies, and the
Worm he had encountered at the Loathly Tower. Sometimes their tools were twisted human
beings, like Malvinne, the rogue Magician. They had even tried to use Granfer, the oldest and
biggest squid in all the seas. There was no telling what tools they might use...

Finally, when it seemed the whole night must have gone by, still thinking about this as he lay on
his pallet, Jim dipped into some much-wanted sleep.

He was not sure just how the dream started, but he was very sure of the part he remembered
afterward, in which he and Angie, hand in hand, were running down some sort of corridor, or
narrow way, in which there was no place to take shelter; and a tornado was coming. Suddenly,
the floor rocked beneath them, and the walls closed in, and fell. He and Angie found themselves
being crushed under akilling weight of debrisin total darkness.

They could not move. They could not breathe. The last thing he remembered was Angie's hand,
fingertips groping, reaching out and touching his; and their fingers twining together, just before
what was left of life in them both was extinguished.

He woke with a jerk, choking. The hut was full of smoke, thick with smoke. He had an
overwhelming desire to cough, but the smoke had filled his lungs and he did not seem to have the
air. He struggled to hisfeet, staggered blindly in the direction of where the door should be—
groped along some wall until he found the door, and half-fell into the outside, continuing in a sort
of staggering run for severa paces before he stopped.

He was suddenly aware that he had |eft the nightmare behind. He was outside in a pitch-dark
forest, lit only by asmall fire in the center of the clearing, at which Chandos was standing with
one of hisyoung knights. The two werein full armor, and six of the men-at-arms stood nearby.
All of these were just now turning to look at Jim. The now-stiff breeze had a damp, near-to-
morning smell.

"Sir James!" said Chandos. "l might have known you'd rouse without needing to be wakened.
Have you noticed how the wind has just changed?"

Without waiting for Jim to answer, he turned back to the young knight, who Jim now saw was Sir
William Blye.

"You see, Sir William," said Chandos, "how a knight worthy of his peers does not need to be
wakened from sleep on the morning in which there is to be an exercise at arms?"

Sir William looked down at the ground. Chandos turned to Jim again. "But, Sir James!" he said.
"Y ou will catch achill if you move around so lightly dressed. Cometo the fire here, at least. And
you, Dagget, take these men with you now."
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Sir William went off, too; and Jim, who had already intended to approach the fire, was on his
way toward it. Of the areas of warmth available to him at the moment, one was the hut behind
him, which the change in wind had filled with smoke. The other, thisfire out here, was not totally
satisfactory, either; but the fire had been expertly banked, and while it produced little more light
than they needed, it radiated a heat he could get near without giving up breathing.

Chapter Eleven

In fact, the fire had too much promise. The leaping flames drew him like a moth, a promise of
brightness and heat; but he had not been close to them for more than afew seconds before he
began to think longingly of the hut, even with its smoke—better to choke than to sizzle on one
side. He looked over his shoulder in vague hope that the breeze might have shifted further, to a
direction that would not fill the place with smoke blown back down the smoke hole.

It had not; but he had left the door open behind him, and evidently this had created a draft that
had the smoke once more exiting the building.

What had been trapped inside was rapidly thinning out.

"By Saint George," said Chandos, turning back from watching Dagget and his men depart, "it
will be acool day."

He inhaled deeply and with satisfaction.

"—And agood day for us. | feel it in my bones. But, Sir James'—his gaze returned to Jim—"1
would recommend you lose no time in dressing and arming. Meanwhile, we will see about
covering this fire with earth to put it out. The sky will be light soon, and we do not want anyone
In our enemy's camp to see smoke against the sky, only a half-mile or so from them. | will send a
man to pack your possessions and see them safely onto your sumpter-horse, if you wish."

"I'd appreciate that,” said Jm. His back, which had been away from the fire, was freezing.
He turned to all but run for the shelter and the warm clothes waiting for him there.

Along with most of the smoke, memory of his nightmare was now almost gone. It occurred to
Jim, as he mounted Gorp alittle |ater—after a hasty goblet of wine and some cold meat—that he
no longer felt the chest-tearing emotion it had awakened in him. Now, his head clearing, he told
himself that the cause of it had probably been an unadmitted dread of what he would be going
into this morning.

He would much rather have been riding toward this armed meeting with Brian beside him—for
all Chandos' ability with weapons and skill as a war-commander. Brian would at least care about
how Jim might make out in the fighting. Jim felt singularly lonely and forgotten.
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When Sir John had talked about the single-mindedness of veteran soldiers, Jim had been strongly
and guiltily aware that he was not in their class. Unlike Chandos, unlike Brian—unlike just about
every knight he had encountered so far in this world—far from relishing a fight, he was willing to
go far out of hisway to avoid it. Unconsciously, he had been fearing the worst; and his dreaming
mind had made that fear into the worst possible dream it could produce—in which he had no
chance to survive—nor did Angie.

Carefully, each horse led at its head by a man-at-arms who was picking away through possible
noisy obstacles like dead branches, they moved toward their objective. Chandos had ordered his
forcein three divisions. In the center, side by side, were Jim and Chandos, with the three young
knights flanking them, and then those men-at-arms, who had had experience of fighting with a
heavy spear.

On both flanks of their line rode mounted men-at-arms, with lighter armor and spears, whose job
would be to sweep forward in an encircling movement while those in the center took the brunt of
the shock of meeting opposing heavily armored men and powerful horses. Everyone in their party
was here; the baggage and riding-horses had been left behind, unattended, in their camp.

Dagget and the others who had been sent ahead to take out the sentries were also to have alook at
the enemy camp and report back on whether all were asleep there, or whether there was a portion
of their force awake, armed, and ready to repel any unexpected assault.

Chandos had said this was unlikely—these men were here expecting to attack, not to be attacked.
But the older knight clearly had no intention of taking chances.

Their advance was cautious and slow, but it seemed to Jim they were approaching the enemy
camp, if anything, all too fast. He was over hisfirst emotions about the upcoming conflict. But he
was also uncomfortably aware that the wine and food he had hastily swallowed lay heavy and
undigested in his stomach; and now, even under his clothes and all the padding beneath his
armor, there was a coldness in him.

He had been in fights in his human shape before, but never against horsed and ready foes; and
something within him grew smaller and tighter at the prospect. There was a wet wood-and-earth
smell to the forest. It must have rained for a while before morning. They should be very close to
the enemy camp now.

Dagget appeared suddenly at the nose of Chandos' horse. Sir John held up his hand to signal a
halt. The sky was already lightening overhead to the point where, even in the trees here, they
could make each other out at some little distance, and the hand-signal was passed on right and left
down the advancing line so that everyone stopped.

"There were four on guard, out about half a bowshot from the camp," said Dagget to Sir John.
"One of them was even sleeping. They are al now slain. We went on to the camp; and all there
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are asleep, asfar as we could tell without looking into their tents, m'Lord."
Chandos lifted his eyesto the rapidly lightening sky.

"Best we not waste time, then," he said. "At the first true light there will be those who rise early
to start fires and prepare food."

He pushed his hand forward through the air. Once more the signal went right and left along the
line. They moved on.

The raw morning breeze had continued to swing, and now blew into their faces, bringing the
smell of smoke from the camp before them. Jim's visor was still up; and when he looked right and
left, he saw that Chandos and the other knights also had their visors up.

Curioudly, this was comforting. They had at |east afew more moments before the instant of
meeting the enemy would come. He tried to take more comfort from the fact that he was flanked
by strong, trained, and—except for the three younger knights—experienced fighters; but instead,
what crept into his mind was the possibility that he might fail the rest of them by doing
something outrageous, like holding back or dodging at the final moment of conflict. Even using
his magic—forbidden in combat—would be criminal in their eyes.

He must not. He told himself he would not. He was just letting himself be affected by the cold,
dark morning, and by the tension of the slow, steady pace of their attack on sleeping men—in
which he, as well as others who were now living, could die in the next hour or so.

Now the smoke-smell was stronger. Even as he watched, Chandos reached up and snapped his
visor down. The young knights followed his example, and so did Jim. He had always had a slight
touch of claustrophobia, and with the shutting of the visor it seemed that his helmet became
stuffy, and he had to work to breathe, smelling again the smoke from the hut. But at that moment
Chandos' horse began to move faster and his voice came clearly.

"All right, messires!" he called. "We have come quietly this far, but no longer. Now, we ride!"

His horse broke into atrot. The other horses broke into atrot; and Gorp, without needing a signal
from Jim, did the same just to keep up with the animals on either side of him. The men holding
the bridles were gone.

The trees thinned, the ways between them opening. The trot became a canter. All of them dressed
their shields, and each lifted hislance from its socket, holding it ready to drop into position for use
—and the canter became a gallop.

They burst into a clearing.
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For afew seconds Jim was able to register the scene before him. It was a clearing very much like
their own camp, with a stream at the upslope end. Near it were tentsin neat rows, with pennants
now snapping before each doorway in the morning breeze. A few figuresin the garb of men-at-
arms, who had been moving around, stopped asif frozen, then turned.

Shouts went up from the camp. The men outside the tents drew swords and turned to face them,
or spun about and ran, open to be ridden down and speared. In a split-second, it seemed, their line
was upon the tents themselves. Some of them collapsed. A man erupted from one of them,
unarmored but with broadsword in hand, popping up suddenly before Jim and Gorp. Gorp reared
in fright and from instinct, striking out with his front hooves.

The man went down. Jim galloped around the tent, just as someone else rode directly into it,
spear foremost. The tent collapsed as Jm went past the end of it. Figures were coming out of the
other tents, some with a part of their armor on—a helm, perhaps a shield—some with nothing but
asword, like the first man Jim had seen. Jim's wavering spear-tip missed all of those in his path.
Without warning he was out of the clearing, riding into the woods and trying to pull Gorp to a
stop.

The horse took some little distance to halt. He was snorting and wild-eyed, either with excitement
or fear. Jim got him turned around finally, and became aware that among the trees surrounding
him, other riders were turning their mounts. Chandos was close.

"A Chandos!" shouted Sir John. Jim and the others closed on him. "To mein the clearing! Form
line!"

They clustered together, forming the line that had been demanded, while going around the trees
in their way. There were some collisions with each other and with tree branches, and a good deal
of swearing.

"Silencel" roared Sir John. "A Chandos! A Chandos! To me, here!"

Their line began to take shape again and extend on either side. Their footmen had run around the
clearing through the woods and now began to appear just behind the horses. The line moved out
into the open space. The sun was above the horizon now but still invisible behind the trees.
Overhead the sky was blue, but the west was full of clouds.

Chandos had lifted his visor to make his voice carry. Jim had lifted his, automatically, sometime
earlier—he did not remember doing it. He saw that most visors were up, the riders faces
sweating and ruddy in the open helms,

"They form!" said the low voice of the armored rider to hisleft, one of the young knights. "—
Those we fight!"
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It was true. Somehow, in what seemed the few moments they had been reforming their line in the
trees, men from the tents had managed to don some, if not all, of their armor, and brought up their
warhorses. They were forming aline on the far side of the clearing, beyond the tents,

Chandos sat his horse, giving them time to form while his party waited in plain sight, ready to
ride at hissignal.

The line formed by their opponents was like their own. Heavily armed and armored riders were in
the center, with a number of lighter-armored men with light lances on the wings. Footmen were
still bringing horses to afew fully armored men yet on the ground; and as they mounted, they
found a place in the center of the line.

"Now!" shouted Chandos, asthe last scrambled into their saddles. "Keep the line! At awalk, to
the open ground. Go!'"

They moved. They rode at a slant to the left side of the open area, where no tents had been
pitched, and their opponents moved in line to match them at the opposite end of the space. It was
al very slow and deliberate.

Jm took off his metal-backed glove to wipe his wet face. He could feel moisture rolling down his
neck into the padding under his body armor. Gradually, the movements on either side grew less
and less, until both lines were completely still, facing each other across uncluttered ground.

Chandos rode forward alone some six or eight feet and turned to look from end to end at hisline.

"Keep level!" he called to the waiting horsemen. " "Ware the slope to the right of the ground,
here. Do not crowd |eft to make up for it!"

On the other side a thickset armored figure was shouting something to the horsemen of hisline.
Chandos rode back to his place beside Jim and turned about. The thickset man finished and rode
back into his own line,

For a moment nothing happened, no sound or movement on either side— and in that moment, for
the first time, Jim recognized Brian's coat of arms, bright in color on a shield opposite him.

For a moment his breath stopped in his lungs, for Brian looked to be directly in line with him,
next to the thickset knight as Jim was next to Chandos. Then, abruptly, he realized that in fact
Brian was at least three figures out of line with him, since the thickset leader was that far out of
direct line with Chandos. Air rushed back into Jim, with avast feeling of relief.

In the rush and fury of the ride into this camp, he had all but forgotten Brian's possible presence.

Now there was no doubt. His closest friend was not a hundred yards away, visor down and lance
held ready. But, thank Cod, they need not encounter with each other. Brian would take out
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whomever he met, amost certainly. Asfor Jim, he need only forget about any deliberate use of
his spear and crouch behind his shield. Odds were he should survive unhurt.

But the strange moment of suspense was over.

Chandos shifted from beside Jim, taking a position several places away and more directly facing
the enemy commander. He lifted his arm, then brought it down, pointing toward their opponents;
and the other leader did the same.

"A Chandos! A Chandos!" he shouted; and his horse sprang forward. The line—and Gorp—
jumped; after that first abrupt movement breaking quickly into atrot and even more quickly into
a canter, a gallop—for the space between the lines was short in which to gain momentum with the
heavy warhorses. Jim leveled hislance, crossed his fingers mentally, and found himself hurtling
toward the opposite line, which was hurtling toward him—now, both at full gallop.

He had started out facing a narrow-bodied armored figure holding a spear, the point of which—
even when upright—wavered slightly in the air. The figure was several bodies to the right of
where Brian rode unwavering, his shield on his arm. But now the lines began to break apart as
individual horses and riders made different speeds, and Jim began to find Gorp being crowded
left by the horse next to him, away from the slope.

It took him a moment to realize what was happening. All the horsesto hisright were trying to
move left—away from the slope of which Chandos had warned them.

There was no point in his reining Gorp right against that multiple push. He might as well relax
and drift with the rest of them—

—and then he realized he was coming, second by second, more in line with Brian's approaching
shield—and lance.

Desperately, hetried to rein Gorp to hisright, but he was pinched between the horses that flanked
him. Gorp tried to obey, but the weight of not merely the horse to his right but others beyond was
too much for him.

At the same time, however, the lines were drawing together so quickly that Jim now saw, with
relief, that it was the man next to Brian, after al, whom he would encounter. That particular
warrior had spurred ahead of those around him; and Gorp's attempts to hold his position had
caused him to be squeezed out ahead of Jim's line—so that the two men hurtled together almost
asif in apersonal duel.

Jim couched hislance, holding it loosely and waiting; then at the last moment gripped it with all
his strength.

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%620G.htm (84 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:53



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

They encountered.

Jim had been in melees before; and in sports he had known the shock of opposing bodies. But this
was like being thrown against the stone face of avertical cliff. He was fleetingly aware that

Brian, next to Jim's target, must have recognized his shield and was now lifting hislance, so that
it could not strike Jim, even by accident.

At the moment of impact, Jim felt hislance-point slide sideways. His opponent had carried his
shield slanted, to cause Jim's point to strike it at an angle and slide off—atrick Brian had tried to
teach Jm. Jm's lance-point flew wide, Gorp's shoulder took the smaller opposing horse in the
forward ribs, knocking it off its feet; and Jim's elbow rang against the helm of his opponent as the
man fell.

But the point of Jim's lance, glancing off the tilted shield and with the full weight of Gorp and
himself behind it, drove on, in behind the edge of Brian's shield and into Brian's armor and body.
Brian clung to his saddle with one hand, but he and Blanchard both went down; and a split-
second later, Gorp tripped over the fallen Blanchard. Jm went flying over his head.

His impact against the ground was even worse than the impact against his opponent. But for some
reason it was not as important to him. The only thing in his mind was Brian.

Lifting his visor, he found himself lying on the ground just beyond Brian; and, looking back, saw
the broken stub of hislance literally sticking up out of Brian's upper body. Next to the two of
them, both Blanchard and Gorp were struggling to their feet. Out of the corner of hiseye Jim saw
another armored and mounted figure riding at him, with no spear but with a sword held high,
ready to strike.

Jm's use of magic in that moment was instinctive. Ignoring all the rules of Magick and chivalry
that required a magician not to take unfair advantage against a non-magician opponent, he hastily
threw award around Brian and himself. But the on-coming figure never reached it, his horse
swerving away as Blanchard lunged at it.

Blanchard, the best-trained and most powerful warhorse that Jim had ever seen, was clearly
enraged. His instincts were to protect his downed master, and, as the swordsman's momentum
carried him past them all, the horse turned his attention to Jim, who was all but standing over
Brian.

Rising on his hind legs as a good warhorse should, the great white stallion attacked the nearest
enemy to hisfallen rider, with hooves and teeth. Jim, safe behind the ward, nevertheless tried to
duck out of the way. Frustrated to find himself unable to make contact with his enemy, Blanchard
turned his attention to Gorp, who rose also and responded in reaction. Screaming, the two
stallions struck and tore at each other; and Jim, desperate to stop them quickly, reached out with
his magic to separate them. He transported Blanchard back to the clearing at which they had

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%620G.htm (85 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:53



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

camped last night.

Gorp, abruptly unopposed, looked about in bewilderment. Jim saw another figure on horseback
charge toward him, only to be intercepted by someone else—the fight had now become a series
of individual combats between mounted men who were being circled by wary men on foot,
looking for openings. It seemed to Jim's hasty view only a confused series of swirls, mostly
moving away downslope.

His first thought was that he had killed his friend. Brian was motionless, his eyes closed. Jim
knew he had to get his friend away from here—he reached out to the campfire where he had
stood near Sir John this morning, and abruptly they were there, the mound of dirt that was the
covered fire still warm and smoking slightly. Blanchard, already there, turned to charge at Jim
once more; but Jim's ward still protected Brian and himself.

Beyond Blanchard Jim could see, tethered to aline running through the trees, the spare horses
that had been left behind when their line moved out to the attack earlier this morning. That
reminded him to reach back to the battlefield for his own warhorse, Gorp.

Throwing his helmet down, Jim turned his attention now to Brian. But Brian lay still, and did not
answer when Jim spoke to him.

Jim did not know if he had the strength to pull the end of the broken lance from Brian's body—
his brain seemed jangled, and he was not even able to remember if the spear had been barbed, or
not... He was fairly sure aknight's lance would not be, but—his guts seemed to turn over at the
thought of physically pulling it out of Brian's body. Like an echo came Carolinus voice in the
back of his head, reminding him to hoard his magic.

"The hell with that!" he said. Pulling out the lance fragment by hand, he might do even more
damage to Brian than he had already. He set about visualizing a process for magical removal of
the lance-point.

The tension still in him made this, too, difficult, but eventually the image in his mind took solid
shape. He saw the lance point and shaft dissolving where it was—everything it might have
carried into the wound with it evaporating, disintegrating the smallest source of infection—and
finding its shape again outside Brian's body. He saw the bleeding stop and the wound closing.
And, asit became clear in his head, so it happened—suddenly the broken piece of blood-stained
lance was lying on the ground beside Brian's still body.

He used the same technique to remove Brian's armor, then cut open his clothing with his dagger.
The wound was now a pink line against Brian's chest. It was no longer bleeding, but large
amounts of blood had soaked the padding under the armor, and even made a small pool on the
ground.
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Jim put his ear to Brian's chest. Brian's heart was beating, slowly but strongly. He was still
unconscious, but that could be from shock. Jm had done all the healing that he could with his
limited knowledge of magic.

He remembered when Dafydd had lost so much blood at the time when they had met the pirate
called Bloody Boots, on their return to England from France. Carolinus had been able to heal the
archer in other respects; but there was nothing even he could do about the loss of blood. But then
Jm had found away to roughly type Dafydd's blood and find a match; so that Carolinus was able
to use magic to transfuse some blood into Dafydd after all.

Jm might be able magically to manage the transfusion, now. But they were far from Malencontri,
the only place where the care a badly weakened Brian would need could be found.

Jim tried to think now, but he found himself exhausted, not so much physicaly as mentally. Use
of magic took a physical toll on the body, and maybe a mental one, for all he knew—he had
never before done so much in so intense a state. He tried to force himself to concentrate on what
he absolutely had to do next. He could think of nothing. His head whirled.

He was too worn-out to do anything more. He crouched once moreto lay his ear against Brian's
chest. It beat the same as before, areassurance he badly needed.

Still trying to think of how he might get Brian to safety, he fell asleep, one arm thrown across
Brian's chest to wake him if Brian should suddenly move or appear to need help.

Chapter Twelve

The distant rolling of drums, thundering at a military beat and approaching, in the dream he was
having, got mixed into something about having bought a hot dog from a street vendor and being
just about to biteinto it.

It was a hot dog drowned in mustard, a delicious taste he had not experienced for some years
now, since he and Angie had come to thisworld. Gradually the mouth-watering prospect faded
away and vanished. The drums turned into a different sort of drumming: a steady hammering ring
of rain against the ward Jim had set up to protect Brian and himself. He came all the way to
wakefulness.

The day was amost down to atwilight darkness. Sullen dark clouds, obscured by the rain,
covered the sky in every direction; and the rain came without pause.

If fell on the lowered head of Blanchard, standing just outside the ward, as close asit would et
him come to his master. The horse no longer seemed to think of Jim as hisrider's enemy. He
snorted and shook his head, drops of water flying.
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"Stop raining!" grumbled Jim, half-awake, making a magical command of it.

He wanted to get back to sleep—and he had not even had one bite of that hot dog. But therain
kept falling; and Jim became alert enough to remember that the weather, like sickness and afew
other larger things, did not respond to a magician's command. At least, not his.

Awake now, he turned to check on Brian. But Brian was still and very pale. Jim hastily put his
hand up to Brian's lips and felt a movement of breath. He was alive, then; and the lack of blood
showing at his lips should mean the lance had not pierced alung. He felt the skin of Brian's chest.

Brian's skin was cold.

He looked up into the rainy sky, but it told him nothing. He could not tell just how long he had
been asleep—it had been morning, and the sky cloudy, the last time he had noticed it. Now that
he looked at the gray sky overhead, he made a wild guess that behind the cloud cover it was noon
or later. But the rain had brought a distinct chill to the air, and he needed to get Brian warm as
quickly as possible.

He looked back at the great white warhorse. Blanchard continued to look at Brian. Faithful unto
death—of course, Jim thought. He might have expected it of Blanchard.

Jim broke the ward and got up, finding hisjoints rather creaky. The clearing was empty, silent.
Even the wind had stopped blowing. The rain was lessening, but everything was wet. He thought
of taking Brian over to the hut, where it would be dry enough to build afire. And perhaps he
could find, in the belongings on the sumpter-horse, some of his own dry clothing to cover and
warm Brian.

Something had to be done. They could not stay here indefinitely. Brian badly needed the best care
that could be given him. That could only be Malencontri, with its servants, and particularly with
Angie.

But they were more than half of England away from Malencontri. Even if the distance had been
only afew miles, rather than several hundred, there was no non-magical way to get Brian therein
less than ten days or more of carrying him slowly and carefully, possibly slung between two
horses—that is, if he would survive the trip.

The only alternative was to use his magic again. This supply that Carolinus, only a short time
back, had emphatically warned him to hoard, was being squandered right and left. Moving
himself, Brian, and the horses back to proper care would be a prodigal use of it. But he could not
let Brian stay here and die.

Nor could he leave the horses behind. Horses were valuable—those like Gorp were more than
valuable; they were necessary for someone like himself. And Brian would never forgive him if he
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lost or |eft Blanchard.

He concentrated on Malencontri and two placesin it: the stable-yard for the horses, and the Solar
for himself and Brian. He closed his eyes with the effort of getting it al plain and clear in his
mind. It did not matter that Blanchard, Corp, his riding-horse, and the sumpter-horse were now
separated—nhe visualized them standing side by side, at the entrance to the stables—and sent
them on their way. They disappeared.

He concentrated now on the Solar room, in the Castle tower; and— abruptly—he and Brian were
there, on the Spanish rug by the side of the bed. Angie was not there; but looking right at them
was one of the female servants, who was in the process of tidying up the room.

"Eeek!" cried the servant, for once in very real alarm, rather than in the ritual polite scream. She
ran out of the room.

Jm dismissed her from his mind. She would tell Angie he was here; and since she would not
have been any help with Brian, there had been no reason to keep her. He turned back to Brian,
grateful the rug was there, to keep him off the stone floor.

There were no such rugs made in England at this period in history, but they were just starting to
make rugs in Spain. Jm and Angie had gotten this, with Carolinus help, through a magicianin
Castile. Jim realized now he should have transported Brian to the bed, bloody clothes and al; and
he was still trying to figure out away of physically lifting him onto the bed without doing any
more damage to him—Iike all unconscious people, Brian seemed to weigh aton—when Angie
herself burst into the room.

"Jm—" she began, but Jim interrupted her.

"Brian'sin bad shape!" he said. "He's had alance through him and lost alot of blood. | took out
the piece of lance and healed the wound; but he's still unconscious. Order a bedroom cleaned for
him, will you? And some men up here with a stretcher to carry himto it? As quick as possible!"

The color had drained from Angi€e's face as she stared at him.
"As quick as—" she began, staring at Brian. "Oh, of course! I'll take care of it!"
She turned and ran out the door of the Solar.

Jm turned his attention back to the motionless Brian. The carrying would have to be done
carefully. Even though theoretically the magic had healed his wound, it might not be the smartest
ideain the world to manhandle his limp body. It would be best to wait for the stretcher to show
up. While waiting, he searched his mind once more for first-aid procedures.

There was the business of the pulsesin various parts of the body. If a pulse could be felt in the
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carotid artery, then the heart was beating more than forty beats a minute. He felt around Brian's
neck under the back angle of hisjaw, found the carotid, and felt the pulse His fingertips pressed
in and he counted to the time of one-Mississippi two-Mississippi three-Mississippi—his counting
was inexact. Brian's heart might be beating even faster than that. The next point to check wasthe
femoral artery, in the inside of the upper leg.

He felt around for some time; and when he finally did find the correct spot, he was barely sure he
was not imagining a pulse. Brian was unconscious, and that worried Jim. It was impossible to
believe in Brian's dying. He was always so boundingly alive—Angie came striding back into the
room with four of their older men-at-arms.

They were carrying a stretcher, which had been one of Angi€'sinnovations, the result of having
to take care of a steady stream of accidents or sickness among the servants. The stretcher was no
more than two wooden poles threaded through the folded-over edges of a strip of stout cloth; but
it was surprisingly useful for carrying someone, as long as the bearers were careful.

Almost on their heels came Ellen Cinders, Room-Mistress at Ma encontri. She was a somewhat
raw-boned, severe-faced, lean woman, remarkably tall for this period in time, towering several
inches even above Angie.

"M'Lord, m'Lady," she said, curtsying. "The room with the new shutter, just below the Solar here,
is almost readied. We can move the good knight down right away. There are already fresh bed-
stuffs on the bed there, the chamberpot is clean, the floor dusted, and afireislit. Are there other
needs for Sir Brian?"

"Therewill be," said Angie. "I'll be down shortly. Y ou go with the men and wait for me there. All
right, all four of you lift him together—carefully. That's right. Now, lay him on the stretcher—
carefully—and carry him carefully down the stairs and move him carefully off the stretcher to the
bed. Y ou understand?’

There was a chorus of "Yes, m'Lady"s.

Jim and Angie watched as they carried Brian out; and, with Ellen following closely behind them,
they went out the door and it closed behind them. Angie turned back to Jm.

"Angie—" began Jim hastily.

"No, you listen to me!" said Angie. "Brian's taken care of now; and thisis more important than
anything you've got to say to me. Jm! We've lost Robert! Robert's been taken—"

Her face suddenly crumpled, and she began to cry. After staring for one astonished split second,
Jim stepped to her and put his arms around her. She was asrigid as a statue. Angie did not cry
often or easily; and the tears forcing themselves from her eyes now had to fight against her will to
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keep them repressed.

Jim had some experience with her under such conditions; and he continued simply to hold her.
After afew minutes, the stiffness went out of her, and she sagged against him and finished her
tears off in avery norma manner.

"I'm sorry," she said, wiping her eyes and standing back.

"Not at all!" said Jim, gruffly. "Perfectly normal!"

Angie hugged and kissed him.

"I loveyou," she said.

"Weéll, sodol," said Jim, "—I mean, | love you!"

Angie patted him gently on the arm.

"Anyway, it's al right now," she said. "Let's sit down, and I'll tell you about it."

Angie sat down on the edge of the bed, half-turned to face Jim; and he sat down also, facing her.
She sounded perfectly calm and reasonable now, but he knew that this ssmply meant her self-
control had taken over.

The baby Robert Falon, who was Jm's ward by order of the King, was really much more Angi€'s.
It was Angie who loved him fiercely and had wanted him from the first moment she had found
him, left alone and crying in the snow, the only survivor of the party that had contained his father
and mother, who had been—Ilike Jim and Angie—on their way to the annual Christmas Party of
the Earl of Somerset.

Jim had a strong impulse to put his arm around her; but right now that might be counter-
productive. He sat and waited for her to speak.

When she did, her voice was perfectly level, but hard.

"A few days after you left," she said, "I heard Aargh howling, and | went out to meet him. He
said that the day before, he had been passing by Malencontri and found a deep hole in the ground.
There was a scent of some creature he'd never smelled before. The hole was back in the trees, just
alittle bit beyond the cleared space. Aargh had done what he usually does—gone to find
Carolinus and tell him about it first. But Carolinus wasn't there; and he hadn't been in his cottage
the last couple of times Aargh had tried to find him; so Aargh came to tell me directly about it."

"I'm surprised he'd be that concerned—about just a hole in the ground, | mean," said Jim.
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"I was, too—then," said Angie. "But, just to be on the safe side, | invited Aarghinto seeif he
could smell anything inside the walls. But he wouldn't. Y ou know how he is about going into a
human building. But he said he'd watch the hole and see if the scent was freshened, which would
mean what-ever'd made it had been back. The hole was big enough that a small bear could have
dug it, he said, but no bear would dig straight down. He said he'd be close to the Castle in case |
needed him."

She stopped, looking fiercely at Jim.

"But just today, Robert was gone. No sound—nbut there was a hole in astone wall, Jim! The nurse
said she knew nothing about it. | think she told the truth. She was terrified of the hole, and of
what | might do to her for losing Robert. She begged for a cross, and when she got it, she swore
on it Robert'd been there when she went down to bring up her lunch to eat in his room, but when
she came back in just minutes, the hole was there and Robert was gone."

Angie stared at Jim.
"A holein astonewall?' said Jm. "And nobody heard anything? Nothing at all?"

"I was out of the Solar—out of the tower, completely. The man on watch on the tower-top, just
over our heads, said he heard nothing. But the hole went down through the thickness of the wall
out of sight! | had them put aweight on the end of arope and lower it down the hole. It went
down and down until it reached the end of the rope. There was nothing there, and no way out."

"Angie!" said Jim, with adry throat. This time he did reach out to put his arms around her after
al. But she was once again like a stone statue; and she shook her head.

"No!" shesaid. "The way | feel doesn't matter. We've got to find him and get him back. Do you
know of any magician, or Natural, or creature that could make a hole in the wall like that and dig
straight down—or up—and carry a baby away?"

“No," said Jim, "I don't—but, Angie, I'm sure if whoever-it-was took Robert, they didn't take him
with the idea of doing any harm to him. Otherwise, they wouldn't have gone to so much trouble

to get him. I'm not surprised Aargh couldn't find Carolinus. The last time | saw him, myself, he
sent a projection of himself. He's someplace else; and | can't contact him at all."

They stared at each other.
"It's never been like this!" said Angie. "Magicians, trolls, sea serpents—never anything like this!"

"Well," said Jim, "you're right, we're going to have to put our heads together. Now, how long ago
was this?'

"Just a couple hours, that's al," said Angie. "It seems like amillion years already. But | didn't
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know whether 1'd see you again for months or when—I might even not see you at all! And
Carolinus—I tried to call him myself, the way you do. When he didn't come | sent a man on our
fastest horse to the Tinkling Water."

"He's not there," said Jm. "But hetold me | could call KinetetE—she's one of the other AAA+
Magicians. I'll call her now."

He tried. No voice replied. No magician appeared.

"I guess I'll have to go to her, wherever sheis," said Jim "I'll have to figure away to do it—and
that means sticking the problem in the back of my mind and letting it work itself out. It'sthis
business of each magician having to invent his ways of working magic."

He looked at her, sitting bolt-upright beside him.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"How long will that take?' she asked.

"Oh... aday or two at most."

"Two days!"

“I'm sorry," said Jim again. "I'll be asfast as| can. Y ou know | will!"
Angie sat unmoving for another moment, then stood up.

"All right," she said, in avoice with no emotionin it at all, only her usual, businesslike tones.
"Now, what needs to be done with Brian?"

"Areyou sure you—"

"Certainly. I'm going to be right beside you, day and night, to hear when you've worked it out, so
we might as well be doing what else needs to be done. What does he need?"

"The same as Dafydd that time we'd been in that fight with the pirate. Blood. That time Carolinus
had to do the transfusion with his magic. But | think I know how to do it myself now."

"Then wel'll get busy." She stood up, Jim rising with her, and started to turn away from him
toward the door. Abruptly, she checked and turned back, to stare closely into hisface. "There's
something important you're not telling me. What isit?"

“Itll keep," said Jim.

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%620G.htm (93 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:53



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

"No, it won't. | want to know. Now!"

"All right," said Jim. He had been tired—exhausted, he had thought—from the moment he had
awakened alone with Brian in the rain. But now he was wide-awake. He looked out one of the
Solar windows and guessed from the sunlight that it was no more than early afternoon.

"Actually," he said, "I'm back earlier than | would have been, because of Brian. He was one of
the raiding party Chandos and | went up there to fight. | had to get him back here as soon as
possible, after he got that lancein him."

"He'll beall right," said Angie. "Remember how he's recovered from things before. He practically
springs back to life before your eyes. But you fought those he was with?"

"Yes," said Jim, somberly.
"Y ou ended up fighting together after all, then!™

"No," said Jim. Suddenly he felt exhausted again. His knees gave and he sat down on the bed
again.

"It was my lance that went into him."
Angie stared back.
"Oh, Jim!" She took his closest hand in both of hers.

"I couldn't helpit," said Jim in avoice that sounded dead even in hisown ears. "We were
charging in aline. The horses started crowding Gorp over to where | was opposite Brian. Then
my lance dslid off the shield of the man | was facing and went into Brian. Brian was next to him."

Angi€e's grip tightened on his hand.
"Did he recognize you?' she asked.

"He must have," said Jim. "He would have recognized my shield long before | recognized his—
and he lifted his lance point so he wouldn't hit me. Gorp's weight and my lance knocked him and
Blanchard down; and Gorp fell with me, too. When | crawled to Brian, he was already
unconscious."

"Jim..." said Angie, gently.
Jm nodded, and squeezed her hand back. Then he got to his feet.

"Well, that wasit!" he said. "But I'll have to face him as soon as he's conscious again. In any
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case, as you said, let's do what needs to be done, now. Carolinus might have helped, but he can't
as things stand. Dafydd's nowhere near us—"

"Oh, but heis!" said Angie. "He's on hisway. | sent a messenger-pigeon to the Giles-o0'-the-Wold
pigeon-cote, afew days after you left—I thought 1'd feel better if they were around while you
were gone. He and Danielle were there with their children, and sent an answer back saying they'd
start right away."

"Well, thank God for that," said Jim. "We've got one friend."
"We've got Rrrnlf, too," said Angie, "if that's any help."
"Rrrnlf?" said Jim, staring at her. "The Sea Devil? What's he doing back here?"

"I don't understand it," said Angie. "It's something about that little man— or whatever—he's
carrying around. Anyway, he was ready to wait for you; and | thought he might be useful, so |
didn't object. He's in the courtyard as usual ."

Of course, Jim thought. Where else could he be? Rrrnlf, unusually large even in proportion to his
thirty-foot height, could not possibly come in through any Castle entrance, large as they were by
human standards.

"Well," said Jm. "I'll look at Brian now, and we'd probably better get the signal out for Aargh
right away, so he can show me the hole outside. And | should look at the hole in the Castle. Then
I'll try getting in touch with KinetetE again, or moving myself to her. But Brian first..."

He leaned back on his elbows on the bed and blinked. He was suddenly dizzy, and his head swam.
“Jim, areyou all right?"

He heard Angie'svoice asif from some distance away.

"All right, | think. Yes," he said, sitting up. His head was clear again.

Just a momentary unsteadiness, he thought. Things had been coming at him too fast.

"I'm fine," he said. "Come to think of it though, it's probably just aswell | can't talk to Brian and
disturb him right now. Maybe | need to hear Aargh's story first—"

He was babbling, and he knew it. Happily, he was interrupted just then by the hasty opening of
the Solar door, with no preliminary scratching or other warning, and Ellen Cinders was back with
them.

"Beg pardon, m'Lord, m'Lady—" she said breathlessly, "but | thought you'd like to know. Sir
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Brian's no longer unconscious. It's sleeping heis."

"Fine, Mistress!" said Angie. "Now you go back down and stay with him. Next time send one of
the men up here with any message. I'll be down shortly. Let us know if anything changes about
the way Sir Brian isfeeling or acting, or if hiswound's giving him trouble."

"Yes, m'Lady."
Ellen Cinders was gone again.

"When did you eat last?' said Angie. She had been eyeing Jim narrowly ever since he had |eaned
back on his elbows for a moment.

"Oh," said Jm. "I've had some meat and bread, wine this morning; I'm not really hungry...
maybe a hot dog in its bun, with lots of mustard..."

"What?'
Jim came back to his present world with a thump.

"Just daydreaming,” he said. "l meant—I think what 1'd really like right now is a good, strong, hot
cup of tea."

"Ah!" said Angie, turning to the fireplace, where a kettle swung just outside the heat of thefire,
on ametal arm that could be rotated to put it right over the blaze. Angie swung it over now.

"Coming right up!" she said.

Meanwhile, Jm's body had reminded him of another need. He was already halfway to what he
and Angie called the bathroom, but which their neighbors would have ssmply called a privy, for
al itsluxury. True, that luxury consisted of running water from a cistern on the open top of the
tower, and lead plumbing down the outside of the tower that bridged over the moat to an
underground gravel-layer septic field.

The room also had a marble bathtub, taken from an old ruin of the centuries when Rome had
ruled in England—but the water to fill it now had to be heated and brought in buckets.

"Beright back," he said as he disappeared. When he returned, Angie was at the open door of the
Solar, speaking to the man-at-arms currently on duty outside there.

"—down to the Serving Room immediately. Tell Mistress Plyseth—for your Lord we want
bacon, hot breads—" (some weird foods had appeared when they had asked before this for toast)
"—and four eggs in an omelet; milk, honey, butter, and some fruit preserves. Mistress Plyseth
knows what | want. Y ou stay with her until she sendsit back up. Now let me hear you repeat
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what | told you!"

Jim heard the man's voice faithfully repeating each item Angie had mentioned, and almost with
her intonations. One of the blessingsin their situation here was the medieval memory; which had
to remember things, since nobody except clerics and other particularly trained people could write.
Angie closed the door and came back. Jim flopped on the bed again, while Angie busied herself
with the tea.

What Jim really yearned for at this moment was coffee. But Carolinus had never been interested
in coffee, or in getting Jim or Angie any. He was interested in black teas, and so he had gotten
Jim and Angie some of that through his magical connectionsin the Orient.

"Here," said Angie, bringing him a cup. "The milk and other things should be up in a moment, |
had some honey here, so this cup isthe way you like it asfar as that goes. Maybe you'd like to
start on that."

Jim did. He sat sipping the scalding tea, his mind clearing. Before he had gotten more than half
the cup down, the man-at-arms and a servant showed up with the food. Jim had not thought he
was hungry, but once he smelled the food, he realized it was at |east one of the things he had
wanted.

Angie had been right. Even as he ate, his mind finished clearing. Not until he had stuffed himself,
however, did he sit back in one of the special padded-back and padded-arm chairs that had been
made for the Solar, to look at Angie and come to the point of what should be done.

"All right now," he said. "Now I'll go look at Brian."

"If he's really sleeping, there's no hurry—unless there's something you can do for him," said
Angie. "With awound like that, he should be | €ft to rest, don't you think? Ellen said he was
sleeping now, and he'll need it."

His enjoyment of the omelet, dreams of hot dogs past, and his pleasure at being home all dropped
away from Jim at once, leaving him hollow inside. The moment when the armored lines had met
returned to him again, with fresh force, and in his memory he saw once more, Brian falling.

He turned his head a little away from Angie, so that he was staring at nothing but the white-
painted, mortared wall of two-foot-thick stone blocks that had been built there just this year to
divide off the small room for Robert and his nurse. He looked back at Angie.

They gazed at each other, and he felt one of her hands close tightly on his, again, where it lay on
the table between them.

"Oh, Jim!" he heard her say. For along moment they continued to sit so. But then Angie
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managed a smile. He smiled back.
"You're brave," he said.
"So areyou." Angielet go of his hand and stood up.

"“I'll go down," she said, "and see if Brian's actually sleeping. If heis, I'll come back up and tell
you. Y ou can decide then if you want to see him today, or whether you'd better let him rest as
much as possible before you do anything for him, yourself."

She was out of the room before Jim could think of anything pertinent to say. He sat where he
was, remembering. In avery few minutes, she was back.

"He's deeping,” she said, sitting down at the table. "And he even looks better. If | wereyou, I'd
just let him sleep for at least another day or so. There's no reason to put any more stress on him
than he's already had. I'll send a pigeon to Geronde to tell her he's here; and why don't you go out
and put the signal-cloth on Aargh's stake? | think your healing Brian when you did was all he
needed. If there're no complications, he ought to be up and around in just afew days."

"Y ou think so?' asked Jim, suddenly, unreasonably reassured by the matter-of-factness of her
voice.

"I do," said Angie. "You can check him yourself tomorrow, and see what you think. By that time,
knowing Brian, you might want to put a spell on him to keep him from getting out of bed."

Chapter Thirteen

"No," said Jim, as they went down the stairs. He had been thinking about Angi€e'sideato keep
Brian in bed by putting a spell on him. "I don't think | ought to. It wouldn't be right to put a spell
on him without telling him; and he'd resent it if | did—as if his word wasn't good enough. |
wouldn't blame him, either. Even more here in the fourteenth century, than in our own time,
you've got to watch what you say to people."

"I suppose so," said Angie, "But it'd certainly help."

"I know," said Jim. They were halfway down the stairs now. "l really wish | could do something
with magic to get him better faster, but | don't know what to do."

"Like when Carolinus got sick and couldn't heal himself?' Angie said.

"That'sright," said Jm. "Magic can be powerless in some places—Ilike in the Kingdom of the
Dead—or in some situations. Y ou know that magic won't work where someone who's a
legitimate practitioner of his religion—aholy man of any kind—has forbidden it. The blessing
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has to be renewed every twenty-four hours, of course, but you remember how much trouble | had
with that last Christmas at the Earl's castle—that blasted Bishop—"

Y ou don't have to blast him," said Angie. "Remember how helpful he was in making the King
give us Robert."

"You'reright, of course," said Jim. "—that blessed Bishop had blessed the place before we got
there. | couldn't magic anything—"

He broke off.
"Why are you looking at me like that?' said Angie.

"I just remembered—Carolinus moved himself and me, magically, around in the castle, as if
there'd never been any blessing at all."

"After al, he's one of the world's top magicians,” said Angie.

"But that shouldn't affect something like... but you're right, he's done that before—given me the
idea magic wouldn't work for something, and then used histo do it, himself—" He was
interrupted suddenly by along, wavering howl, distant, but clear, somewhere outside the Castle.

"Aargh!" said Angie. "We don't need to put out the signal after all!" She began to hurry down the
steps. Jim hurried also, but carefully; staying behind her. There was no handrail or other
protection to keep anyone who slipped off the open side of the steps from plunging to the floor-
level of the tower, a murderous distance bel ow.

The sound of Aargh's how! had penetrated and been heard all over the Castle. A wolf howlingin
daylight was considered the worst sort of bad omen, even though the staff at Maencontri were
now used to Aargh announcing his presence this way. Faces about the stable and the courtyard
were somber as the two rode toward the great gate in the curtain-wall. Occupying nearly all one
side of the courtyard was the massive, leather-clothed figure of Rrrnlf, the Sea Devil, Slumbering
on one side with his face to the wall.

"Good," said Jm. "With luck we can get out and back in again without having to talk to him."

The distance to where Aargh should be waiting was nothing at al. They could have walked it in
three minutes; but being Lord and Lady of the Castle, of course, they had to ride. Thiswas
something the servants silently insisted on. It was only fair. As servitors, the Castle people did
their duties properly; and it was up to their superiors to do theirs with a matching correctness.

Unfortunately, this instance of propriety meant that the horses they rode had to be tethered some
distance from the meeting place—horses did not like wolves any more than the Castle staff did;
and unlike the servants, horses did not even have the comfort of being sure that this was not any
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savage wolf, but afriend of the family. Jim and Angie had to walk the last forty yards to reach the
naked stake. Aargh, of course, was nowhere in sight.

"I think he just likes to surprise us," whispered Angie to Jm as they waited.
"No such pup-like foolishness" said a familiar, harsh voice behind them.

They turned. There he was. amassive, grey-furred, golden-eyed, wicked-toothed, feral shape, the
size of asmall pony. "It's that he doesn't want any surprises himself. Y ou've got Brian in that
place of yours now, haven't you?'

"How did you know?" asked Jim.

"I went around the Castle afew moments ago," said Aargh. "l heard his stallion in the stables,
challenging yours—safe enough, of course, with each in a different stall. Just talk, actually—but
al horses are fools."

"Y ou shouldn't say that," Angietold him.

"I say what | please!" answered Aargh. "Horses are fools. All grass-eaters are fools. But if the
horse isthere, Brian's there. What kept him from coming out with the two of you?"

"He's been wounded,” said Jim, "and he's going to have to stay in bed and rest until he gets back
al the blood he'slost."

"Wounded?' said Aargh. "A great help. First Carolinus can't be found, then Brian gets himself
wounded. All we need isfor Dafydd to break aleg. Y ou two-legs can't get around with one of
those out of order, the way we wolves can. One of the reasons why deciding to stand up on your
hind limbs wasn't so smart, after all. That puts the trouble all on me, | suppose.”

"Have you forgotten Jim?" said Angie sharply.

"Forgot him? No," said Aargh to her. "He's helpful aslong as he doesn't break aleg, too. But he
can't wield asword like Brian, or shoot an arrow like Dafydd. Useful to be able to do thingslike
that, if you're born with teeth that wouldn't frighten a mouse."

"Asadragon—" Angie was beginning heatedly, when Jim interrupted.

“It'sdl right, Angie," he said. "Aargh's not being insulting, just practical. We do need Brian—to
say nothing of Carolinus. But the main thing right now, Aargh, is finding Robert, regardless of
how many there are of us, or how we haveto do it."

"Y ou can count on mein any case," growled Aargh. He stared at Jim. "| suppose you want to see
that hole, now?"
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"Yes," said Jim.
"Well then, come along," said Aargh. He turned his back on them and trotted off.
They followed.

The hole was less than three minutes walk away. It made adark circle in asmall bank among the
trees, only yards from where the clearing around the Castle began. Aargh was standing over it as
they came up. He waited while Jim got down on his hands and knees and sniffed at the hole
himself.

"Any scent?' asked Aargh ironically.
"No," said Jim, getting to hisfeet. "None | can smell, anyway."

"A good choice of words," said Aargh. He stretched his neck out so his nose was over the hole,
and his nostrils widened for a second. "If you had any nose at all, you couldn't miss the smell of
meat—meat being cooked."

"Meat?' Jim said.

That'swhat | said," said Aargh. "Meat. When | first came across this hole there wasn't any such
scent from it. The hole ended here."

"How could you tell, if it goes straight down farther than you could tell?"

"It doesn't," said Aargh. "I don't know about that hole in your Castle, but this goes down about
six feet. | didn't gointoit. But | put my head in far enough to get the sunlight out of my eyes; and
after they were used to the dark, | could see where it turned into alevel underground-digging,
going off to where the sun sets. Now, there's adigging in the other direction, too. The level part
may go on forever. But it'sthe way 1'd say whoever took your Robert carried him off when he
went."

"Then what's all this about cooked meat?" asked Jim.
"It could only be coming from our Castle, Jm!" said Angie.

"So," Jim said, "this hole was dug first, and then another one was dug later from it, into the Castle
to take Robert?' Angielooked at him.

"I don't understand what's going on," said Jim. "But whatever dug these holes certainly can dig.
Like alarge mole."
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"There aren't any large moles,” said Aargh.

"Well, we won't worry about that part of it now," said Jim. "It tells us more than we knew before,
anyway. I'm grateful to you for noticing it. Now, though, we need to decide how we're going to
start looking for Robert—maybe tomorrow would be best. Dafydd will have gotten here by that
time. and Brian may be strong enough to sit up in the Great Hall. That'll be the place to meet, and,

meanwhile, I'll seewhat | can find out at Carolinus' cottage."
"Better we meet outside here!" said Aargh, with a snap of hisjaws.
Jim looked at the wolf. He had forgotten.

"I know you don't like to be inside buildings," he said, "but you've been with usin the Great Hall
before—"

"Not happily!" said Aargh. "A wolf could get trapped in a place like that!"

"Can't you come in one more time, considering the circumstances?' Angie asked. "Brian might
be well enough to be carried down to the Great Hall, but he won't be up to being carried out here;
and it was you who said how useful he was to us. Even if he can't swing asword, hisadviceis
worth listening to. Don't you think?"

Aargh growled briefly.
“I'll come in one more time," he said.
With that, in his usual sudden way, he disappeared among the surrounding trees.

"He'll comein,” said Angie, as they rode back to the Castle. "He'll come in as many times aswe
need him, actually."

"I know," said Jim. "He argues alot, but he's always there when you need him. 1'd better go back
with you to the Solar. But | think from there I'll just keep on to the top of the tower and head off
from there to the Tinkling Water, to see what | can learn."

"We hope," said Angie.

They rode back into the courtyard. Rrrnlf, Jim noted with relief, was still slegping. It was a good
thing that Sea Devils did not snore. Or, at least Rrrnlf didn't. Y ou wouldn't have been able to hear
yourself think in the Castle if he did—Jim became conscious that Angie was silently looking very

unhappy again.
"Well get him back all right," he said.
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“It'sjust that he's so little," she answered, blinking.

She changed the expression on her face and sat up straighter in her saddle as they came close to
the stables.

"You'l fly there as adragon, of course?' she said.
"That'swhat | had in mind."

"Yes," said Angie, thoughtfully. "Y ou know, in some ways | worry less about you when you'rein
your dragon body than | do when you're in your human body."

"Y ou shouldn't ever worry about me. | can always put a ward around me to protect myself."
Angie said nothing.

They left their horses to the stable workers and climbed the stairsin silence. At the Solar door he
left her and mounted the last flight of stairsto the tower-top.

Under the cloud-flecked blue sky there was no one but the man-at-arms on duty, with his spear
and sword. He had been leaning on the battlements, looking down at what was going on in the
courtyard. But at the sight of Jim, he hastily straightened up and looked watchful.

"Geoffrey," said Jim, "go down and ask if my Lady will give you audience. Stay at her orders
until she sends you back up here."

"Yes, m'Lord."

Geoffrey put his spear on his shoulder and headed immediately toward the staircase. He was one
of the veteran men-at-arms, in his late twenties at least, his black hair already retreating from his
forehead and his square-jawed face weather-beaten and tanned. Jm knew that Geoffrey knew Jm
was about to change into his dragon body; but like all good and experienced Castle people, he
was perfectly capable of pretending that he knew no such thing. He disappeared down the stairs.

Jim was not quite sure why he preferred to change into his dragon-shape when none of the
servants were watching; but something like instinct told him that it would be better if they saw as
little as possible of his actually working magic. At any rate, once Geoffrey was gone, Jim
concentrated on turning into a dragon, with his clothes magically removed at the same time— so
that they would not be destroyed, but still be with him when he wanted to turn back into a human.

Immediately he was a dragon; and with the change came the inevitable difference, that he was
now in touch with adragon's way of thinking and a dragon's way of feeling. Thiswas more than a
little different from that of a human.
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For one thing, dragons were not generally given to prolonged worrying. Some of his concern
about Robert, Carolinus, and the servants, was abruptly gone—although as a conscious problem
it was still there in the back of his mind. But the change, together with the sense of now being
very healthy, very large, and very powerful—a sensation that could only be described as being
very Dragonly—took possession of him. In spite of the current situation his spirits rose.

He looked around himself to make sure he had room to spread his wings clear of the top of the
battlements, and then made a leap into the air, beating downward with his wings and immediately
flying up at a steep angle, making as much noise as possible, for Angie to hear.

In amoment, or so it seemed—such was the wing power of alarge adult dragon—he was out
over the trees and far enough from Malencontri so that had Geoffrey been back on watch, the
man-at-arms could have mistaken him for nothing more than a large but distant bird.

He had already caught athermal; he relaxed on outstretched wings, letting it life him in an
ascending spiral, up and up until he reached about fifteen hundred feet. At that elevation, the
thermal became too weak to carry him much farther. He slanted off, taking advantage of the
moving air up here as a ship might set its sailsto take advantage of a wind. He headed southeast
toward Carolinus' cottage.

As usual, the sheer joy of being air-borne seduced him. He was tempted to prolong the simple
pleasure of soaring, but matters were too grave for him to indulge himself. Shortly, he landed on
the gravel walk to Carolinus small, fairy-tale-like cottage; it stood in alush clearing, walled
about by enormous, ancient trees, and carpeted with heavy grass right up to the flower beds with
which Carolinus had surrounded the cottage.

Everything looked as usual. In the little pool from which a fountain rose, one of the small water-
creatures—either afish or a minuscule golden mermaid, it or she was always too fast for him—
|leaped, arced over, and re-entered the water before his eyes could properly focus. The feeling of
peace in the clearing was overwhelming. He pushed it aside and went up to the green-painted
front door of the cottage.

As he had expected, it was closed. Further, as he had also expected, when he tentatively tried to
open it, it did not budge. He did not put any effort into trying to push it open; it and all the rest of
the cottage—in fact all the clearing—were under the impenetrable spell of Carolinus.

He knocked, on the odd chance that Carolinus might actually be there. But there was no answer.

Now that he was here, it was a question of what he could actually accomplish. His magic was
limited, and there was absolutely no hope that any force he might summon could break through a
ward put up by amagician of Carolinus powers. While he was mulling over the matter, he
changed himself back into his human form, clothes and all. For want of anything else to do, he
knocked again.
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"Carolinud" he called. "If you're in there, but can't answer, give me some signal, if you can.”

He waited. He listened. But nothing changed. The tinkling water of the fountain, from which the
clearing got its name, went on. He pressed his head against the door and listened closaly.

At first he heard nothing. Then an inspiration came to him.

He visualized himself as having the sensitive hearing of a bird who could hear an insect moving
in the grass. He listened again.

Thistime, he did hear something—a sort of breathy singing, like that of a kettle on the hob, over
afire, just about to break into a boil.

Of course, he told himself, it would be Carolinus' kettle, which he had ordered magically to be
aways "on-the-boil," so that he could have his hot cup of teawithout delay any time he wanted it.
The same kettle that had once nearly worn its bottom through, sliding all the way to Malencontri
to bring word that Carolinus needed help.

The local people al believed that the kettle, as well as the other utensils and appurtenancesin
Carolinus's cottage, had alife of its own. Certainly, the kettle had given some evidence of this—
though it was limited in what it could do. It occurred to Jim that it could be worth trying, at least,
to speak to the kettle now.

"Kettle!" he shouted through the door. "Thisis Jim Eckert, just outside. Carolinus ward is
keeping me out, but | need to talk to you. Isthere any way | can get in? Or can you come out?’

He pressed his ear to the door again, to hear if there was any change in the kettle's noise—and
there was.

Suddenly the kettle was singing recognizable words.
"Jim, Carolinus said you might
Come, if anything's not right.
Give two knocks, then a third
And simply say the magic word."

Jim took his head from the door and stood there, thinking. Magic word. What magic word? It was
just like Carolinus to turn something ssmple into alesson in magic. But no one had ever
mentioned magic words before.
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Jim checked himself from getting really angry. Emotion would get him nowhere. There was a
puzzle here. Obvioudly it was meant to baffle anyone else who might hear the song; but Carolinus
had assumed it would be solvable by him. That would mean...

Of course. The magic words would have to be some that no fourteenth-century person would
know. No sooner had this thought occurred to him than Jim almost lost his temper again, as a
particular magic word suggested itself to him. Oh, no, he told himself. Carolinus couldn't be that
obvious and ridiculous... but maybe he could.

Jim took a deep breath, knocked, and addressed the door.
"Open, Sesame," he said.

The door swung open. Jim walked in. The door closed behind him; and in the dimmer, but still
adequate light from the windows, he saw the kettle on the hob and heard it singing to him. Now it
was singing something that sounded like a chorus.

"Welcome, good Jim Eckert!
Welcome..."
It kept on singing until Jim spoke.

"I'm happy to see you again, too, good kettle," he said. "I don't suppose you know where
Carolinusis?"

The kettle rocked itself alittle above the fire and gave vent to along, slow whistle, quavering
down on a sad descending note.

"You don't, then?" asked Jim.
The kettle gave a short, sharp whistle.
Jim nodded.

"I understand,” he said. "Well, if you don't and | don't, there's no guessing where he might be. But
it occurs to me that wherever heis, he may think of having tea, and the kind of tea he'll want is
the kind you give him back here at his cottage. So, maybe he'll come back just long enough for a
cup of tea, or maybe helll just sort of reach in here magically to tell you to make him a cup of tea
and then get it from you magically and drink it where he is—or something like that. In any case,
what | thought was | might give you alittle rhyme you could sing to him if he does anything like
that, to give him amessage. Would you do that for me?"

Another short, sharp, affirmative whistle from the kettle.
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"Fine," said Jim. "Give me aminute, now. I'll have to think the rhyme out..."

Indeed, he had. He was not really any good with poetry of any kind, and probably no better at
making up a snatch of song. Happily, he knew the melody that the kettle sang everything to, so he
could put the words to that. He pondered a moment; and after some struggle, came up with:

"Robert's stolen. Angie's said.
All of us are very mad.
Advise us, Carolinus!"

It sounded very bad in his own ears, even as he sang it to the kettle. But when the kettle sang it
back in its own plaintive, breathy little voice, it sounded alittle better.

"Well," said Jim to the kettle, "maybe it'll help. Thank you, kettle."
The kettle gave a short, sharp whistle.

"And the best to you, too," said Jim. He went out the door, which closed firmly behind him. Just
for fun, hetried it and it was as firmly locked asit had been originally.

He changed back into his dragon form and flew somberly home to Malencontri.

Chapter Fourteen

Jm was still somber the next morning. He had slept well, but he woke to worry. It stayed with
him all through breakfast—which, mercifully, the servants did not object to him taking in the
Solar, unlike dinner and supper, which must always be taken in state, in the Great Hall. Angie
had already left before he woke; and Jim ate with only his own thoughts for company. But there
were plenty of these.

Carolinus being out of touch just when they needed him was bad, but that problem had to be put
aside for the moment. On a chance, he tried calling KinetetE; but again there was no answer. He
tried moving himself to her, but he had never been able to do that without envisioning where he
was trying to go, and he did not believe it would work. It did not. He put thoughts of her aside.

Right away, first, he had to do what he had been dreading—it had to be done—talk to- an at |east
conscious Brian about how he had come to be wounded. Still lost in his thoughts, he went out the
door and literally bumped into two women just about to come in through it.

"My Lady's not here—" he began.
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"We know," said the shorter woman sharply. "She's meeting us here in afew moments and sent
us on ahead." Jim blinked and came back out of his thoughts.

"Oh, hello," he said, recognizing the two. "Geronde! Danielle!"

"I have just seen Brian," said Geronde, the shorter of the two. "Y ou don't suppose I'd stay at
Malvern Castle with Brian sore hurt?’

“No, of course not—" said Jim. "Of course not. It'sjust that | wasn't expecting..." Jm let himself
run down rather than get into trouble.

"I expect you'll find Dafydd in the Great Hall," said the tall young wife of the Welsh bowman,
still strikingly beautiful even after two children.

"Of course. Good to see you both. | went to try to get in touch with Carolinus last night, but |
didn't have any luck," said Jim, realizing even before the words were all out of his mouth that
they aready knew about this.

"Oh?' said Danielle.
"Ah, yes," said Geronde.

Geronde opened the Solar door. The two swept by him, went in, and closed the door behind them.
He was left in the corridor, feeling as if he had suddenly become unwashed, unshaven, and
generally disreputable-looking.

The encounter had not done anything to make him eager to see Brian. Nonetheless, he went on
down to the room to which Brian had been taken the day before.

"James!" said Brian, sitting up in bed and looking far less pale. "'l have been hoping someone
would come by—most of all you! It'sadamned dull life, lying here. Particularly when | know |
could be up and about."

"Not quite yet, Brian, | don't think," said Jim. He looked at the serving-woman on duty, seated on
the stool in a corner of the room. "Bet, step outside and close the door behind you firmly. Wait in
the hall until | call you."

"Yes, m'Lord."

"Sit down! Sit down!" said Brian. Jim pushed Bet's stool closer to the bed and sat down. "The last
thing | remember," Brian went on, "l was up in Cumberland; and you were down herein
Somerset."

"Not exactly," said Jim. The fact was, | was up there in Cumberland at the same place you were."
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"Wereyou!" said Brian. "Be hung, drawn, and quartered if | can remember a thing about that!"

"Well," said Jim, "do you remember the people you were with being attacked by another group
when you were in the Skiddaw Forest?"

Brian rubbed his forehead.

"| do seem to recall something of the kind. But | do not remember your being there, James."
"l was on the other side," said Jim.

"Were you, by God!"

"Yes," said Jim. "In fact, when our line rode against yours, | was almost opposite you. Not realy
opposite, but alittle off to one side—two or three riders away from coming directly at you—so
that | didn't think we'd encounter when the lines met. But as it happened, Gorp was crowded over
by the other horses, in your direction, and | found myself riding at the man right next to you."

"Did you, now!" said Brian. "I hope you remembered to keep your shield up and aloose grip on
your lance, as I've taught you. Did you unhorse the man you were riding at?"

"Well—as a matter of fact,” said Jim, and coughed awkwardly."—you see, | was concentrating
on you. Y ou saw me, too, just about that time, and you lifted your lance so that you couldn't
possibly strike me with it, even if you were crowded in my direction.”

"Quiteright. Naturally," said Brian. "But then what?"'

"WEéll, to tell you the truth, Brian," said Jim, "the rider | was encountering tilted his shield
sideways, the way you've tried to teach me to do; and the tip of my lance glanced off it; and—
well, to make along story short, Brian, | was the one who put the lance into you."

"Wereyou!" Brian stared at Jm. "Well, of course. Only right that you should choose the next
possible opponent—"

"Brian, | didn't do it on purpose!" said Jim. "Believe me, it was just an accident. My lance-point
simply dlid in your direction; and since we happened to be moving toward each other—you know
how it is—my point took you behind your shield's edge and gave you the wound that's got you in
bed right now. It was all my doing."

"Ah, that explainsit,” said Brian. "Nonetheless, James, you must remember this. If duty calls
upon you to ride against foes, you should not hesitate to encounter whoever might be riding
against you. At such times, duty comes first."
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"I should have raised my lance-point, like you did," said Jim miserably. "But there just wasn't
time. It was all over in aflash. | can't tell you how sorry | am, Brian."

"Sorry?' said Brian, frowning. "Why should you be sorry, James? Certes, your lance-point in me
isno different from that of any other man."

"But it'sthe last thing I'd ever want to do to you," said Jim. "Only, | couldn't avoid doing it."

"Well then, how could things have been different?' said Brian. "l thank you for your friendship
and courtesy in rescuing me after | was wounded; and, in any case, here | am, healing merrily and
due to be up—ypossibly this evening for supper?"'

“It's still alittle early. Just alittle early," said Jim. "Y ou must remember—"

"I know!" said Brian. "I've got to lie here and make blood for myself! Angelatold me so when
she brought Geronde by, earlier this morning. A healthy man ought to be able to replace hisown
blood in an hour or so, you'd think. But no, apparently it takes days. | tell you, James, | feel ready
to ride a course against anyone right now."

"I don't doubt you do," said Jim. "But I'd feel better, Angie'd feel better, Geronde'd fedl better, if
you just kept to your bed for alittle while longer."

"Well, no help for it," said Brian. "l will even endure it, then. But, James, tell me of the fight—if
it could be dignified by such a name. Who won?"

"I don't know," said Jim. "When | struck you, | was thrown from my own horse as well.
Blanchard started to attack me, and the fight was likely to trample us both into the ground; so |
took us both away from there."

"Blanchard!" cried Brian, coming bolt upright in the bed. "What of Blanchard? Have you any
idea what happened to him? There are many who would like to have him, no doubt about that—"

“It'sal right—it's all right! Blanchard's right here in my stable," said Jim. "l brought him back
with us."

Brian let out along sigh and slumped back against the headboard.

"Y ou have saved life and soul for me at once, James!" he said. "l had rather lose alimb than
Blanchard. Rather anything than that. Y ou know how much he means to me—and, to say truth, it
IS no less than his true worth."

"I know," said Jim. "Actually, just before our encounter with your group, Sir John Chandos had
told me that he knew you were there—he had seen Blanchard, and recognized him at once. He
spoke of Blanchard being worth a King's ransom."
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"A ransom for all the Kings that ever were!" said Brian fiercely. "And still 1 would not sell him
for such price! But James—now you are here, shall we not spend alittle time pleasantly? | know
thereis no asking you if | may have wine, but there is no lack of this small beer and perhaps we
might play a game of chess?

Jim stared at his friend for amoment. But Brian was not showing off. That wound in his shoulder
might be healed, but the body would be remembering, with pain, the insult it had taken. Jim had
no way of relieving that pain. He could to some extent short-circuit his own pains magically, but
the only available help for Brian in this time was the alcohol in the wine he would have liked to
drink, and Jim did not want to risk it on a blood-depleted body. But the only complaint Brian was
making was of boredom.

Brian was not being stoic. He was simply ignoring pain he could do nothing about. Could | ever
do that to such a degree? Jim asked himself—and knew the answer was No.

"Chess, by all means," he said humbly.

It was the least he could do, under the circumstances, for the man he had nearly killed. He was
not particularly overjoyed at the idea, however. In the twentieth century he had considered
himself arather good chess player; but the rules Brian had been brought up with had never heard
of castling; and the Queen, instead of being the most powerful, was one of the weakest pieces on
the board, being only able to move diagonally, one square at atime.

The changes were not so large that Jim could not play; but they threw his whole portfolio of
tacticsinto disarray, and he was forced to either adapt what he would normally do, or come up
with something fresh. And in the latter case, he was in the position of playing the game asiif for
the first time.

Nonetheless, they played. Brian won three games quite easily, which cheered him up immensely;
and, following hislast defeat, Jim was able to plead that he had things to do; and leave a more
contented Brian than the one he had encountered coming in, even though the other man knew the
whole truth now.

Once outside Brian's room, he turned automatically back up the stairs to the Solar. But the sound
of women's voices checked him before he opened its door.

This might not be the best time in the world for him to show up. There had been atouchinessin
both Geronde and Danielle when he had met them on the way out. Until he knew the cause of it,
the best plan would be to stay clear. Angie would handle it much better alone.

He turned and went downstairs. He found Dafydd at the High Table in the Great Hall, as usual
working on one of his arrows. Dafydd was one of those people who had to be doing something
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with his hands most of the time.
"My Lord," he said formally as Jim sat down at the table with him.

"James," Jim corrected him. "After these years of knowing each other, how can we be anything
but 'James and 'Dafydd' to each other?"

Nonetheless, he looked closely at Dafydd as he said it. Dafydd had away of speaking formally
when he was about to disagree with Jim about something. A sort of warning flag that said, "Take
me seriously, now!"

"James, then, it shall be," said Dafydd, his regular features and tall slim body relaxed and calm as
aways. "Good it is to see you well; and will you tell me of Brian, how he is now, and how he
came to be wounded?"

Jim told him.

The only part he avoided was the matter of Brian being approached to fight for those opposed to
the King's taxes Brian had certainly told him thisin confidence; and he was not really free to
share it with even as old and good afriend of Brian's as Dafydd, without permission.

"—380," he wound up, when he got to the point of the two forces being opposed in Skiddaw
Forest, "I was not expecting to find Brian facing me in the battle. | tried to avoid him—nhe saw
me, and lifted hislance to miss me. But with the press of horses and men, | was pushed into
him... and, well, | ended by putting my lance into him, even though | tried not to. That's why he's
still in bed, upstairs. He doesn't like it, but he's got to rest while he makes back some of the blood
he lost."

"That is sad, now," said Dafydd. "But such haps will be, when men fight. | looked over my arrow-
point once and saw my cousin, less than two hundred yards away, his own bow bent, but not at
me. Indeed, he had not seen me. He was part turned from me, but | knew him by the way he
stood. Y et, since those around me should not wonder, | let the arrow go, but so that it missed.
Then | went back through the lines before he could see me. An archer less known would not have
found it easy to so desert the front line. But | had some small reputation for skill and courage.
Therefore, no man questioned my leaving. Which was well; for then | must needs have killed
him; and | mislike the killing of any man or beast for small reason."

As he spoke his fingers had been finishing whatever he had been doing with the arrow before
him, and he now laid it down on the table. Jim looked at it curioudly. Its point was about six
inches long, and of metal, narrow and six-sided, tapering to a needle point.

"That looks like the arrow you made to deal with the Hollow Men, when we were up on the
Scottish border with Giles de Mer and his family," Jim said.
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"Itislike," said Dafydd. "But it is not as the ones | made then, but of a somewhat newer fashion.
| find other archers have been making these, to deal with the armor of steel plate that is becoming
more common now. Thisis called abodkin point."

"“If you were able to put a broad-point war arrow through the thick top of a heavy table, as| saw
you do, therein Giles de Mer's Castle," said Jim, "what will you be able to do with this?!

“Indeed, | have a strong wish to know that myself," said Dafydd. "But we must wait the event.
Meanwhile, the Lady Angelatells methereisaholein the wall of this Castle."

"Y es, in Robert's room."

"And it goes down beyond reach in the walls."
"That's right, too," said Jim.

Dafydd looked squarely into Jim's eyes.

"I do not think, look you," he said, "that thisis any common taking of achild. Nor isit Magick,
for Magick has no need to break walls or dig holes. No beast that | know of actsin this manner. |
can think of only one other direction we may look for what took Robert."

"And that is?" asked Jim; for Dafydd had paused in a meaningful manner, while still keeping his
eyeson Jm's.

"Thereisthe sea," said Dafydd. "The seais vast, possibly as vast as the land, and there may well
be many creaturesin it we cannot imagine, let alone ones we have seen. It could be such which
came and took Robert."

"You really think so?' said Jim. He found himself at a sudden loss for words. "But what would
something from the sea—deep in the seg, it would have to be to never have been seen—want, to
dig itsway inland and take a child?

"I do not know," said Dafydd. "I do not even know there is such a creature. | only know that is
the only other place | can think of to look. As for whether the sea holds such, you have onein
your courtyard right now who can answer that question.”

"Of course," sad Jm. "Rrrnlf!"

"He may be able to tell usadirection wecangoin, at least," said Dafydd. "Without that, how can
we even start looking for the boy?"

"We've certainly got nothing to lose," said Jim, half to himself. He became aware that Dafydd
was still looking at him and that reminded him of something. "Y ou will be able to help me look
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for Robert, then, Dafydd?"
"What made you think | would not?"

"Well, | —" Hefound it difficult to put into words the almost antagonistic attitude that Danielle
had shown when he had bumped into her and Geronde at the door to the Solar. "I thought maybe,
Danielle being here with you..."

"Danielle will fight to keep her husband and the father of her children safe," said Dafydd. "Y et
she will come to understand we must all help each other when need arises. She may indeed not be
best pleased that | engage myself in this; but, at the last, she will not be standing in my way."

"Well, | hate to take you from her,” Jim said, "but I'm going to feel alot more certain with you at
hand. A pity Brian's still so weak—"

"Do not concern yourself about Brian," said Dafydd. "If it iswhat he will do, he will do'it, though
the whole world stand in the way. It is how he is made. Now, should we step out and speak to the
Sea Devil ?'

"Right!" said Jim, getting to his feet. Dafydd rose too. "What do you think about having him take
alook at the hole in the woods, as well? There's no hope of him getting into any place as small as
Robert's room."

"I think well of it," said Dafydd

They were already headed down between the two long tables toward the front door of the Great
Hall. Dafydd had picked up his bow, quiver, and the arrow he had been working on aimost with
one sweep of his hand, and now had the quiver slung over one shoulder and the bow on the other.

"When | last saw him, he was asleep,” said Jim as they went through the door. "—ANh, he's awake
now."

Rrrnlf was not only awake, but sitting up cross-legged on the ground of the courtyard, his head
only afew feet short of the catwalk inside the curtain-wall.

He seemed to be moodily tossing something from hand to hand. Jim stared when he saw that the

tossed object was in fact the same ugly little man who had been with Rrrnlf on hislast visit here.

The manling was as silent as ever, as his companion lofted him into the air and caught him, as he
came down, in the other massive hand.

It was asif the little man was nothing more than a juggler's toy—nor did he seem to object to the
treatment.

His oversize clothes seemed almost to have grown on his body—whatever it might look like
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underneath them—and not even the expression on his face changed as he was sent flying up into
the air and caught again. Like a weighted toy, he stood upright, arms nearly at his sides, until he
was tossed upward, and at the highest point of each toss he rotated neatly in a complete turn,
without bending his body, so that he descended feet-down, to be caught in Rrrnlf's other hand.
The same blank, open-mouthed expression Jim had always seen on his face before, remained
throughout.

It occurred to Jim crazily that possibly the little man might even be enjoying being tossed back
and forth like this. Though why he should be stretched Jim's imagination beyond its limits to
answer.

Rrrnlf, on the other hand, was looking somewhat out of sorts. However, he cheered up at the sight
of Jm and almost absently tucked the manling out of sight inside his shirt.

"Ah, wee Mage," he boomed. "Here you are again!”

Jm was tempted to point out that bere was his own proper territory and base, the place where he
belonged. It was Rrrnlf who came and went from it. He did not, however. It was always easy to
get sidetracked when talking with the Sea Devil.

"Rrrnlf," he said, "there is a strange hole in the forest, and Dafydd and | would like to go out with
you and have you take alook at it."

"Me?' said Rrrnlf. "Look at a hole? What's in the hole?"

"We don't know," said Jim. "That's why we want you to look, and maybe sniff at it, and tell us
what you think. Maybe you will see or understand more about it than we do."

"Certainly, wee Mage," said Rrrnlf, standing up. Towering over them, he added, "But | wouldn't
worry. Holes very seldom bother wee folk like you. In over ten thousand years, | can't ever think
of a hole bothering a wee person."

"Do they bother sea devils or othersin the sea?' asked Jim.
Rrrnlf laughed.

"Nothing bothers a sea devil, wee Mage," he said. "Y ou know that. Asfor other sea-folk, it would
depend on what the sea-person said or did to the hole. Though..." Rrrnlf scratched his head
thoughtfully, "I can't really think of anyone in the sea being bothered by a hole, either. Whereis
this hole?"

"Y ou had best follow us," said Dafydd.

"Run along ahead then," said Rrrnlf.
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He stood with a friendly smile as Jim and Dafydd walked out through the gate and across the
open ground. There was neither sight nor sound of Rrrnlf until they were into the forest—when
there was aloud sound of breaking branches just behind them, and Rrrnlf's voice making noises
that sounded asif he was swearing in what might, Jim thought, be Anglo-Saxon—at any rate, he
could make no sense out of it.

"Wee Mage!" roared Rrrnlf's voice amost over their heads, somewhere out of sight beyond the
leafy branches. "Where are you?"

"Down here!" Jim called back. "Just follow the sound of my voice. I'm... going... in... this...
direction..."

He continued, walking and shouting at the same time, until he came to the hole. Then he stopped.
"Hereitis!" he called.

There was afinal rending of wood. Branches and leaves rained down. Rrrnlf's face peered down
at them.

"But where's the hole?' Rrrnlf said.
"Right at my feet!" answered Jim. "If | took another step I'd fall into it."

"Oh," said Rrrnlf. There was some more tearing of branches, and a moment later Rrrnlf was on
hands and knees beside Jim and Dafydd, looming only about a dozen feet above them in that
position and peering at the hole. Jim and Dafydd had to back away so that the Sea Devil's
massive face could get right down to ground level. Undoubtedly, thought Jim, he was positioning
one eye directly over the opening of the hole, but it was impossible to see from where they were
standing.

After along moment, Rrrnlf grunted, lifted his head, wiped a certain amount of dirt and grass
from around his eye, and peered at Jim and Dafydd.

“It'sahole, al right," he said.

'Yes," said Jim, hanging on to his patience. "But it seemsto go someplace. Aargh looked into it
and said it goes down about a distance astall as| am, and then tunnels off at an angle to your left
there, Rrrnlf."

"Aargh?' said Rrrnlf. "Oh, the wee wolf."

"That isso," said Dafydd. "Would you be having any idea, Rrrnlf, where that tunnel |eads?'
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"Why, where else could it lead?" said Rrrnlf. "It runs south and west of here to where you wee
folk dig in the earth for lead and tin and silver."

Jim and Dafydd looked at each other.

"Cornwall," said Dafydd. "To the mines, there."

"—And then, of course," said Rrrnlf cheerfully, "it goesto the sea, of course.”
Jim felt a sudden happiness.

"Dafydd!" he said. "Y ou were right!"

"How could he not be right?* said Rrrnlf. "Do not al things finally go to the sea?'

Chapter Fifteen

"Not everything, Rrrnlf," said Jim.

"Why, of course everything," said Rrrnlf, standing up to look down through the hole he had torn
in the foliage. "1f you go anywhere on or in thisland of yours, wee Mage, you end up at the Sea.
How could it be otherwise?'

"But you don't know for sure that this hole leads to the sea,” said Jm.
"But it does," said Rrrnlf. "Can't you smell it? Y ou people on land are great for smelling things."

“Not al of them!" said a harsh voice, and afurry nose slid into Jim's field of vision, dipping
down into the hole. "I have the best nose thereis; and | smell no sea.”

"Wéll, thereyou are, Rrrnlf," said Jim. "But you say you smell it?"
"No," said Rrrnlf. "I never bother smelling things. I..."

He stood for a moment, frowning and gazing past them at nothing.
"| feel it!" he said, returning his gaze to Jim's.

"How do you fed it, then?' asked Dafydd.

"I just fedl it," said Rrrnif. "I feel thistunnel runs on and on, past the place where you wee people
dig and then it runsinto other tunnels and they into other tunnels, and they into a place under-the-
hill with an underground river running through it and down the river to the Sea."
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"And where is this place under the hill?" asked Dafydd, almost sharply for him.
"Oh, it's under the Sea—out there—"

He pointed generally southwest, not quite in the tunnel's direction but almost.
"One of the Drowned Lands?' said Dafydd, still sharply. Jim looked at him.

"I suppose you could call it that," said Rrrnlf, after scratching his head again for amoment. "Like
here, but middling deep in the ocean.”

"Would you tell me then which one it might be?"

"Arethey different?' asked Rrrnlf doubtfully. "We sea devils aren't allowed into places like that;
and they all look alike from the sea-bottom alongside.”

"James, Aargh," said Dafydd, once more with the different edge in hisvoice. "I think we should
talk together of this as soon as possible.”

"What's there to talk of 7' said Aargh. He dipped his nose at the hole, indicating it. "L et James
make the way down there wide enough for all of usto go side by side, and follow the hole to its
end."

"I do not think it will be that ssimple," said Dafydd. "And the reason for that, look you, will have
to come out when we sit in the Great Hall and talk."

He paused and looked at Aargh.
"Or isit that you will not come in with us?"'
"I told Jm | will, and I will," growled Aargh. "But | see no senseto it. Why not talk here?"

"Brian might be able to be carried down to the Great Hall," said Jm. "But he could probably not
be carried out here."

Aargh gave asmall growl but otherwise said nothing. Knowing Aargh, Jim took thisfor a
reluctant "yes."

"That little place you talk in," said Rrrnlf over their heads, "it's too small for me to come into. I'll
be out in your courtyard if | can be of any help."

"Thank you, Rrrnlf," said Jim, mentally uncrossing his fingers. He had already been trying to
think of reasons that would persuade Rrrnlf not to want to attend the meeting in the Great Hall.
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It seemed to Jim to be atypical situation for him lately: trying to get a sort of war council
organized while the desires of others pulled in many directions—as Brian, for instance, would
certainly demand to be there, even though he should not get up.

Brian would have to be told of the meeting—otherwise he would be mortally offended. But once
he knew, it would be hard to talk him into staying in bed upstairs. Perhaps impossible.

Impossible it was, but that turned out to be the least of the complications Not only was Brian there
—having been carried down by servants and propped up in abarrel chair with padding all around
to keep him comfortably upright, hislegs resting on a backless seat doing duty as a footstool—
but Geronde, Danielle, and Angie had made themselves members of the meeting.

Aargh was not complaining, but Jim was more than sure that he was not exactly pleased to be
there. He was lying on a bench at one end of the table, hisrear legs out to one side and the front
of hisbody upright, facing forward with the paws out front. This put his head very close to being
on alevel with the heads of the rest of them seated at the table.

All having been arranged, Jim sat down. Brian looked at him sternly, hisface still pale. He had
managed to bully the servants into dressing him; they had even slung his sword-belt around his
waist.

The presence of the sword was improper for aguest in afriendly house. Jim doubted that Brian
had the strength to draw, let alone wield, it for the moment; he suspected it was there, essentially,
as a statement that he was ready for anything, whether they liked it or not.

At first there was arather ominous silence around the table. Happily, however, now that everyone
was seated, more servants appeared with wine-jugs, water-jugs, mazers, and several plates of
small finger food.

Then they left. It was clearly up to Jim to get things started.
He cleared his throat.

"Dafydd, Aargh, Rrrnif, and | al looked at the hole in the woods together, just now," he said, in
what he hoped was atone of voice that would encourage discussion. "Rrrnlf saysit leads at last to
the sea. Dafydd, however—" he suddenly realized he might be getting into dangerous territory.
Dafydd might not have envisioned the three women being present; and neither Danielle nor
Geronde looked as if she was about to agree happily to their men being involved in whatever
action might be discussed.

"—Dafydd," Jim hastily changed his direction in mid-sentence, "thought we should all sit down
and talk it over before we decided on anything, though."

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20The%%20Dragon%20and%20the%20G.htm (119 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:53



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

The expressions around the table did not change. Jim looked at Aargh, to see if the wolf could
help him by saying something. But Aargh stayed true to his sphinx-like pose. He said nothing at
al. Dafydd, however, spoke up.

"Ah, well now," said Dafydd, "it seems to me there may be a better way for usto travel and a
quicker. We—"

"You're not going!" Danielle interrupted him.
Dafydd turned to ook at her.

"Am | not, then?' he said.

"No!" said Danielle.

Dafydd nodded his head slightly several times, with the absent-minded motion of someone who
is still considering a situation and would make up his mind | ater.

Jim felt the pressure of someone looking at him, and turning his head slightly, saw it was Brian.
One of the servants had made the mistake of putting a mazer in front of him and pouring some
wineinto it. Brian was now lifting it—allittle shakily, to be sure—but with alook of triumph on
his face as he met Jim's gaze.

Jim said nothing. He watched as Brian put the mazer to his lips; and the expression on Brian's
face suddenly changed. He took the mazer from his mouth and stared into its contents with some
surprise, then put it down on the table again.

"Quiteright!" said Geronde. "Far too strong awine." Shetook a pitcher from the table and filled
Brian's mazer to the brim with water—a mazer whose wine Jim had already changed to half-
water, even as Brian was lifting it to hislips. After Geronde's pouring, the liquid was only faintly
pink.

Brian turned his head and smiled at her grimly.

"|sthistalk to go on all day?' said Aargh. "It's like you people. Y ou talk and nothing happens.
Now, if Carolinus were here—"

"I am here!" interrupted the cross and unusually hoarse voice of Carolinus. They looked to see
him standing—and wavering around his edges—between the two long tables. It was clear to Jim,
at least, that Carolinus had once more appeared only as a projection. "Y ou left a message with my
kettle, im? | haven't but a moment or two. What isit?"

Jim got hastily to hisfeet.
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"Carolinus!" he said. "l can't tell you how glad | am to see you. Can | speak to you for a moment
privately—I mean privily?"'

"That's al right," said Carolinus sourly. "We AAA+ Magickians can just manage to understand
the word privately from—well, come along, then."

His projection slid off in the direction of the Serving Room. Jim pushed his chair back and hastily
followed.

They left the others behind and stepped into the Serving Room, which, Jim was surprised to see,
had no servant in sight. Then understanding came: the Castle staff might be used to Jim's magic,
but Carolinus was another kettle of fish. None of them were going to take the risk of offending or
bothering the Mage. They would all now be out of earshot.

"The thing is—" Jim began, but Carolinus cut him short, as they stopped before the fireplace.

“"Never mind, never mind," the elderly magician said. "l don't have time, | tell you! Now, let
Dafydd guide you where to go, and follow him into Lyonesse, then across it to the entrance to
Overhill-Underhill. But you cannot take Aargh along on thisjourney."

"What's Overhill-Underhill?* Jim asked. "Why not?"

"Never mind. You'll find out when you get there," said Carolinus. "And Aargh's presence would
have a bad effect. Never mind that now!" He shook his head.

"But pay attention to what's written in the stone over the entrance before you go in. Now, my
timeis short. | must tell you, some days back you lost your unlimited drawing-account. Y our old
antagonist, Son Won Phon, got active as soon as | wastied up as| am now, and the result is your
Account's been put on hold. I don't know how much you had in it—and since you still technically
are an Apprentice, the Accounting Office won't tell you. So use as little of the magick you'vein it
as possible—stretch it. But above all, remember! The King and Prince Edward must be preserved
at all cost. | haveto go—"

"King? Prince Edward?' echoed Jim.

But Carolinus was no longer there. Jim stared at the place where the Mage had been. Thiswas the
second time Carolinus had made a cryptic reference to the need to protect the King of England
and its Crown Prince.

"But I'm out to get Robert back, damn it!" Jim said to the empty air. He went slowly back to the
High Table.

"Weéll," he said, sitting down and looking into the questioning faces of the others, "Carolinusis
gone—just vanished. Y ou probably noticed it wasn't him in the body, just an image of himself.
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But Dafydd, he said you'd know how to show us where we need to go. We're going to have to
cross part of..." He ran down and, for a desperate moment, stared past everyone at the long side
wall of the room, with itstwo great fireplaces, before turning to Angie.

"Damnit, now!" he said. "I know the name of the place perfectly well, but it's slipped clean out
of my mind. Angie, what're the lines about an older land, from that poem | like about where King
Arthur died?"

"Oh, you mean The Passing of Arthur, by Alfred, Lord Tennyson? Arthur didn't die, you know,"
said Angie of Infallible Memory, "He was carried off to Avalon by the three Queens. But the
lines you want—"

She quoted them:
"Then rose the King, and moved his Host by night,
And ever pushed Sir Modred, league by league,
Back to the sunset bound of Lyonesse—
A land of old upheaven from the Abyss
by fire, to sink into the Abyss again—"
She broke off.

That'sit!" said Jim. "We go across part of Lyonesse to the entrance to the entrance to a place
called Overhill-Underhill."

The others al stared at him. Then Dafydd spoke.

"Lyonesse has been under the seathese many centuries," said Dafydd, his quiet voice strangein
the silence. "It is no longer mostly bare rock and empty waste. Now it is thick with magicks,
beasts, and trees and other plants that talk and act."

"By all the Saints!" said Brian in avoice as excited as his weakness would permit it to be. "Is that
how it is? It has been thought that all memory of its place and likeness was lost."

"Not in my country," said Dafydd. "But since it is Lyonesse that you must reach, you will need
my help to reach it—no, my Golden Bird—" he said, turning to Danielle as she began to speak
again, "l pray you, wait. You and | will talk this over afterward, and if you do not agree, | will not
go. James, did Carolinus not say anything more except to mention that you had to go through

L yonesse?'
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"Not about getting to where we need to go," said Jim. For some reason he was reluctant to
mention the entrance to Overhill-Underhill with the message over it. "He did say something about
how it was all-important that King Edward and the Prince be preserved—"

"But James!" burst out Brian. "This could be serious. What threatens the King and the Prince?"

"Carolinus didn't say—nothing but what I've told you," said Jim. Out of the corner of hiseye he
saw Angie, battling to keep from showing her outrage at the idea that any threat to the King could
be more important than the recovery of Robert.

"Well, then you should use your magick and take usto Lyonesse immediately!" said Brian.

"Y ou cannot go!" said Geronde fiercely, looking ready to spring from her chair upon Brian. "You
are in no shape to go anywhere on two legs—or four. In no shape to be of any use, even if you

go."

"Dammit all to Hell, Geronde!" said Brian. "l may be a bit weak today. Perhaps | need another
good night's rest. But I'll be ready for a horse tomorrow, and in two days I'll outride everybody.
Besides, | have no choice. It isin my vows."

"Y our vows be—" Geronde checked herself just in time, on the edge of what Brian would surely
consider out-and-out blasphemy. She turned her gaze on Angie. "Angela, you know heis not fit
to go!"

"WEell, he's very weak—" Angie was obviously wavering between an outright lie and her own
desire to support Jm, who she knew would need Brian's combat-wise mind, even if it had to be
carried along on a stretcher.

"My vows," said Brian, slowly and heavily. His face was pale to the verge of pure whiteness, but
his voice was stronger than it had been. "My vows are that | will do no hurt to women, children,
or members of Holy Church, but will otherwise offer them aid and succor if they arein need."

"The part about children is not in them!" said Geronde, fiercely.

"There are some knights," said Brian in the same hard, measured tones, "who leave it out, feeling
that aiding and succoring children is beneath the dignity of aknight. | left it in, and those words
were heard by God."

"Angela, James!" Geronde appealed. "Tell him you do not ask his help. Think! Y ou have no right
to ask. God knows | would wish well for the child for your sake, if for no other reason. But
remember something. He is not a blood-son! Y our house will not rise or fall on whether he lives
or dies!"

"I want him back," Angie said. Jim kept his mouth closed.
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"Then | will ride when you ride," said Brian, in the same tone of unalterable determination.

"“In any case, that won't be before tomorrow morning," added Angie quickly, to try to bring the
situation to a generally acceptable conclusion.

"Tomorrow morning it is," said Brian, inflexibly. "But by then, you will be ready to Magick us
down to Lyonesse, will you not, James?"

"Well," said Jim, "as a matter of fact..." His mind was busily hunting for an alternative after what
Carolinus had said about saving his magic energy. "—Actually, if Rrrnlf could just carry us down
through the sea as he did that time when we went to face the Kraken, Granfer, he could get usto
the undersea edge of Lyonesse. It might be a wiser way of going."

Everyone but Angie and Aargh was looking at him with puzzled expressions. Surely atrip like
that was nothing to a Magickian?

"You see," Jim went on rapidly, suddenly remembering Carolinus words to him in Cumberland,
"I believe Lyonesse is another Kingdom where my magic won't work—as it didn't work when we
al went by mistake into the Kingdom of the Dead below Malvinne's Castle—you remember,
Brian?'

"l do," said Brian.

"So," said Jim, "there may be strong magical reasons why we shouldn't go there by magic, but by
some other way. Why don't | just have Rrrnlf in to talk to us here and see what he hasto say
about it?'

Jm's mind had been galloping as he talked—not so much to find the right words, as to keep the
floor, so no one else could begin to argue. He had quickly worked up a visualization to bring
Rrrnlf into the Great Hall. Once the Sea Devil was with them, argument would be foreclosed.

"Rrrnlf—" he said out loud—purely to impress his audience, since it was not necessary for the
magic—"l summon you to me, now!"

Everybody looked suitably impressed, except Angie—but then their expressions changed.
Overhead there was a sudden splintering crash. Three-quarters of Rrrnlf filled the space between
the two tables less than a dozen feet from where they sat, and above them his enormous voice
roared, unseen.

"Who does thisto me?" it roared.

"Hell'sbells!" said Jim under his breath. "I forgot again how tall he was, compared to the roof in
here!"
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There was another splintering crash and one of Rrrnlf's enormous hands smashed through the
ceiling next to the hole through which his body up to the middie of his chest was visible.

"Stop that, Rrrnlfl" shouted Jim. "I'll take care of everything for you in amoment! Damned if I'll
mend the roof by magic, though," he ended up, muttering the last few words to himself. "The
Carpenter can mend it. It's nice, dry weather."

He wavered for a second between shrinking Rrrnlf or moving them all magically outdoors. He
settled for making Rrrnlf about ten feet shorter—and abruptly, all of the Sea Devil was visible,
blinking down at them now in the relative dimness of the Hall—a dimness somewhat alleviated
by the sunlight beaming through the holesin the ceiling.

"Wee Mage!" said the shortened Rrrnlf. "What happened? Y ou are bigger than you usually are.
So are those with you!"

"It'sjust one of those things that happen with magic, occasionally," said Jm. "We'l go back to
being as small as we ordinarily are the next time you see us. | wanted to ask you something. I'd
like you to carry Brian and Dafydd and myself to Lyonesse."

"Not to Lyonesse, wee Mage," said Rrrnlf earnestly. "I can't cometo it. Didn't | tell you that?"
"I only want you to take us to the edge of it—" Jim was beginning, when Dafydd interrupted.

"James," he said, "best you let me explain. Rrrnlf is quite right. He can't come to the edge of it
unless he burrowed into another Kingdom or walked across one—and those Kingdoms are shut to
such as he. What Rrrnlf can do istake us to the edge of the Drowned Land. From there, we can
make our own way."

"Areyou sure | can do that, wee Bowman?' said Rrrnlf doubtfully. "Maybe it's not possible."
"Itis," said Dafydd.

"Inany case," said Jim, "you don't have to take usinto it. Just carry us down through the water to
the edge of it, and maybe then I'll use just alittle magic to go the last few feet into wherever this
placeis but I'll leave you behind I could go all the way by magic myself, true. But I'd have to

visualize it first. Since | haven't been there, | can't do that."

| should have thought of that excuse sooner, for not using magic to take us into Lyonesse, he told
himself annoyedly. He had only just bumped his nose into it when trying to reach KinetetE, after
all.

"Isthat what you do, wee Mage?' asked Rrrnlf. "Vizzle things?'
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"Well, yes," said Jim. "But that's something that's hard to explain to someone who isn't another
magician. Now, you're sure you can take us right to the edge of this Drowned Land, are you?"

"I wish | could vizzle things," said Rrrnlf wistfully.

"I wish | were thirty feet tall and as strong as a sea devil," said Jim. "But I'm not. We each do
what we can in our own way."

"The most practical thing | ever heard you say, James," said Aargh approvingly.
"I suppose you'reright," said Rrrnlf, sadly. "Y ou wee people—"
He broke off, suddenly reaching under his shirt.

"That reminds me," he said. He brought his hand out holding the ugly Little Man with the tied
sleeves, and set him on the table in the midst of them, as if he was an ornament. The eyes of the
little man were fastened on Jim.

They stared at each other across some three and a half feet of polished table-surface. The other
had been shrunken, proportionately, along with Rrrnlf, Jim noticed.

He was really not ugly, Jm told himself, distractedly. For that matter, he was not a man—that is,
he was not human. He was—he had to be—a Natural. Not only his various oddities of person, but
some deep instinct, told Jim that he was exchanging stares with someone not of the Human
family.

Not that that made alot of difference. A great many Naturals, like Rrrnlf, were a case of pure
walking goodness and kindness—if perhaps alittle short on what humans would call common
sense. Others could be as terrible as the Earl of Somerset's ancient Castle Troll, who nevertheless
had not only a surprisingly good side, but an emotionally vulnerable one. And some could be as
inhuman as Melusine, the Elemental from France whose mercurial temperament and unthinking
selfishness endangered all dragons and every human male she laid eyes upon.

There was something, some indefinable feel, about a non-human that humans somehow picked
up on.

Nonetheless, he had been wrong about the small creature being ugly—he was really not so much
ugly as odd. His face was alittle longer than normal human proportions, and his thick brows and
black, lank, very coarse hair seemed to give him a primitive look. But if you focused on his
continually open mouth and large blue, wide-open, eyes, he seemed like one just beginning to
discover the world around him.

The unhuman impression was certainly reinforced by his shortness, and the fact that his arms—
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unseen under those wide and over-long sleeves—appeared much longer than was natural It was
asif no part of them should be seen by ordinary eyes.

Of course, it was possible that the shirt had originally belonged to somebody double his size. It
hung oddly upon him, bulging up in unusual places as if his body were lumpy or angular
underneath it.

"He's glad to see you again,” said Rrrnlf, interrupting Jim's thoughts.

Jim continued to stare at the small man. "How do you know?' he asked. "Has he started talking,
then? The last time you brought him here, you told me he'd never said aword."

Rrrnlf wound up scratching his left ear with his right thumb, dropped his arm, and stared at the
small man, who was now paying no attention to him at all.

"Yes," hesaid. "He'sdoing it now. He's happy to see you again... or isit 'happy' he means?
Maybe he's just happy he's looking at you again."”

This, Jim thought, was the first instance of voiceless communication among this world's Naturals
that he had ever run across. In an odd way, it seemed like something that did not belong even
here, in thisworld of Naturals and magic.

However, he thought, catching himself up sharply, there was no point in wondering about all this.
“I'm sorry, Rrrnlf," he said. "I don't see how | can—"

"—No, | waswrong," Rrrnlf interrupted him. "What he's saying is, he wants to stay with you."
"Me?" said Jim.

"You," said Rrrnlf solemnly, nodding. "l understand him, now. He's saying you're his Luck, and
he's got to keep you with him. If he keeps you with him, you're going to have to keep him with
you."

This might be perfectly good logic to Rrrnlf, but it was a complication Jim did not need just now.
He hardened his heart and spoke harshly.

"I can't keep him here," he said, "no matter what he thinks of me. Y ou'll have to take him when
you go."

Without warring the small man stretched out his strange arms to Jim, in the exact gesture of a
very young child begging to be picked up and held. Jim's deliberately hardened heart melted like
an ice cube on a hot stove.
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"—Well, maybe..." he said, with aguilty glance at Angie, "for awhile, anyway..."

"Well, that's that, then, wee Mage," said Rrrnlf. "I'll take a nap until you're ready to have me take
you, the wee knight, and the wee bowman wherever I'm alowed to."

"All right," sad Jim, interpreting that as a desire to be returned to the courtyard. He returned
Rrrnlf and the Little Man to their ordinary sizes, and Rrrnlf was abruptly back to being two-thirds
in the Hall and one-third up through the hole in the celling.

"I'll have to jJump,” they heard his voice booming, beyond the roof, before Jim could visualize
him back to the courtyard; and—amazingly, considering his size and weight—nhis knees flexed
and he shot upward like arocket, out of sight. There vas a tremendous thud in the courtyard and a
few entirely honest screams from people who must have been there watching—hopefully, from a
distance.

The group around the High Table had already begun to break up. Aargh was already gone
somehow unnoticed. Danielle was going off with Dafydd, a hard look in her eyes. Geronde was
supervising the servants who were to carry Brian back upstairs.

"—~Can | help? Angie was asking Geronde.

"It is not necessary," said Geronde, not looking at her.

Jim and Angie were left, still sitting in their chairs. They both looked at the small man.

"Well," said Jim, looking uneasily at her. "It looks like we're stuck with him for awhile, at least.”
"That's al right," said Angie, "aslong as he doesn't get underfoot."

"Of course," said Jim, hastily. It had never entered his mind that he would have to take in the
small stranger. There might be a problem of feeding him— but it was impossible to tell what that
might involve. Some Naturals did not seem to need to eat at al. Others ate and drank, like Hob—
but only when they felt like doing it, not because they needed to. Then, of course, there were
some like the several different kinds of trolls, who were like all predatory creatures and had to
kill and eat regularly.

Asfar as Jim knew, Rrrnlf did not need to eat, and if that was true, and if thislittle fellow had
traveled with him all thistime, the small man probably did not need to eat either, because Rrrnlf
would certainly never have thought of feeding him.

Aninspiration kindled in Jm. The thought of Hob, their Castle Hobgoblin, had sparked it.

"Maybe—" said Jim, and broke off. He lifted his voice and directed it to the nearest fireplace.
"Hob!" he shouted. The answer, as he had expected, was immediate. But not the words that made
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it up.

"I don't like him!" came back the answer from the fireplace in a small hobgoblin voice, but with
no portion of Hob himself showing. "I don't like him at al!"

Chapter Sixteen

"Don't be an idiot, Hob!" said Jim. "He won't hurt you. If you like, I'll put amagic ward around
you, so nothing can get at you while you're out here."

"I'm not afraid!" said Hob's voice. "I just don't like him."
"Well, then, come on out here and join Lady Angelaand me."
"Well..." Hob's voice came back, "if you're going to go on being there..."

His narrow brown figure emerged from the top of the fireplace head-first, turning itself rightside-
up in mid-air asit emerged, and leaped to the end of the High Table between Angie and Jim.

"I'm not afraid of him at all," he said. "But he doesn't belong here—and you like him better than
you like me!™

"Hob!" said Angie. "Y ou know we couldn't possibly like anybody better than we like you."
"Really?"' said Hob, looking up at her.

Shetook his small hand in hers.

"Never!"

"Oh," said Hob. He sgquared his shoulders and grew a fraction of an inch in height.

WEell," he said, looking at the Little Man. "What are you going to do with him, then?"

"It's not what I'm going to do with him, or the Lady Angelais going to do with him. It'swhat |
want you to do with him," said Jim.

Hob's face dropped, and he shrank back to his usual height. Jim went on. "I'm not sure he knows
how to take care of himself in a place like this, so I'd like you to take charge of him—for tonight,
at least—and find him someplace to stay where you can keep an eye on him. He's aNatural, just
like you, you know."

"So'satroll," said Hob, "but atroll'd as soon eat me as ook at me."
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"I don't think this fellow will eat you," Jim said.

"Well, maybe not. | wouldn't let him, anyway," said Hob. "I don't want him in one of my
chimneys, and what if he doesn't want to be there, anyway. Maybe | can put him just up under the
roof with the bats, or something like that."

"Bats?' said Jm. He looked at Angie. "We've got bats?'
"Of course," said Angie. "Just about any castle or cathedral or any permanent structure has them."
"They're nice, friendly bats," said Hob, earnestly.

"Well, I'll take your word for it." Jm looked at the Little Man. His eyes were on Hob, now, but
his expression was as unvarying as ever: open-mouthed fascination. "As long as he doesn't
object."

"No, he saysthat'll be al right," said Hob.

"He does? How do you—are you telling me you can hear him talking, Hob? How do you do that?*
"I don't know. | just do," said Haob.

"I can't hear athing," said Angie.

"Me either," said Jim. "Hob, if you can get an answer out of him, ask him what his nameis."

"What's your name?"' Hob said, turning to the small man. "Oh, isthat so? Well, they're my Lord
and Lady! and thisismy Castle. You're just a strange varlet—what's your name, | said?'—pause
—"He says his name's Hill," wound up Hob, looking back at Jim.

"Hill?'

"That's what he says," said Hob. "I don't think he's very wise. He's the most witless of—of us
Folk you call Natural, m'Lord—I ever met. | think."

"He can hear you when you talk to him out loud, then," said Jim, thinking he had been very smart
to agree quickly with Angie when she said that the Little Man wasn't wanted within the Solar.
"Ask him why he wanted to come with me, instead of staying with Rrrnlf?"

"He says—that's no reason!" said Hob, addressing his last words once more to the Little Man.
Then he turned back to Jim again. "All he'll say now is'He's my Luck!" And now he won't talk at
al.”

"Well," said Jim. "Take him up to the bats. If he wants to come aong with me wherever I'm
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going, he's going to be in for a more exciting time than he probably thinks. You'll have him asa
guest for tonight, anyway, and maybe a little longer than that. It depends on how soon Sir Brian is
ready to ride with us."

Hob stood on one leg, looking reluctant. "Yes, m'Lord," he said after a moment, and turned away.
"Come on, Hill."

"And, Hob!" Jim called after him. "He may not like being here any more than you like him. Be
kind to him."

Hob stopped. So did Hill. Hob turned back. So did Hill.
"Kind, m'Lord?' Hob stared at Jim.

"You know," said Jim. "Kind is what you are when you do things like taking the young children
for rides on the smoke."

"But he's not ayoung person," said Hob, who was about half the height of the Little Man. "He's
big!"

"Sowas |, and you took me."

"Oh, you're different, m'Lord," said Hob. "l like you."

"Well, let's say that's what being kind is; being kind is doing something nice for someone, but
there's no reason why you have to like someone first before you do something kind for them. Y ou

could do something kind for them first, and then find out you like them—and they like you."

"Oh?' said Hob. Shaking his head confusedly, he turned again and led Hill into the fireplace. A
waft of smoke carried them both up the chimney, and they were gone.,

"Maybe | can leave Hill behind, accidentally,” said Jim to Angie. "Particularly if Brian's ready to
ride tomorrow, and we can get off in what looks like a hurry, so I've got an excuse to not take
him."

"Lotsof luck," said Angie.

"Luck is my middle name, according to Hill," said Jim. But the joke fell flat.

In the middle of the night Jim woke up with a solution to a problem he had been mulling over.
Even though Brian seemed to be healing, Jim knew his friend had suffered a severe loss of blood.
Jm had been able to heal the wound that caused it, but Brian was still very much short of the
blood he needed to be healthy. Jim did not really know how dangerous that could be.
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When that had happened before to Dafydd, Carolinus had been able to use magic to effect a
transfusion, once Jim had figured out away to match blood types.

Jim had fallen asleep thinking about how to go about the magic that Carolinus had once arranged;
but in the middle of the night, he woke up from a dream in which he had found away to do it. He
lay there, half-awake, slowly realizing that what he had dreamed would work: his own heart
acting as a miniature pump, regulated by heartbeats.

Careful not to wake Angie, he slipped out of the bed, parting the curtains only enough to let
himself out, dressed, and went downstairs quietly.

A man-at-arms was on duty at Brian's door. A purely formal duty, but the guard was equipped
with sword, spear, and helm—just asif it had been something like active duty.

Jim rounded the curve of the corridor just in time to see the man yawning hugely. He caught sight
of Jim at the same time and closed his jaws with a snap, straightening up and striving to look
bright-eyed and alert as Jim approached.

"Quiet thistime of night, Bartholomew," said Jim.

“Itis, m'Lord," said the man-at-arms. "Sir Brian's been sleeping steady. I've heard no sound from
him there, bar a snore or two."

"Good," said Jm. "I'm going in just to take alook at him. Be quiet opening the door, and closing
it after me. Isthere light within?"

"Fire still burning, m'Lord," said the guard.
"Make sureit burns all night long," said Jim. "Now open the door."

Jim went in, and the door closed softly behind him. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the
dim illumination of the low-burning fire, but then he saw Brian slegping peacefully on his side—
not snoring at all.

Jim stepped softly over to him. For amoment, he stood, just looking down at his friend. It might
be an illusion caused by the ruddy light of the fire, but Brian looked more healthy now, relaxed
and slumbering. Jim softly closed his fingertips on Brian's wrist. There was a chance he might
wake if touched, but Brian had always been a very sound slegper—unless there was some kind of
alarm, like the sound of metal striking metal, shouting, or a gong or drum, no matter how distant.

"Dammit to hell..." muttered Brian without opening his eyes. He snored once, and went back to
slegping quietly. Jim gently searched the wrist until his third finger found the pulse there,
pressing only enough to be able to count the heartbeats.
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Jim, with no wristwatch here in this fourteenth century, had learned to run a clock in hisown
mind. He timed Brian out at fifty-two beats to the minute, now, averaging two readings.

That was al right, then. His own heartbeat had always been slow, perhaps because of his genetic
makeup, or maybe his years of sports—he paused to check his own pulse. Standing, as he was
right now, his own heartbeat was about fifty-four. Sleeping, he probably would have dropped to
about forty-eight or possibly alittle lower.

In any case, their heart-rates were close enough.

Using the same technique by which he magically moved wine around, he took a drop of blood
from Brian's body, putting it on the flat of the blade of his knife. Then he put adrop of hisown
blood near it. When he commanded that the two drops would refuse to mix if they were not of the
same type, they flowed together silently. Jim could not be sure if he was a universal donor, or just
the same type as Brian, but it made no difference: Brian could take Jim's blood.

Jim paused to squint slightly at Brian and concentrate on the vision he was building in his mind.
When his mind's image of Brian clicked firmly into mental lock, he imagined blood being
propelled by the pump that was his heart, down his arm and through the end of the same finger
that touched Brian's pulse—and into the blood vessd it felt. Flowing slowly, atwentieth of an
ounce with every heartbeat.

That surely should not be too quick adumping of extra blood into Brian's venous system; it
should work effectively enough to transfuse at least a pint of his blood into Brian—putting himin
stronger condition if he did insist on riding tomorrow. Jim counted his own pulse-beats until
enough ounces had been transferred.

He moved toward the door, but stopped as he caught the murmur of muted voices beyond it. One
of the voices was that of the guard. He was speaking with another man-at-arms, using the
common local dialect rather than the more formal language in which they spoke to Jim and Angie.

"Thee broughten somat to wet my mouth, then, Nick?"'
"Aye. Here'tis. Small-beer, Bart. All | could get thee."

"For all that, it goes down grateful. | was sad parched, Nick." There was a pause, then the voice
of the guard went on. "What's new downstairs?"

" 'E€'s growing, and 'ee'swilling. Never fret, Bart. Thy silver's safe.”

"We'm bound to win on him. Agin natur otherwise. Mark my words, Nick..." The murmurs
dropped to an unintelligible level. Jim felt a sudden uneasiness, triggered off by his recent worry
over how the Castle's people really felt toward him.
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Ridiculoudly, at the same time, a dlight feeling of guilt began to creep over him. Manners were
different in this earlier century, but he had been brought up to think it was not right to eavesdrop.
Somehow, he now felt almost trapped inside this room, like athief in a house with the police
outside. He did not really want to catch the two outside breaking all the rules of sentry duty. But
thiswas no way for the Lord of a Castle to fed.

He squared his shoulders, put his hand on the latch, and opened the door, dlipping through and
closing it gently behind him. But, soft as he went, it gave adequate warning: when he stepped
through, he found only Bart, standing at his post. Glancing down the corridor as far asthe
curving stone-walled passage would let him, Jm saw nothing. When he turned back, he noticed a
leathern jug, or "jack," hidden between Bartholomew's legs and the wall. He carefully ignored it
and started off toward the stairs himself.

"Good night, Bartholomew," he said.
"Good night, m'Lord," he heard behind him.

He went on up the stairs, pondering once more on the conflicting mores of different centuries.
Strictly speaking, he should not have felt any hesitation about listening to what was being said on
the other side of the door—no other Lord in this century would have. But even after some years
here, these little conflicts-in-social-training rose to bother him. Someday, someday, he would find
time to sit down and sort them all out.

A fourteenth-century Knight and Lord of a Castle in his position would, he told himself now,
have listened to the cryptic interchange between the guard and his friend for the reason that he
wanted to know what they were up to—but he would never have listened, as Jim had, with what
was essentially a personal interest in their lives.

Who was the "he" they had been talking about. Could it have been himself?
Nonsense. He was older than either one of them!

But he was still growing and changing in the sense of fitting into their medieval ways.
Forget it, he told himself.

Now, Brian would be stronger tomorrow, and possibly well enough to ride, the day after that.
That was the only thing of importance.

He made hisway quietly back into the Solar. Angie was still asleep. He crawled cautiously into
the bed, pulling the curtains and sliding under the covers without waking her. The bed was warm
and brought him a comfortable feeling of everything else being shut out. Angie was there. The
worries of the day dlipped away and sleep claimed him.
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He woke to hear her shouting. Lifting his head, he saw her leaning out one of the windows,
calling commandingly to the courtyard just below the tower.

"—And pull those two apart!" she was ordering at the top of her voice. "The rest of you get back
to work! You've all got work to do, haven't you?"

There was a pause, during which Jim went on with the job of coming awake.

"That's better!" called Angie. She shut the window and came back toward the bed. Jim, now half-
sitting up in it, watched her through the opened curtains on that side, as she came toward him.

"Oh! Good. You're up," she said, reaching the bed. "I was just about to wake you."

"Youdid," said Jim, still groggy, still not so far from sleep that he could not hear the siren call of
covers and mattress.

"Well, it's time you were dressed, anyway," Angie said.
"What was all that, down in the courtyard?"

"It's over now," said Angie. "It was May Heather and her friend Tom from the Kitchen. They
were fighting again."

"Again?

"I can't understand it—I've asked both the Kitchen-Mistress and the Serving Room-Mistress to
find out why they keep doing it; they're supposed to be the best of friends. Inseparable. Astwins.
But five percent of the time it seemsthey're trying to kill each other over some minor point of
argument. They're both thirteen, you know."

"Is Tom thirteen?"' asked Jim. "He's small for his age, then."

"Not in this century. It's amatter of nourishment, remember," answered Angie. "Children just
don't grow as big asin our time because of the lack of food in the winter, and a poorly balanced
diet most of the rest of the year. Besides, right now May Heather's at the age where she's grown
bigger than heis. Girls take a spurt, you know, just about thistime of their lives."

"Oh?' said Jm. "I guessthat'sright."

Fully awake now, he could see it was full daylight, judging by the sunlight coming through the
windows. Ordinarily, he would have been awake at dawn, following the medieval sleeping habits
to which they had become adjusted.

"Well, I'm up now," he said, scrambling out of the bed. "Could you order breakfast?"
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"I aready have," said Angie. "—In fact, hereitis."

The door had swung open, without even the courtesy of a scratch to ask admission, and three of
the women from the Serving Room came in, carrying food and catching Jim with no clothes on—
he and Angie having come to follow the other medieval custom of sleeping naked, at least at
home. Completely unperturbed by his undress, they set the table, curtsied, and went out again.

"I wish they'd learn to knock!" said Jim.

"Give up," said Angie, "and eat your breakfast. Y ou ought to be used to things by thistime. Put
something on now, sit down, and eat."

"They run us," grumbled Jim, hastily dressing. "We don't run them."

"Well," said Angie, aready busy with some of the hard-boiled eggs and bacon, "they're the way
they are, and we're not going to change them. Hurry up before the food gets cold."

Jm joined her, and the breakfast brought new life into him. It also started his mind to working on
some thoughts that had been spinning around in the back of it ever since his private talk with
Carolinus. The food tasted very good indeed, and by the time he finished, his mind was made up

"I'm going to try something," he told Angie, pushing his chair back. "Stay where you are. I'm
going to call up the Accounting Office and check on my balance."

"Oh?' said Angie. "You're aways doing that when I'm not around. Y ou don't mean | can watch,
this time?"

"Listen, ismore likeit," said Jim. He took a step away from the table, stared into the air before
him, and spoke very loudly.

"ACCOUNTING OFFICE!"

"Y es, James Eckert?" instantly answered the bass voice of the always invisible, possibly bodiless,
and always prompt functionary, some four feet above the ground and directly in front of him.

"I'd like three times the magical energy | earned at the Loathly Tower added to my account, if
you don't mind," said Jim, as strongly and authoritatively as he could.

"I regret, James Eckert," said the Accounting Office. "No further overdrafts are permitted to your
account.”

So, Carolinus had been right.
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"Wéll, thisisafinething!" said Jim. "At least, then, you can tell me how much | have left at the
moment."

"I regret, James Eckert."
"Don't tell me you can't do that either?"
"It cannot be done for anyone still within the Apprentice Ranks."

Jim sighed internally. Carolinus had told him it would do no good to ask. But it was always worth
trying.

"Here | am, just about to start off on atrip, and | can't find out how much magic I'll have with me.
Even if I'm only a C+ class Magician," said Jim, "it seems to me you owe it to me to let me know,
roughly at least, how much magic | can have the energy for."

There was a dlight pause. If it had been anything else but the Accounting Office, Jim would have
been sure the other was hesitating. It spoke, however, a moment later.

"Approximately," said the Accounting Office, "you have the equivalent of afull drawing-account
of aB+ Magickian still available to you. But no more can be added once that is gone."

"Thank you," said Jim. There was no answer from the Accounting Office. Apparently, it had
aready left, initsusual abrupt manner.

Seated at the table, Angie was looking distressed.
"Is that going to be enough?' she asked.

"I don't know, that's the trouble,” said Jm. "There's no way of telling. | don't even know what the
full account of a B+ Class magician adds up to. It ought to be plenty of magic for ordinary uses.
But if I'm going to be taking Brian and Dafydd along with me—with horses for al of usand a
sumpter-horse for our baggage, moving all that by magic—it could get eaten up in a hurry."

"Do you have to take that much?' said Angie. "I mean, horses and such?' She got up from the
table and came around it, toward him.

"If | do suddenly run out of magic, then what are we going to do for transportation—to say
nothing of the heavy armor and weapons and other stuff we may need?' Jim said.

"Oh," said Angie, stopping. But then she smiled down at him. "It'll be al right, though. | just
have afeding it'll al beall right."

"I hope," said Jim, slowly getting to hisfeet. But then he, too, brightened. "But anyway, thank
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God for you!"
They wrapped themselves up in each other.

“"Now," said Jim, asthey both let go, "let's go find out whether there's a chance Brian can ride
tomorrow."

Brian was absolutely certain that he could ride—not merely tomorrow or the day after, but this
particular day itself. Furthermore—he began unthinkingly to take charge and issue orders—they
should start getting the horses groomed and packed immediately. Jim would have to lend him a
few things. What had happened to the helm and body-armor that he had been wearing up in
Cumberland when he got wounded? What about his weapons? And he would need some changes
of linen and other things.

"I've got them all," said Jim.
"Oh?" said Brian. "But we must certainly take them—and you will need the like."
"I only planned to take one sumpter-horse," said Jim.

"I think we can put it all on one without straining the animal," said Brian, alittle impatiently.
"We can ride with the spears, harkye."

"I know," said Jim. "I guess one horse can manage everything."

He put his quill pen back into the inkhorn he had clipped to his doublet before coming down, and
folded up the sheets of greyish paper he had been noting on.

"Must you write everything down?' said Brian, who could barely sign his name. He instantly
checked himself, smiling awkwardly. "l pray you forgive me, James. | am ill-mannered. It isthis
impatience in me to be ahorse.”

"That's all right, Brian," said Jim. "Asfor writing it down, it helps me be sure that I've
remembered everything."

"But | gave you such asmall list of things needed!" said Brian, out of the innocence of a memory
which life had trained early, late, and often, to remember word-perfect what was said to it, and to
repeat it again, word-perfect, some days afterward if necessary.

"We magicians are like that," said Jim. "I'll send up some servants and you can start getting
yourself ready to go. Did you have breakfast?"'

"Hours past,” said Brian.
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The sunlight coming through the arrow-dlit in Brian's room agreed with the same sunlight Jim
had just seen coming through the Solar windows, to indicate that the sun had not been up much
more than an hour. But he did not put it past Brian to wake and breakfast two hours before that.

“"Well, we'll get together downstairs, then, soon,” said Jim, and went ou.

He made his way down to the Great Hall, meaning to ask for Dafydd. But he found the archer
aready at the High Table, by himself and once more at the never-ending work of afletcher,
carefully balancing and trimming his arrows.

"Good morning to you, Dafydd," Jim said, sitting down across the table from him.

"Good morning, Sir James," said Dafydd. He leaned across the white tablecloth and his voice
lowered until it was barely a murmur, while his hands went on with their work.

"James, | have been thinking, look you now. There are some things | would wish to tell you from
what | have been told about Lyonesse. Would to it that the good Carolinus appear to us once
more to speak of this; but we cannot hope for it. It was in my mind to speak to you when | should
first see you this morning. But since | have thought it will be best if we wait until we are away
from the Castle."

Jim aso lowered his voice.

"If you think it's something really important, Dafydd," he said, "we had probably better talk about
it here and now, just you and me. Away from here, we will not only have Brian, we will have
Rrrnlf with us. and for all | know, his hearing may be so good that he can hear, no matter how

secretly wetry to talk. | assume it's something secret?’

"That iseven so," murmured Dafydd. "Can we speak here without any overhearing?"
"Yes," said Jim. "l can take care of that."

He lifted his voice.

"John Steward!"

He waited. Dafydd waited. But John Steward did not appear. After alittle while, however, May
Heather came out of the Serving Room.

"Please you, m'Lord," she said. Her jaw was slightly swollen on the left side and there was a bad
scratch on her nose, but otherwise she looked her usual cheerful, energetic self. "Mistressis gone
from the Serving Room and there's no one there but me. Can | do summat for you, m'Lord?’

"Wéll, you'll have to take over John Steward's duty for the moment," said Jim, and he was ready

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20The%%20Dragon%20and%20the%20G.htm (139 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:53



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

to swear that at the words, May Heather grew two inches.
"It's an honor to me, m'Lord!"

"Tell everyone else in the Castle except Sir Brian or my Lady that I'm discussing a magic matter
with Dafydd ap Hywel. | want none of the servants going blind or deaf on me. So tell them all
I've magiced the Hall here and they've got to stay out of sight and hearing of the two of us here to
be safe. | charge you—see everyone stays at a distance—and guard yourself also."

May Heather gul ped.
"Yes, m'Lord, | will tell it so. | will say everything as you order."

"When I'm ready to have you all come back," Jm went on, "I'll go into the Serving Room and
bang on one of the pans or pots there with the handle of my dagger. When that's heard, it'll be
safe to return.”

"Yes, m'Lord. I'll go right away and make sure everyone's at distance!"

May Heather turned and bolted off into the Serving Room, turning just before she was out of
sight, toward the passage along the other side of one of the two long walls of the Great Hall.

Jim watched her go, waited to give her time to go up and down the passage, herding anyone there
out, and then gave his attention back to the tall bowman.

"Now, Dafydd," he said in alow voice, but not as quietly as they had been speaking before May
had comein. "What did you want to tell me?"

"It is of adanger into which we may go," said Dafydd. "For, as we of the Old Blood know, any
whosoever enter Lyonesse as Carolinus bid us do, must face the chance of never again being
permitted to return to land above the waves."

Chapter Seventeen

Jim stared at the bowman.

"You seewhy | did not wish to mention it aloud,” said Dafydd quietly, finally. "Our wives are not
much of amind to see us go, even now. If they could think that the return of any one of us might
be decided not by our skill or luck, or even the favor of God, but by chance as at adice table, |
think perhaps their words would be stronger yet."

Jm nodded.
"You'reright," hesaid in avoice as low as Dafydd's. "But are you saying it's really a matter of
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pure chance—it's nothing that anyone can control in any way?"

"So far as| know," said Dafydd. "That was why | wished to discussit well away from the Castle.
Those of uswho go should do so knowing that risk isthere. It may well be that Carolinus knows
means by which this can be avoided, but he did not tell us, and | have only what | have known
since childhood. Not that the people who told me had been to Lyonesse, but the story had been
known of for many years; and the names remembered of some who have never been permitted to
come back."

"But they could have met with an accident, or something?' said Jim.

Even if what Dafydd told him was merely an ancient tale, rooted in someone's imagination, in the
fourteenth-century minds of Dafydd and Brian it could raise havoc. Also, he most thoroughly
agreed that "havoc" alone was not the word for what the tale could give rise to in the equally
fourteenth-century minds of Geronde and Danielle.

Cometo think of it, Angie also would be disturbed. Not from a superstitious point of view,
probably, but simply because of the rumor of some unknown danger in the place to which he
must go.

"Y ou must know something more about this, Dafydd," he said. "Who would not permit one or
more of usto come back?"

"I know nothing more," said Dafydd. "But | know it to be true. The story of a Companion |left
behind has been told too many centuries, about too many people. We of the Old Blood Under the
Waters do not willingly go into Lyonesse, look you."

Jim stared at him, but Dafydd's expression did not change.

"With what you've told me," he said, "I can't do athing. | don't have any idea what kind of
protection even magic might give usin this instance."

"Asfor your magick, now," said Dafydd. "It will work in the Drowned Land of my people, | have
been told, because we are men and women there. But the tales also say that the Art of human
magickians will not avail in Lyonesse. For though those there seem to be human—yet thereisa
difference. It is a Kingdom apart."

Jm nodded slowly.
"I believeyou," he said. "And | don't know of anything | can do to protect us."
"Nor can | think of anything you can do, and | did not expect you to," said Dafydd. "But, in

fairness, you must needs be told, as will Brian when he goes with us." He paused, looking at Jim.
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"There is another matter," he said.
"What are you trying to tell me, Dafydd?"

"There are old stories," said Dafydd, "of changelings. Babes who have been taken by the Fairies
and Fairy babies put in their place. There was no other sort of child left in Robert's cradle when
he was taken, nor have | ever myself seen such, or seen unmistakable sign of any such things as
Fairies."

He looked serioudly at Jm, who nodded understanding.

"Yet it can be that such exist," he continued, "and that there was some reason a changeling was
not left in Robert's place. Others have sworn they had clear evidence that such creatures exist.
What such creatures are, and why it is they wish for doing such athing, | know not. | only say
what has been told to me, that those who do this are powerful, and evil in their designs."

"Hmm," said Jim. He felt the pressure of questions that would not quite formulate themselves. He
was still busy deciding how to ask them of Dafydd, when the bowman went on.

"The second matter | wish to tell you of," he said, "isthat early this day, before you were down
stairs—aman in chain armor over-dressed with a green tabard and a dark-green hat with a
feather, rode to your gate, with three men-at-arms.

"All bore what seemed to be something not too different from the Royal arms—yet it was not the
Royal arms. The men-at-arms wore helmets, carried swords at their sides, and rode horses almost
as well as the Gentleman in the tabard."

He paused to drink, and so did Jim; then Dafydd went on. "They were challenged at the gate, but
claimed to have a message for you, and asked for you. On being refused, they |eft the message
with the Lady Angela, and rode off to the east. Y ou have not mentioned this, so | thought |
would."

Jim stared at him.

"I didn't know anything about it!" he said. Then, suddenly realizing this might sound asif he felt
Angie had acted improperly, he quickly added, "—But I'm sure if it was something important, she
would've told me. Maybe, I'd better go and ask her about it—"

He broke off suddenly.

Somewhere in the courtyard out beyond the front door of the Hall, a voice had been raised. A
very angry voice, and avery familiar one. Brian's voice. It was impossible to make out what the
voice was saying. Jm had not wanted Brian on his feet so soon; and the last thing he wanted was
for any of the people of the Castle to upset him.

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20The%%20Dragon%20and%20the%20G.htm (142 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:53



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

"Maybe we better go out and see what's bothering Brian, first," he said, getting to hisfeet.
Dafydd was already on his, his unstrung bow over one shoulder and his quiver full of arrows over
the other.

Brian's voice grew louder and more intelligible as they approached the door. Once outside, they
could see him plainly at the entrance to the stables, with Blanchard standing beside him, and the
Stable-Master apologetically facing him with hat in hand. Other stable-hands stood by behind the
Stable-Master—a good distance behind—and the Castle Blacksmith was just reaching them.

"James!" said Brian, as Jim and Dafydd reached him—not merely here at the stables on his feet,
but acting asif he had never had any reason to be off them. "Here's a pretty thing! Blanchard was
ready to throw a shoe, and no one did anything about it until | led him out from his stalll"

"Crave your pardon, m'Lord," said the Master of the Stables, turning to Jim with relief on his
face. "But the great horse being so savage to footmen—as is only right, of course—none of the
lads wanted to go into his stall, so they did no more than put fodder over the wall from the next
stall for him. | would have taken him out myself, today, for exercise, but what with other matters

"There should have been no other matters!" thundered Brian. "Blanchard should be your first and
only care, when heis here, outranking as he does all other horseflesh—"

He broke off abruptly, glancing at Jim in sudden embarrassment.

"—With the exception of your good Lord's warhorse, Gorp, of course!" he said, loudly "The shoe
must have loosened in that bicker of ours up in Cumberland. But now—it must be fixed
immediately. Immediately!"

"It'sno use, m'Lords," grunted the Blacksmith, now standing bent-kneed with Blanchard's right
front hoof up between his knees, and working on it, knife in hand. "He's cracked a hoof, that's
what he's done. Not agreat crack, Sir Brian. I'm paring it back now, but | have to go cautious so |
don't do harm rather than good. Some things cannot be rushed, m'Lords. Until | shape this hoof
with a knife, we cannot think of putting a shoe onit."

"The Saints give me patience!" said Brian. But he turned away from Blanchard, who was
standing unconcerned on three legs while the Blacksmith worked. "Oh, it seems a messenger
came for you, James."

"So | wasjust told," Jm answered. "Who's got the message?”

"The Lady Angela has it—I believe, up in your Solar," said Brian. He lowered hisvoice, "A
written message, James!"
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"I see," said Jm. "1'd better get up there right away. Brian, shouldn't you be sitting down, back in
the Great Hall, saving your strength for the trip?"

“If we have atrip," said Brian gloomily. "If we ever get off before sunset.”
Jim glanced at the sun. It was no more than three hours into along summer day.

"Wéll, I'll go up to the Solar," Jim said. "I ought to be down in afew moments. Brian, you can't
do anything here to hurry things up. Go to the Great Hall, sit down at the High Table, have a cup
of wine, and see if you don't fedl better."

"I can drink wine now, can |?' Brian said, lighting up.

"You can," said Jim. "Not much, though! Magically, | gave you some extra blood while you were
sleeping last night, but you're still short of what you should have."

"May Saint Brian, my name-sake, ever remember you!" said Brian, and started toward the Castle.
Dafydd went with him while Jim hurried on ahead, in through the long Hall, through the Serving
Room—where he remembered to stop and bang on alarge pot a couple of times—and up the
stairs—the long, long, winding stairs—until he came panting to the door of the Solar.

He leaned against it for a second getting his breath back, then opened it and went in. Angie was
sitting at the table with her elbow on its surface and her chin supported on her hand, looking out
the window, thoughtfully.

"Angie, you've got amessage?' Jim dropped into the chair opposite hers. Her gaze came back
from the window.

"Yes, dear." She pushed what appeared to be several pages of parchment across the table-top
toward him. "Do you want to try reading it?"

Chapter Eighteen

Jim snatched up the parchment, which turned out to be a single large page, folded accordion-style.

Centered on it was a single paragraph, small by comparison, written in an unsure hand. At the
bottom was a seal in red wax.

Jim stared at it. He might not recognize most coats of arms, but this was the crest of a member of
the Royal family—the lions statant gardant (crowned), plus the fleurs-de-lys which Edward |11
had added to his arms when he had begun laying claim to the throne of France—both of these
were immediately recognizable.
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Certainly, however, it was not the Great Seal, used for important and historic occasions; nor even
the lesser Seal, for official purposes. Still, it was similar enough that it could only be the arms of
amember of the Royal family.

He went back to trying to read the writing. As done by the scribes of thistime, the letters with
their ornate club ascenders and other flourishes were difficult enough for him, particularly in
Latin. This, however, wasin English; and by someone who had been trained to write, but not
well. It was still what would be considered areadable hand for the time. But when Jim tried to
make out the words, the letters seemed to form one long unintelligible chain before his eyes.

"Angie?' he said, handing the paper to her, "can you read it?"
"I aready have," said Angie. She took the paper and read aloud.

" To our loyal and good friend, Sr James le Dragon de Malencontri, my dear and continued love
for you, Sr James, and my wish that in God's name all iswell for you. For me it is otherwise. For
the love you bear me, come immediately to me at Windsor, that together we may frustrate that
wicked woman, Agatha Falon, who puts me in dire straits, and from which no one but yourself
can save me. As you love me, bring your closest friends and come at once.

Angie stopped reading. Jim stared at her.
"Isthat all?' he said. "It looked like there was a lot more written there than that."
"Thereis," said Angie. "But it's pretty much the same message, over and over again.”

She laid the parchment down exactly at mid-point between them on the table, and her eyes met
Jm's.

"Did the messenger have anything to say to you?"

"No," said Angie. "I told him you had already left, with a sumpter-horse, before daylight. | said |
didn't know where you were going. | didn't tell him about Robert or about anything else.”

"You didn't write any kind of an answer, then?"

"The Prince would've considered my writing an answer presumptuous—an unauthorized prying
into his private affairs—you know that," said Angie. "But in any case, | didn't want to put
anything on paper; just in case you wanted to ride after him and tell him | had been mistaken—or
you'd come back unexpectedly—or something like that."

"I wouldn't want to do that," said Jim. "And you did the right thing, of course. | can't help him,
now, we've got to find Robert first."
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Angie breathed out slowly.

"I knew you'd say that!" she said. "But | wanted to hear you say it. Do you think this business of
the Prince will get usin more trouble?’

"How can | tell?' said Jim, gloomily. "I don't even know what he's upset about. But you think the
messenger believed what you told him?"

"Why shouldn't he?' said Angie. "I don't think he knew what was in the |etter. He was one of the
Prince's own men—not areal, official Royal Herald—he told me that. He did say he'd been
expecting you'd be going back with him to Windsor—the Prince is evidently staying away from
Court. But it's not unusual for somebody who's as far out in the country as we are, not to be at
home when a messenger getsthere. Anyway, Geronde and Danielle were with me in the Great
Hall when | opened the letter and read it."

She giggled, an unusual sound from Angie.
"They were impressed,” she said.
"Why?"'

"Because | had the nerve to open a Royal letter addressed to you, but more because they could
see me reading it right through without trouble.”

"You didn't tell them what it said?' Jim asked.

"Of course not," she answered, "but they backed me up when | told the messenger you'd | eft."
"That was good of them," said Jim.

"But you know they couldn't do anything else," answered Angie.

It was true, he thought. At the present moment Geronde and Danielle might not be feeling exactly
happy with him and Angie, but—even aside from friendship—it would be instinct in almost
anyone, at thistime in history, to back up anything said by a known person to a stranger—unless
asked to swear on it, which would put their soulsin peril.

"But," Jm said, a new thought striking him, "I'm surprised the messenger didn't ask you which
way |'d gone, and start out to try to catch up with me."

"I sad | wasn't awake when you left, and only learned about your leaving from the servants."

"Weéll, you did marveloudly," said Jim, looking at her gratefully. "But what | wanted to tell you
is, Brian is feeling much better. | managed to give him some blood last night, and he says he's
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determined to leave as soon as possible."
"Rrrnlf will be taking you?"

"Yes," said Jm. "Y ou remember—he isn't allowed into the Drowned Land; but he can take us
most of the way faster than any other way | can think of."

"Y ou're going right away, then?' said Angie.
Jim nodded.

"We'd better say good-bye up here now, then," said Angie. "The courtyard is going to be full of
people—as public as you can get."

"You'reright," said Jim.

The courtyard was indeed full when the two of them got down there alittle while later. Every
servant who had the slightest excuse to be there, or to be passing through, was present.

The two other couples were there. Danielle was standing very close to Dafydd and talking to him
urgently in too low avoiceto be overheard. Dafydd was looking as calm and unconcerned as
ever, with his quiver of arrows and his bow already slung from his shoulders.

Geronde and Brian were also standing close, but saying nothing—merely concentrating silently
and completely on each other, bound by the conventions of their rank which inhibited public
display of great emotion on the part of either ssimply because Brian was going off on arisky
journey from which he might not return.

The four horses were also there—Gorp, Blanchard, and Dafydd's mount saddled and bridled,
swords scabbarded on the saddles and the tall spearsin their sockets on the other side of the
animal. Stablemen were holding the warhorses by their bridles, but at a good distance apart.

Nobody was bothering to hold the sumpter-horse, which had evidently been standing around
|loaded for some time, with athick cloth of felted, uncombed wool doing the duty of atarp asan
outer cover over its burden. The sumpter-horse looked disgusted but resigned.

Rrrnlf was still sleeping.

"Hatpin?' Angie asked Jim, producing the instrument and looking at Rrrnlf's big toe, which was
protruding from the sandal on hisright foot in easily available position.

Jim winced.

“"No," he said. "On second thought, | can spare alittle magic and wake him that way."
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He pointed at Rrrnif.
"Wake!"

"Wha? Whoop?' roared Rrrnlf, sitting up suddenly. He said something very loudly in what was
probably Anglo-Saxon.

"No, no, Rrrnlf," said Jim, "thisis the fourteenth century!"

"Oh, that'sright," said Rrrnlf. “"There you are, wee Mage." He looked around. "And there is wee
everyone else, including the wee beasts you all ride on."

"Yes, I'll be wanting you to take them along with us, too," said Jim. "But first I'll have to make
some magic to put a sort of invisible wall around us so that you can hold us as tightly as you need
to without crushing us. | think the three of us and the horses are too much for one hand, and you
probably won't want to have both hands full when you're traveling—"

Jim broke off. Blanchard, who had frozen with startlement when Rrrnlf suddenly cameto life to
loom over him, now decided to express his feelings. Whinnying, rearing, showing the whites of
his eyes and threatening to foam at the mouth, he fought the reins with which his stable-hand was
trying to hold him, and several others of the stable crew, including the Stable-Master, came
running to help.

But it was Brian who saved the situation, catching the reins and starting to soothe the warhorse
He put one forearm across Blanchard's eyes to temporarily shut out sight of Rrrnlf; and with that
horrifying vision blotted out, plus Brian's voice—the only one he ever really listened to, anyway
—murmuring soothing and flattering words in his ears, the great horse calmed down.

Gorp jerked his head about alittle asif he would like to throw the same kind of tantrum. But he
was somewhat inexperienced in doing so; and when no one paid attention, he stopped. The
sumpter-horse looked at them both with what was now utter and simple disgust.

"All right now," said Jim, when peace had been restored and Blanchard, with Brian's forearm
removed, was ableto look right at Rrrnif without going into afrenzy. "If you'll lead all the horses
over hereto me, facing me, but alittle bit apart—that's right."

It was indeed right, although none of the stable-hands wanted to get too close to warhorses in
such proximity. But Brian did it with a no-nonsense attitude. Things were quiet now, and the
steeds were content to have them that way.

"All right," said Jim. "Now I'm going to enclose each one of the horsesin award, and then al of
them in one other big ward, so that they'll be protected, but safe from each other at the same time
—Brian, you'd better step back from Blanchard for a minute—will he stand if you let go of the
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reins?'

"Stand!" ordered Brian, dropping the reinsto the ground. He backed away with the healthy
respect always accorded a Magickian at hiswork.

"Fine," said Jm. "Now, you stable-men let go of Gorp and the other horses, and stand back too.
Right. Now—"

"One moment, James," said Brian. "Are you going to leave that little Hobgoblin of yours and that
whatever-he-is here with the horses? Or what else are we to do with them?"

"They aren't even here," said Jim.

"Of course they are!" said Brian. "They're under the cover on the sumpter-horse, with everything
else. | thought you wanted them there, for reasons of your own."

"Certainly not!" said Jim, staring at the sumpter-horse. "Under the cover? Hob!"

Something stirred under the cover, near one of its edges. "Come on out here, Hob! Bring what's-
his-name with you."

The small man and Hob crawled out from under the cover at the back. But instead of getting
down on the ground, they stood up on top of the sumpter-horse, which stood as indifferently
steady as a half-buried rock.

"Hob," said Jim, striving for calmness, "how do you happen to be here, and what is this other
Natural doing with you?"

Hob stood on one leg.

"He," said Hob, looking up at the small man to hisright, "said he was going to crawl in under the
cover al by himself." There was a clear note of jealousy in Hob's voice. "So | brought us here on
the smoke—it makes us light for the horse, he likes that. Besides, if he came and | didn't, how
would you be able to talk to him?"

"I didn't plan to talk to him," said Jim, trying to sort through Hob's explanation, "because he's not
supposed to be there in the first place He came without asking. Y ou—what's his name again,
Hob?"

"He saysto call him Hill," said Hob.

"Hill?" said Jim, still striving to sound calm and reasonable. "Hill, thisis nothing against you; but
you and Hob have to stay here. | don't want you with us."
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The small man continued to stare at Jim with no change of expression at al, but Jim suddenly
found himself feeling vaguely uncomfortable. That steady gaze had something of deep reproach
init.

"Oh!" said Hob suddenly. "He's crying!™

Hob reached and put both hands on one of Hill's arms, but Hill paid no attention to him, only
staring at Jim.

Jm stared back. The face he looked into, with its blank, childish stare, the mouth still half-open,
had not changed at all. There were no tears in the blue eyes.

"Crying?' said Jim. "He's not crying. Why should he cry, Hob?"

"He's crying inside; and he saysit's because you're his Luck!" said Hob. He touched the other's
arm, but was still ignored. "It's all right, Hill. I'll be here with you; and how would you like to go
for aride on the smoke?"

Hill did not answer.

Jm felt the beginning of a strange uneasiness. Back in his own century he would have ignored all
thistalk about "Luck" and Hill having to be with him. But here in thisworld he had developed a
sensitivity to the unknown and the strange; and in spite of his common sense, there was afeeling
inside him that somehow he would be doing wrong if he made the small Natural stay at
Malencontri.

"Oh, al right!" he said, angrily. "The two of you can come. But don't either one of you get in our
way!"

"Huzzay!" cried Hob. Hill was already burrowing back under the cover on the horse's back. Hob
followed him.

"All right, here we go, then," said Jim.

He pointed hisright index finger first at Corp, then at the sumpter-horse which was between the
two stallions, then at Blanchard, and finally at Dafydd's horse—the one he had ridden to
Malencontri. Then he swung his finger back and forth, pointing from one to the other.

"There," he said. "That takes care of that." Gorp started to move restlessly, bumped his nose
against something invisible between him and the sumpter-horse, and stopped, ooking surprised.
Blanchard was still being obedient to Brian and standing with his reins on the ground.

“"Now," said Jim, "if you'll both come over here, Brian and Dafydd, and stand in front of your
horses. I'll join you." The two men came over promptly enough, but somewhat stiffly, like a
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couple of patients just told the dentists were ready for them, now.

As soon as they were in place, Jim stepped forward, turned around, and stood with the other two.
He half closed his eyes to visualize; and amoment later that part of his mind that had become
sensitized to his magic when it worked gave him the sensation that the wards were around him
and around the other two, as well as the horses.

"I think we're ready, then—" he broke off. "No, wait a minute. Rrrnlf, will you bend down and
lay your hand open on the ground, so | can see how we're going to fit into it, the horses and all ?"

Rrrnlf did so. It was perfectly clear that they would make a handful that Rrrnlf could get his
massive fingers under, but it would be a clumsy handful.

"I think I'll make all of us half-size. Brian, Dafydd—will you remind me to make us full-size
again, once we've gotten where we're going?”

"Assuredly," said Dafydd, before Brian could say anything.

It took only a moment's visualization. Jm himself felt no change and was sure from the silence of
Brian, Dafydd, and the horses that none of them had, either. But Rrrnlf's hand, still open and
waiting for them on the ground, now looked ample to hold them.

"Y es, we can be carried easily." Helooked out into the crowd. "I'll be back as soon as | can," he
said.

"Farewell, my Lady," said Brian to Geronde with surprising feeling in his voice, considering the
publicness of the scene.

“I will be back, my Golden Bird," said Dafydd at the same moment, softly, but with sufficient
voice to carry to Danielle, who was—after all—not that far away from him.

"Now, Rrrnlf," said Jim. "Carry us to the border of the Drowned Land."
"Very well,"wee Mage," said Rrrnlf. "Do the wee riding-beasts come all the way there, too?"
"You'll find we're all one piece when you pick usup,” said Jm.

"And harkye, Sea Devil," Brian rapped out before Jim had barely got the words out of his mouth.
"—~Carefully! Particularly with Blan—with the horses!"

"Certainly, wee Knight," said Rrrnlf agreeably, and the huge hand closed around them so that
they were looking out between Rrrnlf's massive fingers at the Great Hall behind the Sea Devil's
back.
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They were lifted with a jerk—the horses all neighed in alarm and protest. There was a swinging
movement, followed immediately by a clearly heard thud that jarred them as they stood, and they
were looking back at the outside of the curtain wall. Rrrnlf was carrying them in hisright fist,
hanging at his side, with the knuckles facing back so that they could see between his fingers what
they were leaving, but not where they were going. All three men peered out.

A steady, swinging motion began. Malencontri was one size smaller with each swing; and
abruptly there were trees between them and it.

The glimpses of the Castle shrank more with every swing, as they moved with what must be
surprising, enormous strides—even for someone astall as Rrrnlf. At last, Maencontri was lost to
sight, gone, with Angie, Geronde, and Danielle and everyone else there. The glimpses of the
familiar part of the forest dwindled, dwindled, until there was nothing but the tree-trunks and the
leaves.

Finally there was only the forest and movement.

Chapter Nineteen

Something more than Rrrnlf's length of stride had to be at work. Because it was not more than a
matter of afew minutes before his voice could be heard booming above them.

"Ah, seal"

The long, repeated swings at the end of Rrrnlf's arm as he strode, that might have made them
gueasy if Jm had not silently suggested magically that it made them sleepy instead, ceased
suddenly, and Brian exploded into speech with the suddenness of someone just woken up.

"It cannot be possible!" he burst out. "We are afull day's ride from the sea— well, maybe
something less than afull day's ride, but too large a space to be covered in this short length of
time!"

"Natural magic," explained Jim glibly, and as suddenly as Brian had spoken they were enclosed

in awatery greenness. All three were experiencing an unnerving sensation which only Jim could
recognize as like being in a swiftly dropping elevator—the feeling of having left his stomach up
behind there somewhere.

Jim stole aglance at his two friends. They were both expressionless. Too expressionless. Jm
suspected that each thought the sensation was happening to him, alone, and was determined not
to show areaction. Jim opened his mouth to explain, then closed it again. That could not be done
easily in fourteenth-century terms—and anyway, the sensation had ceased now and the reason for
it did not matter.
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In moments, it seemed, they were looking through what seemed to be about a three-foot thickness
of water, at a sandy plain, beyond which they could see a green land, cheerfully lit by some
unseen sun, and rising to rocky heights and valleys farther in.

"There were some wee people there, just afew moments ago," said Rrrnlf, "but they all turned

and ran off, and they're lying down in the grass now, so you can't see them." His hand unfolded
from around them and his voice took on aless happy tone. "Wee Mage, why isit al these wee

people always run from me?"

"Because they have guilty consciences,” said Jim, before either Dafydd or Brian could answer.

"Ah." Jm, looking up, saw Rrrnlf with a puzzled expression on hisface. "So that isit. Why do so
many of you wee people have 'guilty consciences?"

"We don't," said Jim, still talking fast before anyone else could say the wrong thing. "It just
happens that you've most often seen my friends and me at times when people with guilty
consciences have been chasing or lying in wait for us."

"Ah, now | understand," said Rrrnlf.
"Dafydd," went on Jim, still quickly, "isthisthe Drowned Land you were talking about?"

"Itis," said Dafydd. "Shall you take us through the last piece of water here to the land itself, then,
James?"

"Yes," said Jim. "Just stay as you are—"

"Do | passthe wee beastsin to you, after you've gone?" interrupted Rrrnlf, alittle anxioudly.
"What must | do if you leave them with me?"

"We take them!" rapped out Brian, before Jim had a chance to speak. "And Rrrnlf—carefully!"
"Y es, wee Knight!"

"Well al be careful, Brian," said Jim. "Thank you very much for bringing us here, Rrrnlf."
"Indeed," said Dafydd, "I thank you also, Rrrnlf."

"Thankee, Sea Devil," said Brian, alittle stiffly and obviously unsure about the proper form of
address when someone like himself was thanking a mere Natural, but one thirty feet tall, who had
just whisked them over distances and down into the ocean deeps with no apparent trouble at all.
He added: "A great task. Well done!"

"Oh, | like doing things for you wee folk," said Rrrnlf. "Can | watch you move everyone in by
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magick, then, wee Mage?"

"Of course," said Jim. He made the ward a single large enclosure. He had had time to work out
the type of visualization he wanted, for a sort of magical tunnel through the water and into the air
and land before them. He envisaged it now. It appeared, and he started walking forward into it,
leading Corp while removing the wards around the horses in sequence. His friends followed in
turn, with their own horses. The sumpter-horse plodded along behind asif this was the normal
way to act.

They emerged on a sandy shore. It would have been happy if Blanchard had continued to follow
docilely along. Unfortunately, the great horse seemed to come abruptly out of shock at finding
himself no longer held in atight invisible stall, surrounded by a massive hand; he reared and
whinnied. Brian leaped to catch hisreins near the bit, pulled his head down, and began talking to
him, petting and calming him. Slowly, Blanchard yielded himself grudgingly to calmness—still
snorting from time to time asif to express how hard this sort of thing was on his nerves.

Gorp regarded him for a second, and then started nuzzling the sand at hisfeet, asif looking for a
blade of grass. There was none, and he gave up, raised his head, and stood, merely staring straight
ahead. Dafydd's quiet mount had ignored the whole matter, and the sumpter-horse, carefully
looking away from Blanchard so that the warhorse should not see, sneered. It had never been a
particularly good-natured sumpter-horse.

"Dafydd," said Jim, "are we free to just walk across this land of yours, now?"

"I see no reason why not," said Dafydd calmly. "Also, you must not call it 'my land," Sir James. |
am of Wales. It istrue that | have ties to some who dwell in the country before us there, but that
Is another matter."

Too late, Jim remembered that Dafydd had sworn Brian and him to secrecy about his being heir
to atitle from this Drowned Land—the "Prince of the Sea-Washed Cliffs," they had learned it
meant, translated into English. Implied in that request was a desire that histitle down here not be
mentioned to anyone in the world above.

"Farewell, Rrrnlf, now, and thank you," said Dafydd, and, leading the sumpter horse as well as
his own, he moved on toward the soft green of the grassland beyond the shore.

"Certainly, wee Bowman," said Rrrnlf—and disappeared.

Jm had paused at the land's edge to express somewhat more extensive thanks than Dafydd had
given, and this was a more abrupt departure than he had expected. It made him wonder for a
moment if he had offended the Sea Devil in some subtle way.

However, Corp was tugging at his reins, wanting to follow after the other horses. Jim, with Brian
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and Blanchard following, passed into the green land.

"Oh! Look, Hill!" cried asmall voice that Jim knew only too well. He looked to see two faces
peering out from under the raincover on the sumpter horse'sload. He swore, not quite enough
under his breath, asit turned out.

"Well now, damn it—" Jim was beginning, when Brian interrupted.

"You did say, James," said Brian severely, behind him, "that they could come with us. You said
nothing about them keeping silence; and you know that the Hob, at least, must be talking. Y our
people will never know where they are with you if you do not stay with your decisions. A knight

"I know, | know," said Jim, holding up his hand to stop Brian. "l just forgot they were with usfor
the moment."

That answer and his upraised hand effectively stopped what Brian had obviously been about to
begin, an educational lecture on the management of servitors and followers. Jim had had enough
lately of his own conscience questioning his handling of the folk of Malencontri. That conscience
needed no help from other people. They went on together without any more words.

"M'Lord," Hob'stiny voice came piping back to him from the back of the sumpter horse.
"What isit now?" Jim was aware of theirritation in his voice.

"Very sorry, m'Lord, but you wanted to be reminded to make us all theright size again," Hob said
timidly.

Jim had time to note that a stunned look had come to Brian's face, and all of them stopped
abruptly. Before the others could say aword, Jm undid that particular piece of his magic.

"Thank you, Hob." Jim said.
Silent by mutual unspoken agreement, they continued on.

To begin with, they only led the horses across an open meadow of long grass, but after a short
way, they mounted and rode on across this open land, stretching away into the distance, and
began to climb the lower heights they had seen at the horizon. In time, they came upon atrack, or
trail, which led them into adirt road of wagon width, somewhat dusty, but with hoof and shoe
marks of many passers-by.

Asthey rode it grew in width; and eventually the bare earth thinned to reveal an underlayer of
blocks of white stone, and it was not long before they were completely out of the dust and dirt,
walking the horses on the white stones of a Roman road.
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"If | may pray forgiveness of you both," said Dafydd, "it were best | rode first while we arein this
Land."

"Certes," said Brian, agreeing with a readiness that surprised Jim, until his next words explained
it. "Are you not of rank in this country?"

"I amthat," said Dafydd. "But | thank you for your courtesy, nonetheless." And with the words
there came an undeniable change in his voice and manner.

He took the lead, and they went on. Soon they began to meet people going on foot the other way,
ordinary-looking people by their clothes: artisans, farmers, and the like. These all spoke to them
cheerfully, in alanguage that Jim was pretty sure was not Cornish, and might not even be Welsh,
although it had some of the singing quality that Welsh had to the ear of an English-speaker.

Dafydd answered in the same tongue. He made no attempt to translate; and Jim assumed that it
was merely wayside greetings being exchanged.

Asthey proceeded, however, the traffic increased, both coming toward them and catching up
from behind and passing them—for they were only walking the horses at aleisurely pace. It was
al foot traffic, all people who beamed and called out as they passed; and finally Dafydd was
reduced merely to waving and saying a single word in answer.

It was about this time that Jim began to notice that in addition to the traffic on the road, people
were coming to the road from the green areas on either side, as if from farms out of sight from the
road.

He turned about in his saddle and looked behind him. Beyond Blanchard's rump, he saw more
people coming to the roadway from all points of the compass.

Gradually, they were being surrounded. This crowd thickened, and moved with them, not on the
road but parallel to it in the grass on either side; and all beaming. The greetings were scarcer now,
but the people waved at Dafydd, who was now down to merely smiling back, so many were the
signals from the crowd to him. Thick as the multitude became, however, it was careful to leave
the full width of the roadway open to the three men and their horses,

But then there came a different rhythm to Blanchard's hooves on the stone roadway behind Jim,
and Brian drew up level with him.

"What think you, James?"' he said, in alow voice, leaning toward Jim, their conversation quite
lost in the polite, low-voiced murmuring of the crowd and the noises of the horses hooves against
the stone. "I s there some matter here we should know about? Perhaps we should ask Dafydd.
What think you?"
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"I don't know, Brian," Jim said. "Let me think about it a few moments longer."

Brian waited. Jm looked closely at the people around them. They were all long-limbed like
Dafydd, but otherwise had little in common, except that they were all suntanned, with the look of
having spent years of their livesin active physical work.

They did not quite have the bony, hard-muscled, near-starved ook of many who worked the land
above the waves. These people looked instead as if they had never suffered from lack of either
sleep or food; and they all had an extraordinarily merry look about them—as if they had found a
happinessin simply being alive.

Now that they had stopped talking directly to Dafydd—jperhaps out of arealization that he could
not acknowledge everything said to him by so many— they were talking among themselves. The
tones of their voices were joyous and laughter skipped back and forth—a delighted sort of
laughter, however, not the kind of throaty explosion that enjoys ajoke at someone's expense, only
an acknowledgment of something worth enjoying and laughing about.

"I've no idea how they all heard about us so fast," Jim said in alow voice to Brian, "but clearly
it's Dafydd they've all come to see. Why don't | ride forward and speak to him, and you come
behind me? We can both avoid jostling him too closely, but let me do the talking."

"That iswell thought of," said Brian. They moved their horses forward and Jim stopped about
half a horse-length behind Dafydd and spoke to him from behind.

"Dafydd," he said, "can you tell us what's going on here?"
Dafydd answered without turning his head.

"It isthat they are glad to see me, for what | am in thisland, only that," he said. "I chose this
road, hoping to avoid just this. But it has come about regardless.”

"Should we take another road?' Jim asked.

"This should still cause no problem, look you," went on Dafydd. "Thisis the way that will take us
most shortly to Lyonesse; and without coming to any of the old cities, which are important places
where people of rank dwell. It will not matter that those of the farm and countryside come around
me in this manner. We will keep moving, and soon be gone; and they will have perhaps a
memory to talk about—but no more."

He paused, but did not point. Do you see where the ground ahead rises and the road is cut
through for some distance along the base of the mountains? From there on, there will not be room
for large crowds on either hand. That cut will last for some miles, and these with us now will not
follow. Then we will passinto aforest; and at its far end we will come to the border of Lyonesse!’
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"What do you want usto do, then?' Jim asked.

"Only to ride on as you are now," said Dafydd, now turning to look back at his companions for
the first time. "Though | pray you favor me by staying back, that the people watching may be

happier."

"Certainly," said Jim. Dafydd's face was strangely serious, his mouth athin, straight line, his eyes
looking at them with an unusual authority. Brian's own gaze sharpened. But Jim and Brian fell
back without aword, and went on side by side.

"We might as well have each other for company, Brian," Jim murmured. " Chances are these
people can't understand us anyway."

"There is that, James," said Brian.

Y et they rode in silence until they came to the cut, and the ground began to rise on either side of
them.

There, in spite of Dafydd's prediction, the hillsides were still clustered with people, particularly
on the less steep lower slopes. Meanwhile, in the open land they had |eft behind them, the people
were dispersing; then were lost completely to sight as the hitherto ruler-straight road began to
wind between the hills, and it was only possible to see for short distances ahead of them.

The sun still shone brightly, however. It and the good humor of the crowd seemed to have
infected even the sumpter-horse, now following after Dafydd with its head-rope dragging
forgotten on the ground—as if it would trail him like aloving dog, wherever he might choose to

go.

The slopes grew steeper and less hospitable, their tops seeming closer; yet they remained
crowded with standing, waving people. The road curved more and more frequently—and, without
warning, around a curve ahead of them came four men, two abreast, on beautiful horses much
lighter of bone than either Gorp or Blanchard.

The men seemed to be warriors of some old-fashioned kind, clad in armor of boiled leather,
reinforced by plates of metal, and wearing antique helmets with only a nasal bar to cover an open
face area. Each carried a spear, and swords hung at their sides. All their horses were white.

Just behind them came two more pairs of white horses, ateam pulling at atrot an open carriage,
like a barouche, with the driver's seat outside and facing seats within. Only one person st in it:
an old man, clean-shaven, erect in the middle of the backseat. The carriage itself was golden,
glittering asif it had been covered with the precious metal itself. Behind it came, two by two,
more mounted and armored spearmen.
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Dafydd reined in his horse. It stopped, the sumpter-horse stopped, and both Jim and Brian reined
in their own mounts. They sat waiting, until the leading riders came almost up to Dafydd before
swinging out to take station on each side, facing inward to the road. The horses of the carriage
pulled it right to Dafydd, who dismounted and walked slowly to the barouche, and spoke in the
same tongue that Jim and Brian had been listening to for some time now.

"Perhaps," said Brian softly out of the corner of his mouth to Jim, while keeping his face straight
forward, "thisis somewhat in which we aso should be concerned?’

"Maybe we ought to wait afew minutes,” Jim was answering, in the same fashion, when Dafydd
turned, looked at them, and waved them forward.

Brian swung out of his saddle, and Jm imitated him, getting down from Corp. Both warhorses
were used to standing ground-hitched, with their reins dangling in front of them, without moving;
and both Brian and Jim left them without concern, going forward to join Dafydd at the carriage.

"Y ou will be leaving with—" To Jim's astonishment, the old man in the carriage spoke in
perfectly comprehensible English, except that hislast word, or words, were Dafydd's ancient title,
in their ancient tongue,"—I would wish you to hear this."

"My Lord King of this Land," said Dafydd, speaking to the old man, but also in English, "may |
make known to you my Lord Sir James Eckert, Baron de Bois de Malencontri et Riveroak, and
Sir Brian Neville-Smythe of Castle Smythe, both of the Saxon lands."

"| am pleased to lay eyes upon them," said the King to Dafydd; and turned back to Jim and Brian.

"Something of your names and deeds have sunk down to us even here in our special Kingdom,"
he went on. "From what | have heard, and from what Dafydd has said, you are good men and
true. | would that you understand that, although no doubt you came here with no harm intended,
your coming has created a problem, and | must speak with—" Once more, he pronounced the title
that Dafydd held among these people. "l trust you to believe me when | say we bear you no ill-
will, nor isthere any ill-will toward he to whom | am now about to speak. Will you favor me,
gentlemen, by waiting here, while the two of us discuss this privately?"

"Sire," said Brian, "I will be glad to."
"Sowill 1," said Jim.
"Good."

Jm heard no order given, but a horseman behind the carriage leaped down and ran forward to
open adoor inits side. He took the arm of the older man as the latter pulled himself to his feet
and came slowly down steps that had emerged from the side of the carriage. He kept his hold as
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the old King stepped unsteadily down to the earth.

Beside the road, for a short space the slope was gentle before rising more steeply to the hilltop.
The hillside was now empty, clear of people to the point where the green crest of the hill was
sharp against the cloudless, seemingly infinite, sky. On the gentle slope, Dafydd and the King
walked off alittle distance, and began to pace backward and forward in unheard conversation.

The old man stepped slowly and uncertainly; and occasionally, Dafydd's hand closed on his
elbow to steady him. Clearly, the King had been atall man once—possibly even alittle taller than
Dafydd—Dbut age had stolen the stoutness of his bones and bent him, to the point where he
seemed half-ahead shorter than the younger man. Nonetheless, it was clear which one was the
King, as the two walked together.

Brian and Jim stood and waited, as did the horses, the armored riders, and the people on the other
hillsides; and a hush was over everything, in which it was barely possible to hear that Dafydd and
the King were speaking, like the murmuring of a running stream, around a corner and just out of
sight.

As he and Brian stood, watching and waiting, a movement above caught Jm's attention. He lifted
his gaze to the crest of the open slope, where a man had appeared and was now outlined against
the sky—aman astall as Dafydd and also with a bow-stave slung over his shoulder. He was
dressed in acap, jacket, and hose, al of alight blue. He stood motionless, merely looking down
at the two walking below; but at the same moment some twenty or so of the mounted spearmen
galloped from behind the carriage to form a semicircle about the space where the King and
Dafydd had walked, facing up against the slope.

The man in light blue made no move, but after a moment he was joined, alittle to hisleft, by
another bow-carrying figure—and, one by one, more and more figures identically dressed and
armed appeared along the crest of the hill.

The spearmen on horseback waited without moving. The archersin blue on the crest of the hill
waited, looking down. Dafydd, with the aged King, continued a slow walk back and forth, and
their talk.

Chapter Twenty
The two of them—King and Bowman-Prince—continued to talk. Brian and Jim waited. The

guard of the King's spearmen waited. The archers on the hill waited. In the farther distance
waited the people who had flocked from so far around to be close to Dafydd.

Now there came moments when the King began to walk with alonger stride, like one used to
covering long distances on foot, vigorously and in his full strength. But then his step would falter
again; and once more Jim would see Dafydd's hand steadying the older man.
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Finally, they stopped. They stood talking in place a moment longer before Dafydd turned to
beckon Jim and Brian.

They two had returned to their horses—Brian, with awarrior's instinct, had remounted when the
spearmen moved out, and Jim had followed without thinking much about it. Now they
dismounted once more and walked to Dafydd and the King. Close up, the King's face was grey
with tiredness. But it was he who spoke, however, and his voice was still firm, if low-pitched, as
If to keep the conversation private even from his guards.

"Dafydd tells me," he said, "the three of you are only passing through our Land to the border of
Lyonesse, you, Sir James, hoping there to find your lost ward."

"That's right," answered Jim.

"I have delayed you in your search thislong," said the King, in avoice that began to have a
hoarsenessin it, "to entreat"—again came Dafydd's title— "not go on with you, but stay with us,
here on the earth that has been that of his elder family since time immemorial. But he says he
cannot, that he must go on with you." He paused to cough lightly.

"I would ordinarily entreat you aso, my Lord James Eckert," he went on, "to free him from any
duty he has to accompany you, so that he could stay— except that | understand that thereis
something more than duty here involved. Therefore, | will importune him no more, but stand
asideto let you all pass, wishing that God may be with you once you have crossed into Lyonesse."

The last words came out noticeably ragged with emotion.

“I'm sorry—" Jim began—~but saw Dafydd, standing back a little from the King, shaking his head.
"But certainly Sir Brian and | must go on, and Dafydd must come with usif that's his choice. Y ou
speak asif our going into Lyonesse were something with a good deal of danger iniit."

"Whether you will find your ward there, | do not know," said the King. "It isaland of old
Magicks, and some that may not be magick. The strangest of all the Other Kingdoms. Whether it
isan old land of Faery—as some say— or not, | do not know. But | do know there are perils,
other than weapons and foes."

He stopped for amoment, asif catching his breath.

"We do not cross that border. It isforbidden, and the few who have defied that rule have either
never come back, or come back only briefly—changed or under strange circumstance. There was
one man who entered Lyonesse. Since then he has returned only once every hundred yearsto his
family. Each timeit is only for moments. He does not seem to know or be able to speak to his
descendants; and each time, his clothing is more ragged, his beard is longer and more wild, and
he himself looks more like a soul in pain. Then he vanishes again. | would warn you what to
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guard against if | knew what might be there. But | know not."

"| appreciate your thinking of warning us, though," said Jm. "All the more since you'd like
Dafydd to stay with you and be safe from whatever happened to that other man you just told us
about. But in any case, | have to go on—"

"And I" interrupted Brian.
"—And," said Jm, "I, of course."

"Then," said the King, "thereisno moreto say. In my heart | knew it. | ask you only one thing as
gentlemen—for that you are such | know by the fact that Dafydd is with you—if you return
safely, do not speak of our Land anywhere, even to those of the Wales of which we used to be
part. | ask that if any ask you questions, you do not answer them. Will you do that much for me?"

Both Jim and Brian murmured agreement.
"Then," said the King, turning toward his carriage, "I will leave you now—"

He shook off Dafydd's light grip on hisarm. "l will go by myself, unaided. Dafydd, the people of
your household will want alast touch of you—that, at least."

"I had intended they should haveit," said Dafydd.

The King nodded, turned, and with his long if uncertain stride, went the short distance back to his
carriage. He was helped in, said something in his own language, and the carriage turned; his
spearmen surrounded him, and they all began to move away, back down the road they had come.

Meanwhile, Dafydd had turned to face the blue-coated bowmen. Beginning with those closest to
him, one at atime they came off the crest and down the slope to him, each alittle distance after
the one before, almost in aline.

"Sir James, Sir Brian," said Dafydd, without turning to look at them, "you will favor me, if you
go back to your horses."

“Certainly, Dafydd," said Jim.

He and Brian remounted and sat watching. They were still only twenty yards from Dafydd; and
as they watched the sky-blue-clad bowmen came to Dafydd, one by one.

Each, as he approached, took off his small cloth hat when he was about three paces from Dafydd,
took the last few steps, and knelt on one knee, with his head bowed. Dafydd reached out with his
left hand, closing it on each right shoulder, and pressed gently. No words were said. Dafydd let
go, the bowman stood up, put the cloth cap back on, took a step back, turned, and went—and
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another came.

One by one they came. Jim had not thought to count when they first started, but when he did, he
stopped at alittle over a hundred. There were only afew more blue-clad figures yet to come by
that time, and then Dafydd would be alone once more. Those who had knelt before him had gone
back over the crest and vanished. The thought reminded Jim of the crowds that had walked with
them earlier, but withdrawn when the King's troop approached. He looked. They, also, were gone
now.

As Jim turned back, the last archer put his cap on, turned, and left. As he vanished over the crest,
Dafydd came back to Jim and Brian, mounting without aword but with a set face.

"Let uson!" said Brian.

Above them the improbable sun, that should not shine under hundreds of fathoms of seawater,
was lowering toward the west.

They lifted their reins and moved together up the road, Jim and Brian moving forward to ride one
on each side of Dafydd. He himself was sitting his horse like a man in deep thought, his eyes
unfocused on the road ahead.

The silence was complete. Jim found some obstinate twentieth-century part of him rebelling
against the King's amost unnatural horror of Lyonesse. He knew magic existed in this world—
who better? But none of it cold be so terrible as to be beyond explanation—

"Thank you, Sir Brian, Sir James," Dafydd unexpectedly said.

"Hah!" said Brian—that convenient, one-syllable sound for dealing with moments of high
emotion or tension.

“No need for thanks, Dafydd," said Jim.

Dafydd became silent again, and they rode along with no further words until they had rounded
the next curve in the road. Then, unexpectedly, Dafydd spoke again.

"Itisonly right,” he said, "that you should know what the King said to me, now that you have
promised not to speak to anyone else of what you have seen and heard here."

"Not necessary, dammit!" said Brian.
“Nonetheless, it would please meto tell you. Y ou do not mind hearing?"'

"Of course not,” said Jim.

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20The%20Dragon%20and%20the%20G.htm (163 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:54



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

"Theway of it is," said Dafydd, looking down at his horse's ears, “that he mentioned many things
to do with my ancient lineage here, and those of my blood who still exist—as you saw. But there
was more than that. He is this land's King, of adirect line of the Kingship aslong as folk can
remember. But that line has dwindled—"

Without warning, it was as if they passed through an invisible, impal pable wall. Nothing around
them seemed changed. The sun shone as bright as ever from the same sky. But—

"We approach our border with Lyonesse," said Dafydd, with no changein hisvoice. "To
continue. His line dwindled with his children. His three sons all died, two before they were yet
men, and his two daughters sickened of an iliness that no onein the land could understand, and
died also, less than a dozen winters ago. No grandchild was born.

"Heisan old man; and he sees this Land, which we both love, he and I, left Kingless. My family
Is closest to the throne. | am its head—insofar asit has ahead, since | live not here, but
elsewhere. So he wished me to stay, bringing my wife and children here, and to take up the duties
of King after he was gone."

Neither Brian nor Jim said anything. There was nothing to say.

"I told him," said Dafydd, looking straight ahead at the white road that now ran into a crowded
forest of dark trees, whose |eafl ess branches, tangled together, coated both slopes so thickly that
the earth beneath was lost to sight in deep shadow within afew steps.

"I said to him that while | felt the pull of aduty here, | felt the pull of a stronger one elsewhere.
My lifeisnot in thisLand; it is above, in the world we know, with my wife and children, as
Dafydd the Master Bowman, not Dafydd the King. For me, being a Master Bowman is more than
being King, and | would not want to bring up my sons and my daughters in this lost and drowned
land, but in the world where life and history go forward."

The road narrowed, and the branches of trees on either side began to meet above.

"A man must choose," said Brian, after awhile. "That isthe way God ordained life to be for us.
There can be no hesitation in such choosing."

They rode into the full shadow of the forest; and while there was nothing fearful or strange about
that shadow, yet in some way it seemed to come between them. So that they each rode on,
isolated, talking no more and, in Jim's case, deeply immersed in thought.

The stone road they had been following had some time back given way to a smaller road of white
dust, which had narrowed from there to the width of a simple path, so that they had come to ride
separately. Brian had moved to the front at that point, without discussion; Jim came next, and
Dafydd third, with the sumpter-horse.
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Their road dwindled further, to the point where it was scarcely more than atrail that faded out
from time to time, so that they had to remain alert as they went—although the horses seemed
perfectly confident that they were traveling straight ahead, as if on afamiliar road, and Brian also
did not seem to feel any doubt about how they were going.

The black, sparsely |eaved trees, meanwhile, had closed in around them, ailmost asif they would
like to reach down and hold anyone passing. Silver light filtered through the intertwined branches
and illuminated their way dimly, but well enough, as their eyes adjusted, that they had no trouble
seeing where they went.

Jm's mind was occupied by the last words Dafydd had spoken about his decision not to be aKing
—and Brian'simmediate agreement with them. When he and Angie had decided to stay herein
the fourteenth century rather than return to their own native twentieth century, Jim had never
thought he could have any serious difficulty handling whatever problems might come up: if he
did not know how to deal with one to start with, he could easily |learn how—after al, learning

had been his life from his earliest childhood.

But lately, there had come this problem of the changed attitude of the Malencontri servants. It
was a problem that involved all sorts of things that the people of this time took for granted—one
of the strongest being that the way things always had been, so they must go on being forever.

"It stands not different in the memory of man" his tenants would quote to him, when he wanted
them to try a new way of doing anything at all. Theirs was the way they had done it all their lives.

It was an argument against which nothing he could say had any force. Any change, to them,
would be turning the world upside-down.

It was, he thought now, simply Reality slapping him in the face for not paying proper attention.
Only when he recognized how greatly he had to adjust to be at homein this earlier culture, had he
finaly realized how badly suited he was for lifein this era.

It was probably not surprising that it had taken him thislong to figure it out: he had never been a
person given to self-doubt. In his own way, he was almost as brash as Brian, who never seemed
to have a doubt in the world.

Needing to raise money to pay the bride-price demanded by Geronde's father, Brian had
cheerfully joined what amounted to an insurrection against his King—in spite of his feeling of
utter and complete loyalty to that King. How he had justified it to himself Jim still did not
understand; but undoubtedly, knowing Brian, the conscience that had to deal with it was at rest.

Now, for the first time, Jim had begun to feel doubt creeping out into other areas. Perhaps he was
not up to this business of trying to find and rescue young Robert—
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Suddenly they emerged from the trees into a clearing. The sparse grass under the feet of their
horses ended abruptly in aline at which another type of landscape started—a stony, forbidding
landscape, though thick with stunted trees. A silver light coldly flooded all he looked upon; and
something like a white sun was barely visible above the trees.

But it was not just this that had jolted him so suddenly from his self-examination. It was avoice,
calling out to them.

"Stop!" cried the voice—and it belonged to Carolinus.

Chapter Twenty-One

What struck Jm immediately was that Carolinus looked asif he had been in afight with a bear.
His red robe was ragged and stained along the bottom edge. His face looked gaunt and weary, as
iIf he had gone without slegp. But his voice was as strong as ever.

He was, however, still only a projection rather than aliving three-dimensional actual Carolinus.
Jim, Brian, and Dafydd had all automatically reined in their horses at hisfirst word. Now, they
stared at him, seemingly standing about half afoot off the ground, and perhaps ten feet in front of
them. His eyes did not so much look at them as past them, asif he could not see them.

"Before you enter Lyonesse, you must hear awarning." His voice rang oddly—formal and
oracular. "Note well that you are about to enter a black-and-silver Land, where none but those
colors exist. Keep aways alert that what is around you remains black-and-silver. Little by little, it
may seem to fade toward the colors of an ordinary world. But before the black-and-silver is gone
completely, be you gone yourselves! If you wait until you see no more black-and-silver, but all
seems asif it were seen in honest sunlight, you have already been captured. Y ou can never go
home to stay. Y ou will have to remain in Lyonesse forever. Now, | must—"

"Stilll" shouted Jim, pointing his finger at the red-robed magician. It was aforlorn hope, amost a
desperate reflex action, to keep Carolinus from disappearing again; as Jm had suddenly felt sure
he would, once he stopped speaking. It produced an odd resullt.

The projection broke off at the last word spoken before Jim interrupted it, and suddenly Carolinus
was starting again from the beginning, repeating the same words.

"Stop! Before you enter Lyonesse..."

The image of Carolinus continued, to the point where Jim had stopped it, and wound up suddenly
in the magician's ordinary, testy tone and everyday speech pattern ... must go because | have
only amoment to talk to you. But let me say one more thing. LyonesseisalLand of Magick, old,
old Magick. Do not trust what you see. A dwarf may be agiant, ahovel may be acastle, or a
castle ahovel. A maiden in distress may be indeed a maiden in distress— but also might be a
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deadly foe. Where you see one knight, there may be twenty. | must leave now. Fare—"

There was a bright flash of red, even as Jim quickly repeated his earlier command, but thistime it
had no effect—Carolinus winked out like a suddenly snuffed candle.

Jim looked at Brian and Dafydd on their horses beside him, suddenly feeling guilty. He was the
only one who had areal duty to cross this border, and it might be that he should go on alone. Just
in time he checked himself from suggesting it, realizing that instead of welcoming the proposal,
they would be offended by his making it.

He was learning, he thought grimly to himself. Perversely, that realization made him feel better.

"What think you, James," said Brian. "Isthere any lesson we should take from this, before we go
forward?"

"Well," said Jim, "it's clear that we should be careful." He paused to think for a moment, then
went on: "It also seems that it would be dangerous to prolong our stay in this Lyonesse place; so
we should try to move through it asfast asis possible.”

His friends nodded solemnly, naturally, they would look to him for decision, where things
magical were concerned. "In fact," he said, looking up at the sky, "it seemsto me that the evening
is coming upon us. If we proceed into Lyonesse, we'll soon have to make camp for the night—
don't you think it might be better if we go back alittle way, to stop overnight? Then we can enter
Lyonesse with afull day to move through it."

They rode back beyond the dark forest to make their camp; but they found no water and so made
adry camp in afold between two bare hillsides. They talked little, and in the morning Jim
wondered if Brian and Dafydd had slept as badly as he.

As they mounted once more, Jim looked at his friends somberly. "I'll keep my eye out to protect
us from anything like Carolinus mentioned, any deception of magic. But it'd be best if we all
watched for the change in the color, as Carolinus said."

"Amen," said Brian; and Jim thought he heard Dafydd echo him, but in a much lower tone.

They lifted the reins and rode forward, Jim wincing internally as he did so. The other two had
utter faith in his ability to make decisionsin this area, and he now found it bothered him greatly.
This was something new; a part of his new sensitivity to the way people around him reacted. He
had not been made uncomfortable by their complete belief in him before.

Maybe, in this case, it was aso that, so recently, Brian had demonstrated his ability to make a
hard decision swiftly and surely—and stick with it. And Dafydd had, only a short distance from
here, also faced alike hard decision; and been firm and immediate in rejecting what was offered
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to him.

It was not just that these two seemed decisive where he was not. Everyone in this medieval world
seemed to show that ability. Their decisions might end up being wrong, but they were made
without hesitation and were stuck to. These people did not wander around in their own heads as
he seemed to do, worrying about finding the right answer.

Lost in his own thoughts, Jim came to himself to realize that they had again reached the spot
where the projection of Carolinus had appeared; but nothing happened this time. They moved on
into Lyonesse.

Silence surrounded them in this wood—no sound of birds singing, no leaves rustling, not even
the soft breathing of a breeze among the branches and tree trunks. But he began to be aware of a
sound, irritating to him in the stillness, like the buzzing of a particularly annoying insect. It began
to resolve into a voice talking some distance off, insistently and even pompously.

He roused himself enough to make out what the voice was actually saying. It was Hob's voice.

"—And | said to him," the hobgoblin's voice was announcing, " 'Varlet/ | said to him, 'l am Hob-
One de Maencontri, and you..."

Jim tried to close his mind to the words, but now that he had tracked the sound to itslair, he
found himself paying attention to it, whether he wanted to or not. Hob, of course, was boasting
about his experiences at the Earl of Somerset's Castle last Christmas, and how he had lorded it
over that Castle's Hob, who only had for name the simple three-letter one by which all hobgoblins
were called.

Happily, since Hill either could not talk, or talked by some strange mode that Jim could not
perceive, there was only one voice for Jim to endure. It ought to be possible to shut it out by
picking something that would keep his mind off it.

But then an inspiration occurred to him. The question of how Hob and, earlier, Rrrnlf, had talked
back and forth with Hill, and how Hill could talk to them, was a puzzle that had to have a
solution. So far, in thisworld of magic, he had found nothing so mysterious that it did not have
some kind of arational solution.

Was it possible that Hill was sending some kind of signalsin away other than with his voice, and
both Rrrnlf and Hob were reading those signal's without realizing they were doing anything
unusual ?

It was certainly a possibility, but no sooner had he thought of this than objections began to occur
to him. Certainly Hob, if not Rrrnlf, would have realized by this time that Jim was not picking up
the signals, and tell him about the different way Hill "talked."
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But what if what Hill did sounded to them just like ordinary speech? Jim remembered hearing
once that some people suspected that whales could communicate with each other over long
distances, by making sounds in—what was it again?—the subsonic range?—the supersonic? In
fact—Jim tried to remember—had not dolphins actually been found to "talk" up into the
supersonic range among themselves?

It was areal possibility, he decided, his spirits suddenly perking up over the chance of it being
true. Now if there were just some way to check on it—

"M'Lord! M'Lord!"

It was Hob calling him directly, now. Jim lifted his reins to check Corp and waited for first
Dafydd, then the sumpter-horse, to draw level with him. Both Hob and Hill were completely out
from under the cover on the horse's back, Hill sitting there staring at him.

"What isit, Hob?' Jim asked.
"M'Lord!" said Hob. "It's important! Hill has something he has to tell you!"

"Well, what's he saying—" Jim broke off suddenly as his thoughts of a moment before returned
to him. He turned to speak to Dafydd. "Dafydd," he said, "leave the sumpter-horse with me,
would you? Ride up and tell Brian that | want to stop to talk for a moment with Hill, so Brian
doesn't get too far ahead of us and we lose him."

"Certainly, James," said Dafydd, untying the lead-rope of the sumpter-horse from his saddle and
passing it to Jim. He rode forward to Brian. But Brian, able to hear clearly in the stillness what
had been said, had already halted Blanchard and turned in his saddle. Dafydd joined him, and the
two of them sat on their horses, watching and listening.

Jm turned in his saddle again to face the two Naturals.

They had halted in a setting that was suddenly, completely Lyonesse as Carolinus had described
it. All at once, the land might have been forever moonlit. The light was as adequate as it might
have been on a clouded day; but the shadows of the trees, the rocks—their own shadows—were
impenetrably black, and where the light fell on rock or tree or ground, what it illuminated seemed
silvery-white. Even the upper surfaces of the leaves, on the few trees that caught the light, were
bright silver.

Ignoring all this, Jim turned to the two on the sumpter-horse.

"Hill," he said to the small man, "l want you to listen to me carefully and do what | ask. Hob, he
can understand me all right, can't he, when | speak to him?"
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"Oh, yes, m'Lord," said Hob. "He can understand you perfectly."

The emphasis on the word "he" had to be entirely unconscious on Hob's part. But it was till an
uncomfortable thing for Jim to hear. He pushed the feeling from his mind.

"Now, Hill," he said again, finding it alittle hard to keep his tone of authority in the face of that
open, childlike stare, "what | want you to do is, first, to tell me what you have to tell me. Then
stop, wait alittle bit; and then when | signal you to talk, tell me again. | may have to ask you to
tell it three or even four times. Possibly even more. Do you understand?’

"He doesn't understand,” said Hob promptly. "He thinks you're very strange. But, since it's you,
he doesn't mind. He'll do just as you say."

"Good. | want you to listen very closely and do exactly as| tell you," Jim went on, looking
directly at Hill. "I'm going to ask you to repeat the words you say over and over again, while | try
listening to them in different ways. Y ou may not understand what | mean by that, but if you'll just
stop talking when | lift my hand, and not start over again until | put it down, then stop again if |
lift it, we'll be all right. Do you understand that?"

"He says he understands," said Hob.

“Thank you, Hob," said Jim. "But from now on, don't say anything, just let me listen and seeif |
can hear him talking for myself."

It was a matter of finding something he could visualize to focus the magical energy he could call
on. He thought of the hearing of a bat—it seemed to him he remembered that bats could hear into
the supersonic. He half-closed his eyes and imagined the auditory capability of the bat somehow
added to his own hearing, his ears lifting into pointed bat-ears that could move and focus...

"Go ahead, then, Hill," he said, "tell me what you have to tell me."
Hill stared at him—and nothing happened.

For amoment Jim was convinced Hill had either not understood him, or was simply not
responding. Then he was sure Hill was doing his own form of talking, and he was still not
hearing it.

Jim raised his hand and thought again. What had he been thinking of earlier? Oh, yes, dolphins
and whales—both were possible candidates for supersonic hearing.

He looked at Hill and lowered his hand.

This time he thought he might have heard something—but then, it could well have been hisown
imagination; he had felt it rather than heard it. He was on the verge of giving up, when aplain old
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ordinary commonsense possibility plunked itself down in the forefront of his mind without even
being asked.

What was wrong with him? He had compl etely forgotten he was in Lyonesse, where his magic
might not be able to work. He thought for a moment, looking for a simple test; then he thought of
his wedding ring, which did not fit him well and so was left behind at Maencontri. He tried to
summon it to him.

Nothing happened. His magic was not available here.
So much for using it to give himself more-than-human hearing... wait a minute!

Dragons, he knew, could hear better than humans, and well into at least the subsonic range—he
himself, as a dragon, had once been able to fly at night by picking up a sort of sonar-like image of
the dark land below him, as he bellowed with his tremendous dragon voice.

—And his ability to change to his dragon body, or to parts of it, was not subject to the rules of
ordinary magic. It was built into him, like the simple magic some Naturals had—something they
could turn on, or off, but not otherwise control. He had before given his human body the hawk-
like telescopic vision of his dragon-shape. Dragon-hearing should be just as available to him.

He made the change, and suddenly heard Hill in the middle of a sentence— Jim had forgotten to
move his hand.

"... 'ee should go that way, | keep telling 'ee!" Hill was saying with absolute, bell-like clarity.
Hill's accent, Jim noticed, was not too far different from the accents of the local people in the
Shire of Somerset.

"—I keep telling 'ee that!" Hill went on.
"I hear you, Hill!" said Jim. "But which way is 'that way'?"

Hill raised one of his strange long arms, completely covered by its even-longer sleeve. He was
pointing with it.

"Off to our left iswhere 'ee should go."

"Why?' said Brian, quick to pick up what was going on. "Ask him why that way?"
"Why, Hill?" asked Jim.

" 'ee must!" said Hill stubbornly.

Jm looked where the arm pointed. It angled upward over the nearer tree-tops, pointing at
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something in the distance that might be arocky pile, or the beginning of something farther off,
like a mountain range on the horizon.

It was in the opposite direction from the round silver disk, enormous in size, that was shedding
light over them.

"Can we trust him?' said Brian, frowning. "Carolinus said that this was a Land of magick and
deception, and nothing could be trusted.”

"Well, Hill, like us, came in here from outside," said Jim, turning back to look at the small man.
To hissurprise, tears were stealing down Hill's cheeks.

ee must!" said Hill again.

"Can we trust him?' said Brian sharply again. Jim looked at Brian and Daf-ydd, sitting their
horses only afew feet away now. Both had interpreted the pointing arm.

"I think so," said Jim, touched in spite of himself by the emotion behind Hill's words. "After all,
he's only with us by chance, more than anything else; and he didn't know we were coming here."

He paused to think. "Besides," he said, asit occurred to him, "we don't know where we're going,
anyway. So any direction's as good as another. We can keep a sharp lookout; and if it turns out to
be dangerous, we can turn back. Also, then we'll know whether to trust Hill or not."

Conscious that Hill would have overheard the last words, and they might have hurt his feelings,
Jm turned back to the small man.

"Actualy, | believel trust him now," he said.
Hill blinked, but there were no more tears.
"Do you know where we are?' Jim asked him.
"Nay," said Hill, shaking his head.

"Y ou must say m'Lord when you speak to my Lord!" said Hob to him, sharply. "Always say
m'Lord when you speak to him!"

"Quiteright!" said Brian, and even Dafydd gave a slight nod in agreement.
Hill said nothing.

"Let me hear you say m'Lord to him!" insisted Hob.
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"Nay," said Hill, in Jim's head. Dafydd and Brian, who of course had not heard Hill, waited
expectantly.

"Why won't you say it?" cried Hob.
"'ee'snot my Lord!" said Hill. The tears were beginning to start again.

It was ridiculous, Jim thought, but he found himself unreasonably moved by the sight of the small
man's crying. It was like seeing a very young child cry because it was completely helplessto do
anything else about a situation it was in. "What he calls me doesn't matter. Anyway, let'stry the
way he suggests for awhile."

Brian looked shocked.

"In that case," he said stiffly, "I shall certainly continue to ride ahead. Keep mein sight at all
times; and, if by chance you do lose sight of me, call me back at once. | must not go beyond
voice-shout."

They started off again in the new direction, with Brian leading and Jm now riding at the back of
the group, next to the sumpter-horse, trying to get Hill to talk to him some more.

Hill had evidently said al he had to say for the moment. In the end Jim gave up, let the sumpter-
horse fall behind, and—since there was more space between the trees, here—rode ahead to be
saddle-and-saddle with Dafydd as they went on over the stony ground, which was sparsely
thatched with what should have been green. Ahead, the rising ramparts of dark stone now seemed
much closer than they had before, as the great silver orb mounted in the sky, seeming to shrink in
Sizeasit did.

The time spent trying to get Hill to talk some more had not been completely lost, however, Jim
decided. He was beginning to notice small things. For example, the " 'ee" that he heard from Hill
did not stand indiscriminately for “you." "him," or "we." There were little differences of what
would have been intonation—if Hill had been talking aloud—that made one " 'e€" into "thee,"
and, said in a couple of other different ways, could be either "ye," or "we."

The rise toward which they were headed, when glimpsed through the trees, was turning out not to
be as distant as it had seemed. It had grown very much taller in the short time they had been
riding toward it—although the tricky light of this black-and-silver land still made it difficult to
say how far away it was.

They had moved into an area that seemed to be older forest. The trees were amost as large, if not
as leafy as they were used to seeing back in their old, familiar forests on the surface of the earth
under ordinary sunlight; interspersed with them were little glades or open spaces. After close to
an hour, Brian unexpectedly halted, lifting his hand to signal them to do likewise
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Jm, Dafydd, and the sumpter-horse—the last always alert for a chance to stop working—stopped
immediately. Brian sat where he was on a motionless Blanchard, looking out through the trees
before him into a clearing; after a moment he turned and walked Blanchard quietly back to them

"Thereis aknight up ahead in that open space," he said in alow voice, when he came level with
them.

"What makes you sureit'saknight?' Jim asked.

"It can hardly be anyone else," said Brian. "He has the belt, the sword, the spear upright in its
socket, and heisin full, if somewhat old-fashioned, armor. Moreover, he sits his mount in
knightly fashion; though his saddle is antique and alittle strange. Its pommel and cantle are much
less than a jouster would wish to have before and behind him at the moment of encounter."”

"What's he doing there, did you notice?" asked Jim.

"He seems to be merely sitting his horse, deep in thought," said Brian. "Perhaps he is atraveler,
pondering which way to take, even as we have been at times. Or perhaps he is trying to remember
something he has forgotten to do, and may need to return home for."

"But there's only one of him?"

"That's right, James," said Brian. "He is alone. Except for his horse—which in thislight | cannot
be sure of. It appears black, but it may indeed be a dark brown, or some such. At any rate, itisa
destrier, heavy and suitable for a man who is equipped for spear-running."

"WEéll, | think we ought to ahead and meet him," said Jim. "Don't you think the same thing,
Brian? How about you, Dafydd?"

"I am no knight," said Dafydd, "and have no opinion."

"I think by all means we should go forward and speak to him," said Brian. "Such a chanceis not
to be missed. Perhaps he can put us more surely upon our path; or even give us some news that
may raise your heart about your ward."

"You'reright," said Jm.

Brian turned Blanchard about, and the three of them rode forward side by side. The sumpter-
horse shrugged and followed, as its head-rope jerked at its halter, and all together they made their
ways up and into the clearing.

Chapter Twenty-Two
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The knight was apparently so deep in thought that he did not ook up and turn his head in their
direction until they were well out into the clearing. Once he did, however, he immediately reined
his horse about to face them.

The visor of his helm was up; and the face it revealed, possibly because of afew spots where the
"sunlight" did not touch it—utterly black shadows about his eyes and on either side of his nose—
gave him agrim, angry look.

Brian reined his horse to a stop, and the others stopped with him.

"Fair sir!'" called Brian—there was still a good twenty feet of distance between them and the
solitary knight—"We pray pardon for intruding upon your solitude this way. But perhaps you
would be kind enough to set some travelers on their proper path?"

The fierce-looking face of the solitary knight broke into a large smile. He lifted hisreins and
trotted forward toward them.

"Certainly! Certainly!" he said, pulling up before them. "Be glad to. Damned lonely out herein
al sorts of weather all the time But have to do it, you know. The Ancestor's about, but you can
never tell where he'll show up; so someone has to ride the woods, and since I'm head of the
family, there's no choice to it. Give you any aid | can!"

"That isagreat kindnessin you, Sir," said Brian. "May | name to you the Baron Sir James Eckert
de Bois de Malencontri. | am Sir Brian Neville-Smythe, of a cadet branch of the Nevilles. And
thisis our Companion, Master Bowman Dafydd ap Hywel."

"I am honored. Y ou could not have come at a better moment. | was weary of riding about by
myself. | am Sir Dinedan."

"Sir Dinedan?' Brian's voice cracked in away Jim had never heard before, as he repeated the
name. "This meeting is great honor to us, Sir Dinedan. Y ou are most gentle to speak so freely and
so friendly to us, who—though we both are knights—are not such as someone like yourself might
have heard of ."

"Why, that istrue,” said Sir Dinedan, "but | would hardly have thought it otherwise. You are
clearly not Cornish knights, as | see by your armor and weapons. Also, never have | seen such a
magnificent warhorse as the one you ride."

"I am once more honored," said Brian. "My steed's name is Blanchard of Tours, fair Sir. In a
sense, you might say he was my father's gift to me on his deathbed, for it cost nearly al of my
patrimony to buy him."

"I can well believeit," said Sir Dinedan. "But you said that you needed, perhaps, aid from me to
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set you on your proper way through these woods? | would be failing in my duty to my Ancestor if
| did not assist two such courteous knights. Whither are you bound?’

"Asfor that," said Brian, "we do not know exactly. We search for the lost ward of Sir James,
here, a mere babe who was stolen but recently—we believe, by some of the Faery ilk—and we
seek to recover him."

Sir Dinedan gave alow whistle.

"That isno small task," he said. "It is not that the faeries do not abound, but finding them is
something else again. Y ou may have along journey still before you. And thereislittle | can tell
you, as far as the way you should take. If the Ancestor were here, or if you meet him on your way
through these woods, he might be more help to you, being closer to such creatures than | am,
since | am still alive. And perhapsif | ride along with you some small way, it will increase the
chances of your meeting him, since | encounter him more than anyone else, being of the family *

"Indeed, that is very gentle of you!" said Brian. His voice quavered alittle bit, and Jim looked at
him in curiosity

"Inthat case," Brian went on, "if we are to bear company perhaps you would vouchsafe me the
greatest possible favor a man could ask of someone like yourself. While | have had some small
success in spear-runnings with other knights in the country from which | come, it is exceeding
bold of meto ask. But it would forever be a golden memory for me, should | live, to remember
that | had once encountered with a knight of King Arthur's Round Table. Would you consider
breaking just a single spear with me?"

Sir Dinedan stared at him for a moment.

"I fear, Sir," he said at last, "you are confusing me with the Ancestor. It istrue | am Sir Dinedan,
but I am Sir Dinedan-of-now. It is the Ancestor who was of that great fellowship of the Table
Round. But many generations have passed since then, and the name has remained in the family. |
would that you not consider a spear-running with me to have value it does not."

"You are not the Sir Dinedan who rode with Sir Tristram against the thirty knights of Queen
Morgan le Fay, to rescue Sir Lancelot du Lac from them?"

"I am not," said Sir Dinedan. "As| say, that was my Ancestor, and—~by the by—that story has
been much distorted by later generations, who have falsely given much of the praise of the
encounter to Sir Tristram."

Brian opened his mouth, then closed it again.

"Yes," answered Sir Dinedan-of-now. "He, as you know, was also of the Table Round, and a
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valiant knight. Neverthel ess, when word came that thirty knights lay in wait for Sir Lancelot, it
was the Ancestor, instead of Sir Tristram, who immediately said that they two must assault and
defeat those thirty knights, to save Lancelot. It was Sir Tristram who demurred, saying that
adventuring against thirty other knights at once was too much; and that his cousin Sir Lancelot
had gotten him into fights like that before, and he had determined never to be drawn into one

again."

It seemed to Jim that this was coming out very patly, asif it had been told many times. But he
said nothing as Sir Dinedan continued.

"Whereupon the Ancestor shamed him, by saying that if he would fight but one knight, the
Ancestor would fight the other twenty-nine. Whereupon, Sir Tristram agreed, they went and
battled the thirty, and indeed Sir Tristram, gaining courage, killed ten of the knights himself, after
al. But it was my Ancestor that killed twenty, thus saving Sir Lancelot. | tell you this that you
may not be misled by the tales others tell, who have it the wrong way around.”

"Er-hem!"” said Brian, clearing his throat with an embarrassed air; and making Jm quite certain
that Brian was one who had heard the story the other way around. In fact, thought Jim, if he
remembered anything about Malory's Morte D'arthur, it had been the other way around, and it
was the present Sir Dinedan who was giving a distorted version. For one thing, if Jim
remembered correctly, it was Sir Dinedan who was Lancelot's cousin, not Sir Tristram.

However, that seemed to be somewhat beside the point Sir Dinedan was already agreeing to
break alance with Brian, if a spear-running with a mere descendant of the original Sir Dinedan
would please him; and Brian was eagerly taking him up on it. Jim thought about whether he
ought to object to the project, on the grounds of Brian's recent wound; but he could think of no
way to do so that was not certain to seriously offend his friend.

"I fear me the only spear | have with meisat my saddle," said Brian, "and it is sharpened, of
course, asisusua for aknight in astrange land.”

"Why, what else could we ride with but sharpened spears?' said Sir Dinedan, his shadow-
darkened eyebrowsrising in surprise. "Isit that you have broken spears with people, when the
points were not sharp?"

"Oh, in sport, in play, you understand," said Brian airily, but to Jim's ear with another touch of
embarrassment. "No, no, sharp they should be by al means. Do you have a choice asto the end
of the clearing from which you would begin to ride—"

This commenced a small discussion asto the particulars of the meeting; but these were soon
settled. Jim was drafted into the job of giving the signal. He sat Gorp halfway between them,
raised his arm, and then dropped it again. The two knights hurtled together as Jim hastily backed
Gorp away from their meeting-point.
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The crash of their meeting sounded enormously loud in the silence of the black-and-silver wood;
and the results were almost as spectacular. Sir Dinedan's spear glanced off Brian's shield,
cunningly tilted at the last moment to produce exactly that effect, while Brian's spear hit Sir
Dinedan's shield dead center and bore down not only the knight, but the horse he was riding.

The horse pulled himself from under the legs of the fallen knight and got to his feet, then shook
himself vigorously. Brian had reined up, ridden back, and was staring at Sir Dinedan; who,
however, remained motionless upon the ground.

"God have mercy!" cried Brian, leaping down. "Have | killed the good knight?' He knelt beside
Sir Dinedan and lifted hisvisor. Sir Dinedan's eyes were tight shut.

"Sir Dinedan—7?" said Brian.

"I am not quite dead," said Sir Dinedan, faintly. "Perhaps | may even live. A cup of wine from the
flask at my saddle-bow .

Brian leaped to his feet and caught the reins of Sir Dinedan's horse, soothing it with hisvoice as it
started to react defensively; and plucked the flask from where it hung at the pommel of the
saddle. He brought it back, pulled its stopper out, and gently lifted Sir Dinedan's head. He tilted
the flask to the knight's lips, and the other took several swallows before Brian took the flask away

"More," said Sir Dinedan, opening one eye. Brian gave him more. "Aah, that revives me."
He opened the other eye.

"It may bel shall live after all. Nonetheless, Sir Brian, may | give you honor and joy of your
victory over even such afeeble knight as myself."

"Why do you speak of yourself asfeeble?' said Brian. "Y ou are alusty knight."

"Ah, but if it were only so—atrifle more wine, if you please—I give you thanks." Sir Dinedan
opened his other eye. "But, it is hot so. There has been aterrible weakness in our family handed
down through the generations; so that, without warning, at times we become feeble all over, and
it happened that just before we met, one such weakness struck me."

"Why did you not tell me this before?' said Brian, tenderly helping the other knight to his feet.

"What?' said Sir Dinedan, frowning down at Brian—he was a good three inchestaller, and much
wider of shoulder. "When it is my duty as head of my family to ride about the woods daily,
looking for encounters such as we have just had? |, who carry the blood of the original Sir
Dinedan in my veins, who was ready to fight thirty knights single-handed, if Sir Tristram had not
changed his mind and gone along to aid him?'
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"Of course!" said Brian, contritely. "A gentleman need not mention such. Forgive me, | pray you."

"I freely do so," said Sir Dinedan, remounting his horse; then reaching down to take the flask
from Brian's hands and tilt it once more to hislips, before rehanging it on his saddle. "Besides, it
Isonly aweakness that comes and goes, beneath notice. | never complain of it."

"As aknight should not," said Brian, admiringly

Brian also remounted, and they all rode on, with Sir Dinedan and Brian in the lead, Sir Dinedan
talking about his castle, which was full of relatives.

"Actually, itisarelief to get out during the day" he was saying. JJm was barely listening
Curioudly, at the moment, for no reason he could think of, he was missing his ability to make
magic. It was afeeling like that of something not being there, or perhaps more like the feeling
which might cling to a person who knew very well he or she had forgotten, and left behind,
something that might be needed at any moment. A sort of emotional void.

Trying to take his mind off it, he became aware of arustling somewhere among the trees not too
far away It was off to the right and far enough ahead of them so the woods hid whatever was
causing it.

A moment later, however, there suddenly burst out from the same direction a sound like a
hundred tied-up dogs yelping to get loose; and afew seconds after that, they entered a clearing
just in timeto see leaving it a creature like an oversized and elongated leopard, with ahead like a
boa constrictor and flames pouring from its nostrils, plus along tufted tail like alion's.

"The Questing Beast!" exclaimed Brian.
"Ah, yes," said Sir Dinedan, waving to it. He called after it. "I hope | see you well, QB!"

The Questing Beast turned its head to look at him, raised a paw briefly in a hasty wave, and
disappeared into the trees, continuing to make what Jm now correctly identified as the sound of
thirty couple of hounds questing. He hastily lifted Gorp's reins and rode up level with the other
two knights.

"What isit questing for?' Brian was asking Dinedan.

"King Pellinore," replied the other. "The Original, you know—just as QB's the Original Questing
Beast."

"But | thought that it was King Pellinore who was on a quest after the Beast?' Brian said.

"WEell, they're both looking for each other, if you know what | mean,” said Sir Dinedan. "Like the
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Ancestor. They keep moving around, but they don't run into each other often, except by accident.
Great friends, really, you know."

"] didn't know that," said Brian.

"Oh, yes," said Sir Dinedan. "They used to hunt together when QB had a den right near
Pellinore's castle, before alandslide covered the den and he moved elsewhere. Never very good at
hunting, either of them, even then. But they both missed their little get-togethers, and so you see
the result.”

"Ah," said Brian thoughtfully.
"Sir Dinedan," said Jim, "where exactly are we in Lyonesse now?"

"Wéll, if things haven't changed around on us, as they do sometimes," said Sir Dinedan, "we are
still in the Wood of Rencounters, and we should be approaching your next adventure very
shortly."

"Next adventure?' echoed Brian, staring.

"Oh, yes," answered Sir Dinedan. "They're all over the place, you know Y ou can't avoid them."
"What—" Brian broke off. "Where do you think we'll find this next one, then?"

He stared about them, loosening his sword in its sheath.

"It should be anywhere just past this next patch of trees," said Sir Dinedan. "At least, that's the
sort of place you find them lurking."

They passed through the trees, and came out in another open glade. All of them halted their
horses.

To their left the silver sun had departed from the zenith and moved toward the horizon; it seemed
to be growing larger asit did so, and was flooding the area before them with brilliant white light.
Thislight illuminated not only the glade, but the upright face of a sheer rock cliff, rearing some
fifty or sixty feet before them, with further rock looming higher beyond it, and higher rock even
behind that.

It was alittle hard to tell with this strange illumination, but the rock looked like granite; and it
was unbroken except for the circular entrance of a cave or tunnel where the cliff met the forest
floor, straight before them. An entrance which looked wide enough for all four horsesto enter
abreast.

The light also picked out what looked like some runes carved in the cliff face above the highest
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point of the hole. In the white light, the runes were black wounds in the rock. As they looked,
however, the runes shifted and changed shape, until, to the eyes of Jim at |east—and neither
Brian nor Dafydd could read—they took on the appearance of words.

"What saysit?' asked Brian, staring at them.
Jmread it off for him.

WHO ENTERS DEPARTS

WHO DEPARTS, RETURNS

"Farewell," said Sir Dinedan, reining his horse around and starting back into the woods. Jm was
the only one that paid any attention to his departure.

“"Now, perhaps," said Brian, with satisfaction, "we close upon our quarry."

But their horses had only covered half the distance to the hole before they were interrupted by a
woman's voice crying out.

"Help!" it cried. "Oh, help! Help me!"

All together, they reined in their horses and looked to their |eft; as awoman, in awhite dress with
avell hiding her face, ran into sight from between the trees there. She stopped at the sight of
them, staggered for amoment, and then stood still, her veil swelling in and out as she panted
behind it, obvioudly trying to catch her breath.

They turned their horses and rode toward her. She was relatively slim and about average height.
Black hair showed beneath her headdress, but that was all. The rest of her face and body were
hidden by the veil and gown.

"What troubles you, my Lady?" asked Brian courteously. "Are you pursued?’
He cast aglance at the trees behind her; but just then she got her first words out.

"No!" she gasped. "Of your favor, fair Sirs, aid me—in this parlous moment! They are about—to
kill my brother—and my father!"

"Where do the villains have them, my Lady?' said Brian, standing up in his stirrups and trying to
see between the trees behind her.

"A short distance only—" she answered. Her gown heaved with her struggling breath. There was
something familiar about her voice, Jim thought, but he could not put hisfinger on it. It was not
the voice of agirl or avery young woman. "These devils—surrounded us. They have only clubs,
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but they are many. My father and brother are unarmed, except for their daggers. | pray you, help
them. Help them, for God's sake!"

"That will we do, and straitly!" said Brian. "Otherwise, may | never draw sword again! Give me
your hand."

She extended it, and he drew her up one-handed, without |eaning sideways in his saddle or with
any other indication of effort, onto Blanchard's back behind his saddle.

He had made the lift with no seeming effort at all, Jim noticed; and the woman appeared to take it
as the most natural thing in the world. Jim was always forgetting how strong Brian was, in spite
of being slim and several inches shorter than Jim. In fact, he tended to forget how strong
everyone was in this time—he had seen a serf at Malencontri, the top of whose head came barely
to Jim's shoulder, easily pick up and walk off with abundle of firewood logs Jim could barely lift.

He remembered how after coming here, he had foolishly thought that hislarger body and a
lifetime of activity in anumber of sports must have made him equal to or stronger than most of
the people he would meet in the fourteenth century. That illusion had been swiftly corrected.

But he had no time for thoughts on that topic now. Brian had already touched his spurs to
Blanchard's flanks, and, with the distressed maiden—as Jim found himself inescapably |abeling
her, in spite of himself—galloped off into the woods.

Therest followed as fast as they could, except for the sumpter-horse, which, no longer tethered to
Dafydd's saddle, slowed, unnoticed, behind them, and then halted behind a bush that effectively
hid it from view.

It could not have been more than thirty yards before the rest broke into another, smaller clearing,
completely surrounded by trees. Brian reined Blanchard to a halt in the center of the space, and
the maiden dlid down from the horse's back.

Facing her, sure enough, were one older man and one younger, both wearing cotes-hardie over
shirt and hose, with soft, dagged hoods lying about their shoulders and girdles worn just above
their hipsin decorative imitation of aknight's sword belt. The girdie of the older man had been
tooled and inlaid— possibly with gold, although Jim could not tell that in this light—some of
which had fallen out. The younger's girdle was merely painted. These were indoor clothes, and
both men looked embarrassed and uncomfortable in them, outdoors here, rather than frightened.

They were indeed wearing daggers, but neither man had drawn his—a most unusual failure to act
under attack. Jim stared at the woman. There was still something familiar about her—at that
moment she pulled the knife at her own belt, as the men reached for theirs; and at the sight of her
weapon, Jim's memory clicked—just as their assailants came out of the woods on all sides.
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These most clearly were armed with nothing but clubs. Heavy clubs, however. But then, these
weapons perfectly suited them, since they were giants, nine and ten feet tall, wearing kilts that
looked like untanned skins.

Jim spurred Gorp to the woman, reached down, and snatched the veil from her face. The well-
remembered features of Agatha Falon, Robert's aunt, looked up at him—ugly now with awild
triumph. In the same instant, she dissolved into nothingness, and the two men with her.

But the giants remained, silent but advancing—at least twenty of them— and clearly they meant
business. Their great figures were coming from every direction. Brian's lance was already out of
its socket and down into position. Jm imitated him, turning Gorp about to face in the opposite
direction. He checked himself when he saw that Dafydd had already taken up a position so that
the three of them could watch the complete circle of trees. Jim heard Dafydd's bow snap, and saw
agiant fal silently; then another dropped his club to clutch with both hands at a broad-headed
arrow driven through his right kneecap.

The giants, who had been advancing more or less at awalk, suddenly came onin arush.

Without warning, there burst on all their ears the sound of thirty couple of hounds questing. The
giants turned, snatching up the two now brought down by Dafydd's arrows and carrying these off
with them. They vanished in all directionsinto the trees, and a second later the Questing Beast
entered the clearing. Its long tongue was lolling out of its mouth, and it was smiling as much asa
beast with a serpent's head could, as it trotted up to their small group.

It looked at Jim and began to bark with the sound of a single hound. It continued the barking, and
it became obviousto Jm that it was trying to tell him something.

"Hob," Jim said, looking around for the little Natural,"—where's the sumpter-horse?’

Before anyone could answer, that beast came out from behind the bush, rather nonchalantly. Hob
looked at them from between the horse's ears. "Y es, m'Lord?"

"Hob," Jim said, "do you know what he's saying?"

"Oh, yes, m'Lord," answered Hob. His voice changed, and his next words came out in a steady
rush, asif they had been amemorized lesson. "He's saying that he and the Ancestors, those who
were rightfully members of King Arthur's Round Table and loyal to him in that last battle, were
the first-comers and own this land. All creatures like these must give way to them—and they do,
or else the very trees reach down and strangle them as they pass. Seeing we were friends with one
who belonged to the ancient Families, he cameto aid us."

With another friendly bark, QB disappeared among the trees and they heard his full voice, athirty
couple of hounds questing, disappearing in the distance.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

"Ah" said Brian, with satisfaction, "now we can get on into that hole!"

That hole, once they actually rode into it, turned out to be more than Jim, at least, had expected.
For one thing, the tunnel beyond it continued wide enough for the three of them to ride abreast—
the sumpter-horse trailing grumpily behind on alead—although Dafydd, out of a sensitivity to
rank and courtesy, lagged half a horse-length behind the two knights.

For another, the tunnel had aflat floor that seemed to slant downward as far as they could see;
though the walls and ceiling showed the continuous curve of what must have originally been a
circular cut through the rock.

The rock appeared to be a dark granite—and Jim noticed that colors were once more visible down
here—but light came from it—not from its surface, but asif its source were buried inside the
stone itself. Thislight allowed them to see as much as thirty or forty feet, as they left the brighter
circle that was the entrance behind them

"| see little strange about this, James," said Brian, conversationally He turned to Dafydd. "Do
you, Dafydd?"

"I do not, Sir Brian," said Dafydd. "Yet | am not easy in my bones about where this goes. | have a
feeling we would do well to keep our weapons ready."

"Indeed," said Brian, "that goes without saying in any unknown place. | have had it said to me
when riding with others into the marketplace of an unfamiliar town. | mind me once, however,
that the warning stood us in good stead. There were only four of us, though all knights, only a
few miles short of Winchester—"

He pulled Blanchard to a sudden halt, and Jim and Dafydd both reflexively checked their horses
also.

Asif they had passed through some invisible door, they were no longer in asimple tunnel, but in
a cave, the extent of which exceeded the strength of the light.

Stone fingers seemed to rise before them, aforest of stalagmites reaching upward from the cave
floor, and stalactites growing down out of the gloom hiding the cavetop overhead—the cave was
noisy with the dripping of water from the tips of the stalactites. What light there was came from
the same buried illumination that had shown their way so far. Through this stone jungle, still
slanting downward, their tunnel floor had become aroad that went on as straight as if the Romans
had been building here, too. It was as wide as the tunnel itself had been.
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"A hellish, but convenient, light," remarked Brian.

"There'saglow from everything,” Jm said. "Asif under their surfaces the rocks were
phosphorescent.”

Brian and even Dafydd looked at him with respect. Occasionally, at moments like this, they were
used to hearing Jim come up with long words that no one could have understood. Magick,
without a doubt.

"A help in this hap, however," said Brian—more cheerfully, now that Jim had taken stepsto
counter the hellishness of their surroundings. They rode on.

Farther on the cave seemed to widen even more, into an enormous space whose walls could not
be seen. Their road, shrinking to a mere trail, wound away into awilderness of rock fingers until
it was lost from sight among them; and still they descended.

The strange illumination seemed brighter—or perhaps their eyes had adapted to it. The quiet of
the air here was accentuated by the dripping sound, that was al around them. Jim remembered a
little mnemonic that a tour guide in the western United States had told his group, so that they
could remember which name belonged to which kind of rock spire.

Salactite have to stick tight,
But stalagmites, might grow if they had more water.

Jm wondered if either of his companions had ever been in a cave like this, but since they gave no
sign of anything being out of the usual, he did not ask.

By the light in the stone, he and the others went forward along the winding trail; and within
moments, they had lost all sense of direction and had only the trail to guide them.

"M'Lord?' said Hob's voice, lowered and very small-seeming behind him— and yet at the same
time, it echoed and reechoed among the stone spears.

"What isit, Hob?' answered Jim, without turning his head.
"There are—things. Around us."
"Things?' Jim glanced around, but saw nothing.

"Don't look for them, m'Lord," said Hob. "If you do, they hide. Just ook straight ahead and watch
for them out of the corners of your eyes."

Jim tried this, but for amoment—a long moment—he saw nothing—heard nothing but the
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clopping of hooves on the stone beneath them and the dripping. Then his eyes, focused straight
ahead, picked up aflicker of movement off to hisright; and then, a second later, another to his
| eft.

As he watched in this unobtrusive way, he began to make out dark figures, essentially man-like—
smaller versions of the giants Agatha had led them to confront back in Lyonesse. They moved
upright but in a shambling, almost ape-like manner; they were covered with a very dark-colored
fur, even to their faces, and they seemed to be carrying no weapons. But there were more than a
few of them, and they were moving along with Jim and his party.

It seemed to Jim that they kept coming alittle bit closer al thetime.

Brian had heard Hob's warning, too. He did not touch his spear, but he loosened his sword in its
sheath again and spoke out of the corner of his mouth to Jim.

"The hobgoblin was right," he murmured. "These are a small host; and they mean us no good. If
we could but come to a place where we could put our backs to something, we would be in better
case to meet their attack."

"Hob," said Jim, still without turning his head, "ask Hill if he knows what they are. Or has he said
something about them?"

"I asked him, m'Lord," said Hob. "He says nothing, no word at all. It's asif he doesn't hear me."

Jim risked turning and looking at Hill. The small man's expressionless face was as uninformative
as always, and his gaze looked not at Jim, but past him and into the forest of stone ahead, asif he
rode alone and with his mind elsewhere.

"Hill, pay attention to me!" Jim said. "I've got something to ask you!"
There was no response from the small man. Jim spoke again; but Hill said nothing.

But, Jim realized, there had been a change about Hill after all. Although his face was exactly the
same, now his mouth was closed; and there was a seriousness, amost a grimness, about him, that
was new. He could be said to have the expression of a soldier going into battle; or, maybe, a man
going to his own execution. In either case he seemed unapproachable.

"They come closer," said Brian.

His hands had crossed each other, the left still holding his reins but very close to the hilt of his
dagger, and the right close to the hilt of his sword on hisleft side.

"| suggest sword and poignard,” he said, still in that low voice but in an amost conversational
tone. "In this case, James, our shields will do us little good, and our blades much more."
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He raised hisvoice just atrifle.

"Dafydd," he said, without looking back to the archer, "l would suggest the same for you. The
blade of that long knife you carry on your right leg, rather than your arrows, deadly though they
may be. There are too many here for afew killed to stop them before the rest can rush us
altogether."

"I have made ready so," said the voice of Dafydd in an equally low tone behind them. "I am close
behind you; and no doubt it were best we three stand as next together as possible.”

Jim felt something light land on his shoulder
"Pray pardon, m'Lord," whispered Hob, perched there, "but | want to be with you."
"That's all right, Hob," said Jim under his breath.

But now Jim felt Gorp nudged from behind; and the sumpter-horse pushed its way between Gorp
and Blanchard, taking the lead. On it, and without any visible control of the animal, Hill rode
through and past them, sitting almost on the neck of the animal and taking the lead. His eyes were
still looking straight forward, and he seemed not to see them, or the creatures about. He rode
some little way out in front, until the sumpter-horse, again without any apparent direction, slowed
down to its previous pace; so that they al went forward, but now with Hill a couple of horse-
lengths in front, leading.

Hill's move seemed to affect the creatures circling them. Their movements slowed, and they
ceased to come nearer Also, their numbers seemed to have thinned somewhat.

"I had a suspicion the fellow knew something about all this," muttered Brian to Jim. "Mayhap he
may now carry us safely through."

"Maybe," said Jim.

For the fur-clad creatures began to move faster in their circling, and to move in again toward
them. They were now very close, some of them dodging out to stand for a second clearly in sight
between two of the glowing stone columns, mouths open and teeth bared. Brian made the mark of
the Cross on his breast.

"That is the one trouble with this adventuring in strange places, James," he said, againin a
conversational tone. "How isaman to find a priest to shrive him, in such a place asthis? In
manus tuus, Domine"

The creatures now began to thump with their fists on the vertical stone formations. It was a soft
sound, but many times multiplied, so that it felt almost like a muffled drum beating inside Jim's
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head. He took it as asignal that they were just about to begin their rush, looped his own reins
about the pommel of his saddle, and reached quite openly for the hilts of his sword and poignard.

It was a moment in which he was quite sure that there was no way out, that an attack would come
at any minute. But, oddly, he found that instead of feeling fearful, regretful, or any other emotion
he might have expected— there was only a sort of empty feeling inside him. He rode on, listening
to the drumming.

Then, unexpectedly, something lanced through the soft heavy sound of the drumming—a sharp,
amost musical note, a sound like a steel pick striking rock. It chimed like the note of a glass bell
over the drumming—and the drumming stopped instantly. The chime repeated, and continued, as
steady as a metronome.

Jim stared about him. The furry figures had frozen in place. For along moment they stood
unmoving; then, like dark lights going out, they began to vanish among the stony pillars of the
cave. In less than a minute there was not a one to be seen.

"In God's name," said Brian, "it sounds as regular as a church bell. What isit?"

Jim had no answer. Brian rode forward until he was level with Hill and almost shouted at the
small man.

"What isthat!" he demanded.

Hill rode on, apparently unmoving and unresponding. On Jim's shoulder Hob called forward to
Brian, before Jim himself could speak.

"Sir Brian!" Hob said. "Hill answered!"
"What did he say then?" asked Brian, looking back.
"'Itismy friends," called Hob.

"I knew it!" said Brian, checking Blanchard, so that he stood for a moment until Jim caught up
with him. "He is no stranger here! Now we need doubt no longer."

"Yes," said Jim, grimly. "And now maybe things will start to make sense."
"It iswell past time," said Brian. He looked closely at Jim.

"I remember now," he went on. His face was perfectly humorless. "It comesto my mind," he
said, "that you named that lady with the brother and father who vanished awhile back. | was
looking elsewhere; but you knew her. |s she somehow a part of this?'
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"I didn't think so," said Jim, "but you're right. It was Agatha Falon, Robert's aunt."
"But she was wearing avell," said Brian. "What wasiit led you suspect it was her?"

"I'd seen her hold a knife in her hand, before," Jim said. "Y ou remember, | told you of the time, at
the Earl's Christmas party—Angie found her in our room trying to smother Robert. She pulled a
knife on Angie. Luckily, | camein just then and took it away from her."

"Ah, yes," Brian said. "I recall you telling me of it. Would that she had a husband, for that should
call for ameeting between you and he!"

“Not only has she no husband,” Jim said, "but she came in the train of young Prince Edward,
having lately been favored by his Majesty the King. It was she who insisted on coming, though
the Prince didn't want her. She had asked the King to let her go—and he let her, of course.”

"Wéll, if not her husband, her Champion, then," said Brian, brushing the matter aside. "So no
more was made of the matter. | was remiss not to speak to you about it. It was not properly done.
Surely she could have found someone to meet you on her behalf. What if Angela had been
killed?"

"It was not asimple, straightforward matter," said Jim. "Remember, she's been one of the King's
favorites, and isagain, it seems. Any uproar over such a happening could do nothing but harm to
us."

"Nonetheless..." said Brian, atruculent set to hisjaw.

Down, down, and down they went, the chime still keeping them company. Their way changed
once more, seeming to widen because the forest of stalactites and stalagmites dwindled into
nothingness. The light was again coming from stone walls, off to their sides, and the ceiling was
visible; although this section was clearly both higher and wider than the first tunnel had been.

The regularity of the chiming sound and the hoofbeats began to make a soporific rhythm in the
back of Jim's mind. No one spoke. Dafydd was not a great talker under any conditions, and Brian
was often silent when not in the grip of some strong emotion.

Jm's thoughts hopped from subject to subject. All during this trip, there had been no evidence
that they were going in the right direction to find Robert. Still, it had all felt somehow right to
him. If it was true, as Carolinus had hinted, that a magician could feel when magic was being
used against him—maybe it was that feeling leading him now.

But how could that be true when he no longer had the use of his magic, here in this underground
Kingdom?

Something else bothered him. Back there in Lyonesse, in a place he himself could not have
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predicted he would ever be, he had been ambushed by someone who should not have had any
way to know he was there—much less have a way to get there for an attack, and then flee as she
had.

That was bad enough. But when he thought of it, there was the fact that he had come to seek
young Robert, whose enemy was the very Agatha Falon—his aunt—who wanted the Falon
properties and who had just tried to stop Jim and hisfriends. Jim had little evidence that Robert
had been taken here. But maybe Agatha's attack could be taken as coincidence.

Somewhere he had once read that there was no such thing as coincidence. If so, it would argue
that Robert was indeed somewhere up ahead of them. But it a'so could mean that Agatha had
been involved in the kidnapping, and it was hard to think how that could be possible.

Coincidence? Unlikely. Ever since he and Angie had come to this fourteenth-century world, they
had been marked as enemies by the Dark Powers; those malignant forces who—or which, perhaps
—Carolinus said were trying to alter the balance between Chance and History, in either direction.

But how could the kidnapping of young Robert affect such Powers? It seemed to make no sense.

Suddenly, too, he remembered the warning given by Carolinus' projection, about not letting
himself be deceived by appearances in Lyonesse—how could he even be sure that that had in fact
been Agatha?

There was too much here to figure out without further information.

He switched his mind off to the more immediate question of where this tunnel might lead them
and what they might find at its end. So far, nothing that had happened gave him a clue to their
destination, except that it was undoubtedly underground. They had been going down steadily—

"I like them," said the voice of Hob dreamily in his ear. The hobgoblin was still sitting on his
shoulder, and, light as the little Natural was, Jim had completely forgotten he was there. But now
Hob's voice pulled Jim from his thoughts, and he realized that the bell-like sound had ceased
some time since. But the clopping of their horses' hooves seemed to have picked up something
like an echo—aregular drum-like beating that seemed almost within his ears, rather than outside
them.

It seemed to come from everywhere around them, and no place in particular—Jim's laggard mind
suddenly registered Hob's words...

"Them?' he said. "Which 'them' are you talking about, Hob?"

"The Gnarlies. Behind us." said Hob.
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"Behind us?'

Jim looked around; and saw behind him, marching ten abreast, rank on rank of manlike beings
only dightly smaller than Hill, and all with the same expressionless faces. They came steadily
along behind Jim and his party, their feet bare, slapping down on the stone floor in perfect time,
and making the soft, drum-like sound Jim had heard. They moved all together and were all
dressed alike.

Like Hill, they wore what looked to be |leather kilts and shirts. Each one carried, thrust through
his belt on hisright side, a hammer with a metal head and a short wooden handle; balancing it on
the other side was a metal-headed pick, pointed at both ends. Behind their backs, sticking up the
way an unstrung bow might be carried by an archer, each bore a metal rod no thicker than Jim's
little finger.

These baffled Jim for a moment, until it occurred to him that, here underground, these might be a
mining variety of Natural; if so, the rods might be drilling rods, lengths of metal that could be
hammered into a crack in arock face, to force it to crack further, so that the rock itself could be
broken more easily than straight pick-work could manage.

Like Hill, each had hislong sleeves closed at the ends, well past the ends of the armsinside them.
Who are they?' Jim asked Hob. "Why are they following us?'

"They're friends of Hill's," Hob said.

Jim felt a sudden spurt of hope and quickly pushed it back and firmly stoppered it up again.

"You like Hill now, don't you?"' he asked Hob.

Hob did not answer immediately, apparently thinking it over

"Yes," hesaid at last. "But he mustn't think he can have what belongs to me. Malencontri and
m’'Lady and you, m'Lord, are mine!"

Jim tried to turn his head to get alook at the hobgoblin's face, but he was too close Hob had never
shown ajealous streak like this, before.

But he recognized afaint, but familiar, note in the little creature's voice, now it seemed to Jim
like a note he had heard in the voices of his Maencontri servants when they were speaking to
him, aproprietary note, asif they owned him, rather than the other way around.

"I don't think he particularly wants Malencontri and those of us who live there," said Jim.

"He wants you—part of you, anyway," said Hob. "But you're my Lord, not his."
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"Of course,” said Jim. "And I've no intention of being his Lord."
"Y ou hear that, Hill?" said Hob, looking forward at the back of the small man.
Hill, however, did not answer.

A suspicion that had been building in the back of Jim's mind for some time, half-noticed,
suddenly crystallized. He lifted his reins and urged Gorp forward with his heels; but the warhorse
was strangely unwilling to draw level with Hill on the sumpter-horse. Jim finally gave up, Gorp's
head only level with the withers of the sumpter-horse.

"Hill," he said to the back of Hill's head, "what are those metal rods used for? Are they used for
driving through stone walls? And if they are, what kind of noise would they make?'

Hill still did not speak. But without turning his head to ook, he held out one of his Sleeve-
enclosed arms to the side; and, although he gave no other signal that Jim could see, one of the
marching little men broke ranks, ran forward, and passed up the rod he had been carrying.

Hill held the rod quite easily at one end with a hand still enclosed in his sleeve, and pointed the
other end at the stone wall to the right of their passage. There was no sound at all, but suddenly
there was a circular hole about five feet across and ten feet deep. It seemed to have opened into a
parallel passage, in which could be seen more of the creatures Hob had called Gnarlies, moving
about.

These stopped, staring at Hill. Their arms fell to their sides and their faces went blank. Hill paid
them no attention, but rode on a few more yards and once more pointed the rod at the stone wall
beside him.

Once more the stone opened up. But this time Jim heard the boomp he had become familiar with
in Malencontri. The passage reveaed at the far end this time was visible asif seen through a
grimy, but transparent, circular window. And the Gnarlies Jim saw moving beyond it thistime
paid no attention to Hill and kept moving asif proceeding on their everyday errands.

It was certainly akind of window, in the second case with some thin layer of stone left that could
be seen through, somehow, probably to find out what was beyond He must have all the walls
tapped where there had been boomps heard, when he got home.

Clearly he, Brian, and Dafydd had found their way to the right place.
He looked balefully at Hill's back. Luck, indeed!

Hill had opened his grip on therod and let it fall, as if no longer interested in it—and the Natural
that had given it to him, running forward, had just made a desperate diving catch before it had hit
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the stone floor.

"Hill, what—damn you, Gorp!" said Jim, forcing the warhorse forward until the two of them
were all but level with Hill. "Isn't it a mining tool, then? What's the rod for if not for mining?"

"Fighting," answered Hill unexpectedly, still without turning his head to look at Jim.
"Fighting? Who would you fight?"'

"Goblins," said Hill. He turned his head then and looked—not at Jim, but at Gorp. Gorp stopped
in histracks, and Jim sat there, unable to make him move until Brian caught up with him.

"A curious breeze above us there," said Brian unexpectedly. "Hark how it sings."

Jim had not previously noticed any breeze, but Brian was right. One was indeed blowing,
seemingly from above them. And looking about, he saw that they had just now emerged into
what seemed an ever-widening cavern, with walls lit more strongly by the light in the stone—or
whatever it was—but its farther distance, beyond a hundred yards or so, still lost in darkness.

L ost in the darkness above them also was any celling to this larger cave. The stone-light climbed
the walls about them high enough to throw alittle gleam on what seemed to be the end of more
stalactites hanging down from the ceiling—hanging down, and in a number of cases, pierced by
holes.

The breeze blowing from somewhere behind them whistled through these holes, sounding notes
of different pitch. The breeze itself varied, as he could feel on the back of his neck, resulting in
something almost resembling music— music in which the sound of the feet on the stone floor
behind them, steadily beating, was like atympani accompani ment.

But, Jim asked himself, was he hearing this with his human ears, or through the enlarged range of
hearing which enabled him to hear Hill? He turned to Brian.

"Brian," he asked, "can you hear Hill when he talks?"
"Never heard him say aword," answered Brian.
"He can, but | had to find a special way of hearing before | could hear him."

"I remember," said Brian. He looked closely at Jim. "Is something amiss, James? Y ou speak
oddly"

"I think," said Jim, "that even though | don't have any magic down here, | may still be able to feel
when other magic is around me, evenif | can't tell what it is, or do anything about it."
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"That is some help, surely, however," said Brian. "It may be we'll need no more."

"Well, yes. It might turn out to be an advantage,” said Jim. "If no one else realizes that I'm aware
of whatever magic's here, maybe | can take advantage of that in some way to help us."

"May the Saints aid you to do so," said Brian. "Meanwhile, I've had enough of riding behind that
small fellow, whatever heis. Let us pass him and take the lead ourselves."

With that, Brian rode ahead, and Jim felt obligated to go with him. Their horses came level with
Hill and his mount; but then, neither Blanchard nor Gorp moved ahead.

"What ails the beasts!" said Brian, angrily, urging Blanchard forward both with reins and spurs.
Hill, meanwhile, had not even bothered to glance at them.

Before Jim could answer, Hill spoke, a single word that came out sharply and commandingly, in
atone that was the last thing Jim would have expected from Hill.

"He said 'Stop!™ Jim informed Brian and Dafydd.

But in fact they had already stopped—their horses having done the stopping for them. Hill
dismounted.

"Blanchard, damn you!" said Brian angrily, but under his breath. Blanchard put back his ears, but
did not move.

"We'd better get down, | think," said Jim, softly.

"If you say so," said Brian, equally softly, but through his teeth. "But it were my rede—James, |
do not understand this!"

"Neither do I," said Jim, as they all dismounted. "But, look at the floor."

Before them began a sort of path across the stone floor marked out by glittering jewels of about
two inches diameter, inset every six inches or so. Two lines of them led forward, laying out atrail
whose far end could not be seen—whether because of distance or amist, it was impossible to say.
Hill evidently intended to walk it, for he was already starting down between the two lines.

"I think he wants us to go with him," Hob said timidly into Jim's ear, but loudly enough .to be
heard by the two other men. Jim looked at Brian and Dafydd

"We might aswell," said Jim. They both nodded.

Jim turned, and saw that the cave just behind them was solidly packed by the small miners who
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had been following them; and more were flooding in to spread right and left from the tunnel
mouth, pressing into the mass already there. Brian and Dafydd had also seen this.

"'Fore God," said Brian, "I think we have no choice."

They turned to walk forward, behind Hill, with the horses coming along on their own. The flood
of small figures followed them closely.

Ahead, the murkiness that had obscured the farther reaches of the cavern seemed to roll back, but
more slowly than their advance; so that now it was only about fifteen yardsin front of them, but
retreating steadily. Above, the wind had increased. The discordant music in Jim's head was
louder, but oddly counterpointed by the sound of the naked feet of those who followed on the
stone floor.

"I think there's someone who doesn't like Hill up ahead," said Hob in Jim's ear. His voice had
become timid and uncertain. "M'Lord, would you like to tell Hill we're on his side?"

"What is his side, Hob?"

"I don't know," confessed Hob. "Maybe if you asked him..."

It was not the most unlikely suggestion. There was certainly no harm in trying.
"Hill," said Jim.

Hill turned his head briefly; and his eyes met Jim's. As usual, there was no expression in them,
but he had plainly heard and understood what Jim and Hob had been saying. His own response
came clearly to Jim.

" E€'ll see'm soon enough." There was a slight pause before the next few words. " 'Ee's my
Uncle."

"Y our uncle?' echoed Jm. "But why—"

He broke off, because Hill had looked away again and was obviously through talking. He walked
on, and Jim, with Brian and Dafydd, walked after him—with the horses nodding and following,
and the little miners crowding close behind.

But now, without warning and without sound, the darkness before them began to pull back faster.
It did not have to roll far. In amoment they could see the farther end of the cave. Before it was a
platform, with achair like athrone on it, and a bulky figure in the chair, robed in flashing light.

Chapter Twenty-Four
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The cave came to an end at awall that reared above them like a windowless, many-storied
building. However, that wall was undercut at a height roughly comparable to two stories above
the ground, the sheer vertical drop abruptly angling sharply inward. So that in effect the upper
part projected outward like a massive awning above atiny plaza.

In the large space underneath, at the very center, there was araised stone platform, on which a
throne literally glittered, as did the robe of its occupant. A ring of the same glittering gems that
had outlined the path, marked an open space about and before the platform.

The back of the throne rose in an arched curve above the head of that occupant; and halfway
down it sprouted ends that curved forward, flattened, and became ornately carved armrests,
differently shaped at their forward ends, one like a pick, one like ahammer. The entire throne
appeared to be of one piece, part of the living stone of the wall behind, but such was the effect of
the bright jewels around it and the subdued light of the cave, that it seemed to float at head-height
of those standing beforeit.

Jim looked more closely. By heaven, it was floating!

He forced his gaze from the throne to the one sitting in it. There, clad in afloor-length, glittering
robe, was a Natural just like Hill, but half a head taller and proportionately bigger.

As he looked more closely, Jm saw that the face of the enthroned individual, while very like
Hill'sin its heavy-boned, primitive appearance, was unpleasantly different in expression. Its eyes
also stared at Jim and his friends, but with nothing of the innocence Jim had thought he had seen
in Hill and those behind him. Then, abruptly, even that changed. The stare focused on Hill; and
the Natural's face became amost human with a smile that did ugly thingsto the formerly
emotionless face.

"Well, Nevvy—" Jim heard him begin.
"Well, Uncle!" Hill interrupted sharply. "Here | be again!"

Jim looked quickly; and Hill's face had also changed. It, too, had taken on personality such as
Hill had not shown before in Jim's experience of him. His was a young face still, but now the
vacantly open mouth was closed, the lower jaw set. He, too, looked more human now—~but in his
case, it was for the better.

"Why, so | see, Nevvy, as | was about to tell ‘ee. 'Ee dug thyself out, did 'ee? | never looked to see
‘ee back here for another hundred year."

" Twas help | had," said Hill, "from afriend."

"A friend? Oh, thee has friends up-surface now, do 'ee? What friend of 'ee's could dig 'ee faster
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from under a mountain than eesalf?"

" 'Ee was called a Sea Devil," retorted Hill. "Y e never saw the like. 'Ee was astall as eight o'
ourn, piled head to foot, and 'ee could crush 'ye in one hand like a piece o' sandstone, so 'ee
could."

Uncle's grin suddenly broadened, although nothing else about him changed—aqgiving him a mad
look.

"No living creetur can crush the Gnarly King, the King o' th' Hill, of Overhill, Underhill and all
the other Underearth! 'Ee should know that, being a Kings-son, Nevvy!"

"Thee be no True King, Uncle!" cried Hill.

"I be True King!" roared his uncle, half-rising from his chair. But he checked, and sank back onto
the Throne. "... Or else thee just be stoopid. Thee was aways stoopid. But | think, now thee's
lying to me, aswell. If thee's not, why bring here these Up-Earth Stoopids and beasts wi' thee, if
not to back up thy story?’

Hill flung out one of his covered aimsto point at Jm.

Thee stole away hischelld!" he said. " 'Ee knows t'was thee did it."
"Andif | did, what's that to me or thee, Nevvy?"

" 'E€'smy Luck!" cried Hill.

"Luck?' For amoment the King looked disturbed. But then he rocked with silent laughter. "Now
| know thee's not only aliar but stoopid, Nevvy. A Stoopid from up-surface to be aLuck for a
Gnarly?"'

"My Luck beed the Sea Devil, who dug me out thisfast," answered Hill. "Ask 'eeself, how could
| be here so soon, otherhow? But the Sea Devil couldn't come to Overhill with me. So 'ee passed
his Luck to thisun; and thisun's no simple Stoopid, neither. 'Ee's a Mage, 'eeis, full with magick.
'Ee was coming here for 'is cheild, anyhow!"

"Wants t'seeit, does 'ee?' said the King. " 'E€'s magick don't be any good here. Here, it's | got the
Robe and the Throne. So—"

He waved his hand toward a corner of the space in which his throne of flashing silver was
centered; and suddenly, afew feet to the side, Robert Falon appeared, lying on a block of stone,
his legs and arms waving. He was crying harder than Jim had ever seen him cry—but utterly
without a sound. The fact that his crying was going unheard registered clearly in Jm's mind—and
amoment later, he walked with considerable force into what felt like awall of stone. With the
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impact came realization: the King had set up award about Robert.

The sudden understanding was like a door slammed in his face, just as he had tried to go through
it.

"Look at 'ee standing there!" the King's voice rang behind him. " So stoopid 'ee thought I'd just | et
‘ee go take ee'schelld! 'Ayl Stoopid! Yon cheild's not 'ee'sno more! I'll be given 'ee to a Stoopid
Lady!"

The King laughed, like two blocks of stone grinding against each other.

“Look at 'ee!l" he chortled, turning to Hill. "Fair mazed 'eeis! No wonder, neither. Five o' ourn |
sent to steal the cheild; and 'ee all came back shaking after trying to dig out of rock into 'e€'s cave
—not so far from Stoopids 'eesel ves—and there smelling Stoopids all around, crazy to kill poor
Gnarlies. Twas 'un tried to steal the baybee from open surface in broad day's light and the cheild's
watch-Stoopid sleeping under Sun beside the wee 'un, but came back ‘feered of awolf! Twas then
| had to go meself!"

Jim, staring at Robert, had hardly heard any of thislong speech. But abruptly, what the King had
said just before that reechoed in his head.

"Y ou said you'd give Robert to a Stoopid Lady!" he said to the King. "What Lady? A Lady
named Agatha Falon?' His voice came out hard.

The King said nothing; but Jim now found himself being pushed backward by some invisible
force, away from Robert. The King kept his attention on Hill, ignoring Jim.

Jim turned. He walked unsteadily back to stand beside Brian. This Gnarly King, he found himself
thinking, was someone he could kill with an easy conscience.

"Were you struck by some magick, James?' Brian's voice whispered in his ear. He put an arm
around Jim, who was literally unsteady on his feet.

Jim shook his head, as much to clear it as to answer Brian's question. With an effort, he put his
fury from him, and found steadiness. Magic had nothing to do with his sudden weakness, but to
explain emotional shock to Brian was impractical.

"No, Brian," he said, and his own voice sounded strange to him, unreasonably hollow. "I'm all
right. What's going on?'—For Hill's voice and the King's were clashing again.

"They are now in fierce discussion,” said Brian, in avoice that sounded more normal. "He who
calls himself the Gnarly King is taunting young Hill. | had no great love for the little fellow, but—
by Our Lady! | would aid him in this moment, if | knew how."
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"You, too?' said Jim. "How long have you been hearing their talk?"
"Why, since they started to speak out, a moment past,” answered Brian, releasing him. "l knew
you could hear these creatures speak—magick, of course—but to me they were dumb as stones.
Now, however, it appears these two, at least, can utter some words if they will. Enough, at least,
to make plain that the King of these people, there, is about to send Hill back beneath some

mountain, and wishes to see him beg for mercy. Y et Hill has been standing up to him, aimost as
well as aman might. Only hark, James. Y ou can hear them yourself."

"But how could you—"Jim began, then interrupted himself. "They're speaking in the normal
human range now. Wait a minute—no, they're not. | wonder... Brian, listen to me for a moment

Jim edged forward, moving inside the ring of gems that outlined the space on the floor. The King
had turned to face Hill, and Hill was concentrating only on the monarch. Jim spoke to Brian.

"Gladiator Hill, amor Fortunae."

"Indeed, James, | am entirely of your opinion. But why did you walk away like that to say so?"
Jim stepped back toward him out of the ring and repeated the Latin words.

"What?' said Brian.

"Sorry," said Jm, in his own form of English, which for some unknown reason fourteenth-
century individuals seemed to find perfectly understandable. "Frog in my throat. | said that Hill
was afighter and Fortune loves him."

That iswhat you also said, a moment gone," replied Brian. "Good fortune is never to be despised,
of course, in any bicker. | agree. Still, they do seemtoinsist on alot of talk before they get to
blows, down here. AlImost makes one doubt their willingness to do so. Never do to act like that in
dispute with an Englishman."

There was nothing Jim could think of to say to that.

"Besides,” Brian went on, "how else should they speak? True, they have a common, country way
of talking, but it is clear enough."”

And indeed, it was.

"—1I say it again," Hill was almost shouting in atenor voice. The faces of both of them were now
showing emotions Jim would never have thought possible to them.

"Killed thy father?' retorted the King. "Never | did! The old pooker just keeled over."
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"That be'en't true!"
"Na, na, watch thy words!" said the King.

"Well, don't thee call my father a poker!" cried the Prince. "If any Gnarly here's a pooker, it's
thee!"

"Oh, thee's be now like afine little Stoopid Knight with manners, be'en't ‘ee? Besides, ‘ee was a
pooker. | was 'e€'s next youngest brother, and | should know!"

"Stop that! 'Ee shouldn't never talk that way of anyone who's gone Overhill-Underhill—and 'ee
thy full-blood brother!"

"Thee be'en't here when it happened, remember," retorted the King. "It were me, not thee, saw 'im
fall. 'Eejust beed a weak old pooker and 'ee died."

"I be'iscloser kin. | be'isson!" cried the Prince. "I'll scatter 'ee for saying that!"
The King laughed.

"'Eeand 'oo to help 'ee?' he said. "Be'en't no other kin left to 'elp 'ee now. Them as stands behind
‘ee at this moment won't lift a pick or rod to help 'ee—even if it would do good against my King's
Power of Magick. What makes thee think thee could even touch me?"

"I've my Luck!" said Hill.
The King sneered.
"A Stoopid's no Luck to you!"

"Don't thee ever say that!" cried Hill. " 'E€'s Lucky. "Ee couldn't be luckier. Thee knows that!
What of all the baybees stole down the centuries? Twas because they were lucky to have. And
thisn'saMagickian. That makes him twice as Lucky!"

"Magickian!" snorted the King. "I've a prime Magickian 'ere already—and look at 'ee!”

As suddenly as Robert had appeared, Carolinus appeared on the other side of the dais. Carolinus
in a cage, holding to the front bars asif they were all that kept him on hisfeet. His face was
ravaged with exhaustion, but he opened his mouth and his cracked voice rang out, not in Jim's
head but plainly in his ears.

"Depart!" he cried. "Jim, DEPART!"
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And Jm did.

With Carolinus' voice still sounding in his ears, he found himself in alarge auditorium filled with
men and women, many in red magician robes—more so-dressed than he had ever seen together
before. On the stage on which Jim had appeared, awoman was standing, addressing the audience.

She was awoman he had seen once before, one of the only three AAA+ Magicians there werein
thisworld; and she had been the referee—or whatever magicians called it—at the time of
Carolinus duel with a B-class magician named Son Won Phon, over the latter's accusation that
Jim had been using Oriental Magic without having been properly instructed by an expert in that
area.

The woman was of indeterminate age, by appearance perhapsin her thirties or forties; tall, but
thin and somewhat cadaverous-looking. Her face was bony and long, and her expression stern.
When Jim had seen her before, she had been wearing a dark green robe and a sort of skullcap of
the same color; now she wore the magician's red. Her clothes were clean, but were obviously
well-worn. Jim's mind scrambled to remember how to pronounce her name.

Whatever she had been saying to the audience, it had been interrupted by Jim's appearance. She,
like everybody in the seats, now turned to look at him. For a moment there was a dead silence,
and then murmurs swept through the audience... "Dragon Knight...","... No, no more than a
classC +, | assureyou!" "Tremendous extra Drawing Accounts. They say... (mumble, mumble)

... Carolinus, but..."

"How did you get here, Jim?' demanded the tall woman. At the sound of her voice, those from
the audience ceased.

"I think Carolinus sent me," said Jim. "—In away. Or maybe he just took advantage of
something that was carved over the entrance, something about ""WHO ENTERS DEPARTS. WHO
DEPARTSRETURNS' "

"Hah!" she said, asfiercely as Jim had ever heard Brian say it. "That's our Carolinus—taking
advantage of their own Natural, Gnarly Magick!"

There was a sudden storm of questions shouted at Jim from the audience. The woman turned to
face them, held up her hand, and all voices except hersfell silent.

"Now, Jim," she said, turning back to him and speaking only slightly less severely than she had
just looked at the audience, "how was it you were there where Carolinus could take advantage of
this particular Gnarly command?"

"Well, you see, Mage Kinety—" he began.
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"KinetetE," she scowled.

“I'm sorry." Jim tried to follow her pronunciation of her own name with that final emphatic E.
"Kinetet... yah?' Jim's attempt to duplicate the sound was atotal failure.

"No," she said. "Kin-eh-tet-E. Accent on the final E. Never mind. Pronounce it any way you want
—but answer my question."

"Well," said Jim. He suddenly felt six years old again, facing a towering first-grade teacher—and,
in fact, KinetetE was a good three inchestaller than he was. In just afew sentences he outlined
the events that had followed the kidnapping of young Robert. KinetetE interrupted him when he
came to the part about Hill.

"What was he?' she snapped.

"A Gnarly—a Gnarly prince, | guess, but we didn't know that at first." He outlined the rest of
their trip up to the confrontation with Hill's uncle. "Anyway," he concluded, "just about then, the
King made Carolinus appear. Carolinus commanded ‘'DEPART—and here | am."

Jim stopped and tried to catch his breath. The whole story had come out almost in one sentence.

"Hah!" said KinetetE again, thoughtfully thistime, but still somewhat fiercely. "But you say you
did see Carolinus. How was he?"

"The King had him in a cage, and he looked in bad shape. He could barely stand up."

Something like a moan came from the audience, with an undernote that was very like a grow! of
rage.

"Were you aware," snapped KinetetE, "that Carolinus had gone to whoever was King down there
with special permission from our worldwide Collegiate of Magickians and full Ambassadorial
Credentials, to look into athreat to unbalance the Kingdoms?"

"No, | wasn't," said Jim. "I saw and talked to him a short time before our journey—~but even then
he was a projection, rather than with us in person. He appeared once more, just before we went
into Lyonesse; and he was a projection then, too—I think a message he deliberately left for usif
we showed up; to be triggered into sight and sound by the fact we were there. But he only warned
us then that Lyonesse was aland of magic, and dangerous for us."

"Well, now we know," said KinetetE. "The Gnarly King apparently thinks he can do what he
wants with a AAA+ Mage. We'll have to teach him differently!” The audience snarled its approval
—Vvery unmagician-like in sound.

"But Hill's uncle has the only magic that's allowed in that Kingdom, isn't that so?' said Jim.
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"He hasit, but doesn't own it!" said KinetetE sharply. "He simply controlsit aslong as he
rightfully wears that Robe bejeweled with Great Silver—do you know what that 1s?"

When Jim shook his head, she explained. "Great Silver forms atiny part of ordinary tin, that only
Gnarlies can recognize. Crushed by the Gnarly King's magic, as diamonds are made from the like
of charcoal by the miles-deep weight of the Earth, it becomes like ajewel—the rarest jewel there
Is. It's from those jewels on his Robe and his Throne, that his magick springs. But he has to own
these rightfully or they can be taken away. Then, someone el se becomes King of the Gnarlies and
hasit."

She paused, her dark eyes focusing past Jim at nothing in particular for a moment. Then they
returned to him.

"Yes," she said, amost to herself. "We must think matters out. Y ou do not know why Carolinus
sent you to us here?'

"He must have arranged it that way beforehand, against the time | might need to be Departed,”
said Jim.

"I thought so," said KinetetE. She turned her head and spoke to the audience. "Barron, I'm going
to have to ask you to come up here."

There was a moment in which nothing happened, and then a small, fussy-looking man in his
fifties, rotund, with a button of anose, a small unimpressive mouth, and pale blue eyes that
blinked frequently, appeared. He was wearing ared robe and atall pointed red hat, neither of
which seemed to fit him very well. He looked exactly like the sort of person who ought to be
wearing a pair of metal-rimmed spectacles. But spectacles, of course, were not available in this
time and place—and in any case, a magician would not need to wear them: he could make his
eyesight as good or as bad as he wanted at any time, magically.

“If I must," he said, in an annoyed tenor voice.

"It'll be your mind and mine, plus whatever we can gain from our young Apprentice, here,” said
KinetetE. "If the Gnarly King can defy uslike this and so mistreat one of our most valuable
members, then this is something that threatens us al. | can't understand how the King could fail
to realize that."

"Unless," said Jim, "it's because this new King, who seems to have killed the rightful ruler—
Hill's father—to take the Throne, has something big in mind and thinks he's invulnerable now, for
some reason."

"Speak when you're spoken to, boy!" barked the man who had come to share the stage with
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KinetetE. He was considerably smaller than either Jim or KinetetE.

"I tell you," said Jim, stubbornly continuing to talk, "there's got to be some kind of pattern to it
al; and | think that's a part of it!"

Chapter Twenty-Five

Well," said Barron, "here's pert-ness! Speak when you're spoken to, apprentice. Mage Kinetete
and | will unravel this matter!"

It was not the other man's tone of voice or his assumption that Jim was incapable of helping that
did it—it was his perfect pronunciation of KinetetE's name. Barron, Jim remembered now, was
the name of the third AAA+ magician in this world; but despite that, Jim found himself growing
angry—and when he got angry he also got stubborn. He had run into this kind of personin his
own twentieth-century world, and he knew from experience that if he let someone like Barron get
away with shutting him up, then he would never get anything said. The only way with this
individual was to meet him head-on.

"No," he said. "None of you seem to be paying any attention to the fact that | said Carolinus
message to us just before we went into Lyonesse was a projection. And best odds are he sent that
message from inside the Gnarly Kingdom."

"Where his magick would not work, you mean?"' said KinetetE.

"And since magic doesn't work there," Jim continued, "he could only have done it with the
permission of the Gnarly King. The King wanted me lured there, and wanted me not to take my
friend Aargh—the English wolf—along; | suspect Gnarlies have an unusual fear of wolves. So he
let Carolinus send his projection to me, and Carolinus managed to give me some hidden
information."

"Not too bad reasoning for an Apprentice, don't you think, Barron?' KinetetE said.

"Lucky guess, I'd call it," said Barron. He hesitated, added grudgingly, "I suppose he has afew
wits, thislad."

"So do | suppose," said KinetetE. "And | think we'll listen to him for the moment."

Her last words came in atone of voice that would not have encouraged Jim to continue a
discussion with her. Barron evidently felt the same way.

KinetetE turned back to Jim.

"|s there anything else you want to mention to us, now?"
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"Just one thing that might tiein," he said. "I don't understand how it could happen, but while we
were crossing Lyonesse, we were led into an ambush by a veiled woman." He explained about
recognizing Agatha, and her disappearance.

"Agatha," Jim said, "stands to inherit the Falon lands and possessions, if her nephew dies. | was
given Robert as award by the English King, and my wife and | thought we knew enough about
Agathato keep Robert safe from her—"

"We know all about this!" interrupted Barron.

"All right," said Jim. "But if it was Agatha—Carolinus warned me that L yonesse was full of
tricky magic, so it might not have been her—she'd have to be working with some sort of magical
power, herself, to have gotten there"

"Hmmm," said KinetetE.

"Anyway," said Jim, "before Agatha and the two men with her vanished, | noticed that they were
wearing Court clothes. And Carolinus had said something to me about the King—I mean, the
English King—being in some sort of danger. So | think someone ought to go check this out at the
Court."

This time both KinetetE and Barron were silent after he had finished speaking. Finally, Barron
spoke.

"Probably has nothing to do with Carolinus predicament at all!" he said.

"Clearly the woman could gain from taking the child," said KinetetE. "But how capturing
Carolinus would involve the English Court—it may be Jim, here, sees a connection where you
and |, Barron, don't."

Barron snorted.

"You're really ready to believe this Agatha woman might have something to do with Carolinus
being held by the Gnarly King?' he said.

"I do," answered KinetetE. "And I'll remind you, Barron, that | am unmatched in connective
magicks. Just as Carolinusisin intuitiveness—and Carolinus trusts this boy. Remember, the
woman is connected to the boy, the boy is connected to the Gnarly King; the King is connected to
Carolinus; Carolinusis connected to Jim, here; and Jim is connected to the English Court."

"I am?' said Jim, but apparently unheard.

"Oh. Well, in that case," said Barron, "l suppose I'll have to go back to the Court myself, then."
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He made aface. "No help for it. None of our Collegiate is known there as| am; and above al, no
one else from our Collegiate is as respected there as | am—"

Muttering in the crowd.

"Except perhaps Carolinus himself, of course," Barron went on, alittle hastily. "But in any case, |
know my way around the Court better than anyone else. | know the people there. Y ou—"

His eyes focused on Jim.
"Yes, Mage?' answered Jim politely, feeling the time for manners had come.

"I suppose you'll have to go along with me to find this Agatha and the two men she tried to pass
off as a brother and afather."

"Me?" said Jm. "But | can't! | have to go back to rescue Robert and Carolinus—"
"Not now," said KinetetE.

"Well leave, then," said Barron. "—that is, if the Collegiate approves that manner of handling
things. Do you al?"

He turned to face the audience below the stage.

Jim and KinetetE both looked with him and Jim was astonished to see every robe in the house
turn a glowing magician's red.

"Very well, very well. If | must. Come along, Tim—or Jim, or whatever your name is—"
"Just aminute,”" said Jim.
Barron stared at him in honest astonishment. Jim turned quickly to KinetetE.

"I need to be able to go back to the Gnarly King's Throne Room," he said. "And as quickly as
possible, because it looks as if afight is developing there. Both Robert and Carolinus need help.”

"I have never—" began Barron, but this time it was KinetetE who interrupted him.

"Don't worry about that, Jim," she said. "I'll make sure you don't miss anything. Y ou can rest

"Thank you," said Jim.

He turned back to see Barron glaring at him, and just in time to see Barron change the glare to a
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somewhat sickly smile. Jim looked again at KinetetE and saw her smiling at the other AAA+
magician, with a smile of her own that would have stopped atiger in his tracks.

"I think it's probably for the best, Barron," said KinetetE. "I'm sure we can all count on you to
make the most of young Jim here, by paying attention to what he says and thinks."

"Oh, that. Y es—of course," muttered Barron. "Are you ready—er, Jim?"
"I'm ready now, Mage," said Jim.

With the same suddenness with which Jim was used to being taken places by Carolinus, he now
found himself standing with Barron inside a stone-walled room, the small, square window of
which evidently gave on an inner court. All that could be seen through it, from Jim's position at
least, was a small patch of blue sky above a somewhat distant wall of stone.

Probably that was the side of another building, Jim thought. From out of sight below rose up
shouts and cheers, asif some kind of athletic contest were going on.

The room itself was obviously a bedroom, for there were only a couple of low, unpadded, semi-
backed chairs, atable, and a curtained bed, with its curtains undrawn. On the table sat several
wine bottles and a couple of tumbler-like glasses, one amost empty and one half-full of wine.
The table was within arm's reach of the bed. Barron was |ooking annoyed.

He strode to the bed and grabbed the bare shoulder of the figure on the closest side of it, all that
was not completely hidden under the covers. He shook it vigorously.

"Wake up!" he snapped. When neither shaking nor voice were answered he raised his voice and
shook even harder.

"Edgar, you will wake up—now!"

The face belonging to the shoulders was half-buried in the pillow. But one closed eye had been
showing, above half a mustache and the corner of a mouth.

Now the eye flew open. It stared upward at Barron. With a spasmodic jerk the man belonging to
the eye and mustache sat bolt upright in bed, both eyes now wide open despite lank brownish-
black hair falling into them. He pushed himself back against the headrest astightly as he could, as
if trying to get as far as possible from Barron.

"Mage!" he said in athick voice. "Mage—thought you had |eft the Court!"
"I did. I'm back," said Barron. "This room used to be your sitting room. Why isit a bedroom?"

"Weéll, |—l—well, you see, it was like this—"
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"Never mind!" said Barron. "There are two doors here—"Jim looked. There were indeed two
doorsin facing walls of the almost square room. "—Which one of them leads to your sitting
room?"

The man called Edgar pointed past Barron and Jim at the door more behind them than in front of
them.

"We will see you there in three minutes. Y ou will be fully dressed, awake, and ready to talk!"
said Barron.

"Yes, Mage—" said Edgar, half-falling out of bed and revealing himself completely naked. Just
beyond him the crown of ablond head was barely revealed above the covers, now that he was no
longer hiding it with his own form.

"Come, Jm," said Barron.

He turned about and marched toward the door Edgar had indicated. Jim went with him, into a
room furnished with two plain wooden chairs and two with full backs and padding. Barron took
one of the padded chairs and waved Jim into the other. They sat down.

This room also had a window, through which a burst of cheering could be heard. Jim tried to
imagine what was being done or played there. A courtyard like that was not really built for any
version of team game. Possibly tennis.

"Mage," he said, "what's his name? Whoever it was you just woke up in the bedroom there?"
"Edgar," said Barron, amost absentmindedly, "Edgar de Wiggin. He's taking histime in there."
"We just sat down, Mage," said Jim. "It can't have been three minutes yet."

"Maybe not." Barron had crossed his legs, and he drummed the fingers of his right hand on his
knee. "Still, adlippery fellow like that. Have to keep atight rein on him. Not that he isn't useful—
oh, here heigs!"

Edgar de Wiggin was just now coming through the door from the bedroom.
"You are adisgusting sight," said Barron coldly, looking at him. "Lace up your codpiece."

"Oh, pray forgive me, Mage." Attending to that particularly male piece of apparel, Edgar came up
to them, hesitated, and then sat down in one of the unpadded chairs.

"It gladdens my heart to see you, Mage," he said. Under the lank hair, his spade-shaped face was
managing to smile broadly while preserving a sort of background look of suspicion and
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insecurity. The kind of appearance, Jim thought, that you might not like to find on someone you
had trusted to handle a large sum of money for you.

"Don't waste my time, Edgar," said Barron. "Do you know the Lady Agatha Falon?"

"Why, we aren't close," said Edgar, holding on to his smile. "But then, she spends so much of her
time with His Mgjesty and the other people of importance here at Court. | am a Gentleman of the
King's Chamber, of course, but she is kept far too busy by those far above my station. | would not
presume—"

"Never mind your presumption,” said Barron. "We want to know about her. Is she here all the
time?"

"Oh, she hardly ever leaves the Court," said Edgar, "even to go into London to someplace like the
Spanish Ambassador's ball, or an important dinner. | can get a message to her, if you like."

"I do not like," said Barron. "What | would like is information, as | said. Whom does she have
about her? | do not mean servants, | mean lesser gentlemen who serve her in small ways?"

"Why, there are many who would seek her favor," said Edgar The smile had finally vanished, but
the appearance of closeness and secrecy was still in hisface. "Y ou don't mean those of rank like
the Earl of Cumberland, for example?"

"No, no," said Barron. "l said lesser gentlemen, did | not? Besides, | thought you told usit was
his Mgjesty she was interested in."

"Oh, itis, Mage," said Edgar. "But sheison very good terms with people like Cumberland and
Gloucester and the Despensers. But there are many of lesser rank who hope to gain from her
favor, since sheis so welcometo hisMgesty."

"Jim," commanded Barron, "describe those two men to him."
"Certainly, Mage," said Jm. "If you think it'swise."

"Wise? Wise?' snapped Barron.

“I'm afraid | don't know much about this gentleman," said Jim.

"What of it?" said Barron. "He's perfectly harmless—to us. As| told you, he's Edgar de Wiggin—
actually a bastard son left behind by a member of a Spanish Embassy. He istolerated here at
Court as a private communication channel between the English Throne and the Spanish. He
speaks Spanish and does a little spying on Spanish visitors to Court, for the King. His position as
amember of the King's Wardrobe isin name only. That's all he is—a penniless petty Baron,
actually."
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Jim felt slightly nettled. He was, himself, among the pettiest of Barons; but it was not a good idea
to show irritation just now.

"I'd like to find two men," he said to Edgar. "Oneisin his twenties, with lighter-colored hair and
arather silky, youthful sort of goatee, and alittle mustache. He wears fashionabl e clothes, stands
amost six feet tall, and has aferret-like face with over-large, protruding front teeth. He does not
look much like awarrior. The other is at |east twenty years older, about five feet six inches tall,
and slightly stooped in the shoulders. He has greying hair and alittle mustache. Neither one had
any particular scars or marks on their faces, or signs of disease like smallpox."

"Sir," said Edgar, "may | ask what they were wearing?"'

Jm had forgotten that here in the fourteenth century, if you were in a situation where your best
suit of clothes was required, you lived in them day after day, with only an occasional stab at
brushing or cleaning by some servant; until the day came when they were too worn, stained, or
ragged to appear in. Then you did your best to obtain a newer garment, giving away or selling the
older one—and proceeded to live in the new one for aslong asit would last. The clothes he had
seen the two wearing in Lyonesse were probably the only clothes they had been seenin lately.

"I can't tell you the colors," Jim said, remembering for the first time that he had only seen those
men in Lyonesse, where all was black-and-silver. "The younger wears a cote-hardie, and the
older a mantle that covered much of his clothing."

Edgar stared at Jim, and then slowly shook his head. "There are several gentlemen of the height
and age you describe who could each be wearing such clothing as you mention," he said.

"Well, then, we're going to have to go look at them," said Jim, alittle more sharply than he had
planned. It was true KinetetE had promised to get him back to the Throne Room of the Gnarly
King quickly, but he had a sinking feeling that things here were threatening to become too
complicated to handle in short order.

"Exactly," said Barron, getting to hisfeet. "Y ou go with him, Jim. Edgar, you take him to see
anyone who could possibly fit that description. If at any time you want me, Jim, call me. I'm sure
you know how to do that. Carolinus must have taught you that, at least."

Jm had actually taught it to himself. But he held his tongue again, and, in fact, he did not have
time to say anything because Barron had already disappeared.

"If you will come along with me then, Sir," said Edgar de Wiggin.
Jm followed him out into a narrow, musty, stone hallway. Edgar continued to lead the way.
“I'm afraid that Mage Barron forgot to name you to me, Sir," said Edgar as they went.
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That'sright, he didn't," said Jim. "I'm Sir James Eckert, Baron de Bois de Maencontri in the
Shire of Somerset.”

"I am honored to have your acquaintance, Sir James," said Edgar.
"And | yours, Sir Edgar,” said Jim, automatically
The other looked embarrassed.

"I pray you will not be offended to learn—to discover this, Sir James," he said. "But | have never
been knighted."

"Y ou haven't?' said Jim, genuinely astonished. So far, in this century, he had never encountered
anyone of gentle rank, male, and of fighting age, who was not a knight—unless he was clearly on
his way to eventual knighthood or in Holy Orders.

"I am afraid not, Sir James," said Edgar, as they started down along flight of steep stairs built
into atall stone wall. "The King knights people here at Court—occasionally. It is agreat mark of
favor. Since knighthood conferred by the King is of such high value, it is generaly felt that it
would be offensive to his Majesty for anyone el se—even though they might have the rank and
right of knighting worthy individuals—to dub anyone knight at Court. Consequently, knighthood
has never come my way."

Hefell silent; and, since Jim could think of nothing to say to this, they went on. They did not
speak, in fact, until they had reached the ground level and gone out to their right through a
doorway with an arched top. Beyond this, they were in something that might have been the very
courtyard down on which Edgar's bedroom had looked.

"Ah, tennis!" said Jim, pleased that his guess had been correct.

"Pray forgive me, Sir James," said Edgar, "but it is merely rakets. One of the two men you
mentioned, the young one, may be standing over there watching along the right side of the court.
Do you see him?"

Jim looked and saw atall young man, but his hair was pale and he in no way resembled either of
those Jim remembered seeing just before the giants with clubs moved in on them.

"No," said Jim. "That's not the man."
"Pray forgive me, Sir. We will search farther."

So they did. Moving about through dingy hallways and scantly populated courtyards, Edgar
turned up three more possible candidates for the role of the younger man, and two for the role of
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the older man; but Jim shook his head at all of them.

"Pray forgiveness for asking, Sir James," said Edgar, "but are you completely sure that one of
those we have looked at could not be one of those you saw? It is easily possible that even a good
pair of eyes may make a mistake over something seen in aquick glance."

"I'm sure," said Jm. "We'll go on looking."
"Very well, Sir James. Thisway, if you please.”

Thistime Edgar led him up a staircase, stepping off it at the first level above ground. He
conducted Jim down along, rather narrow stone passage, that was also, Jim found, very dusty, as
if it was not normally used. Jim sneezed twice and Edgar made sympathetic noises.

"Just the dust," said Jim.

"I amrelieved to hear it," said Edgar. He had lagged alittle bit behind Jim. "It is not too much
farther to the next person | would show you. But the corridor is somewhat narrow here, so
perhaps you should walk ahead of me—"

The corridor was indeed narrowing, and Jim stepped out ahead. What warned him, even as he did
so, he was never quite sure, but he suddenly started to turn around. In the same moment, he was
struck a heavy blow high on the right side of his back. He staggered slightly and finished his turn
to see Edgar standing, legs apart and staring in what could be either shock or fear. The sheath at
his belt that held the knife he, like everyone else, carried— for purposes of eating and any other
need that might arise—was empty.

It did not take the sight of an empty sheath to give Jim afull understanding of what had
happened. He was already beginning to feel the effects of shock, though there was no pain. There
was a definite feeling of something on or in his back.

He had apparently turned just in time, so that while the knife had gone in and was still there, it
had struck and gonein at an angle, not asit had been aimed. He could feel his strength going, and
afilm was starting to obscure his vision. He lifted a heavy hand and thought, at least, that he had
it pointed in Edgar's direction.

"Still! " he managed to say.

Chapter Twenty-Six

Edgar did not even have time to change his expression. He was suddenly halted, frozen,
awkwardly balanced in the act of turning to run, a frightened look on hislong face.
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L eaning against the wall to keep from falling, Jim tried to reach for the knife still in his back, to
pull it out. But it was in a difficult position, high on his back and apparently either in deeply, or
somehow caught inside his body, chain-mail shirt, or clothes, so that it would not come out
easily. He could barely get the fingertips of one hand on it. There was no hope of getting agrip
firm enough to pull it out.

There was nothing in magic that he could think of at the moment that could help him, but simply
focusing his attention on what he was doing might help. He went through the same process of
trying to visualize as he did in creating magic, but in this moment it was a major effort to think.

He imagined himself with the mistiness that was threatening his eyesight pushed back so that it
formed a globe within which he stood, and within that globe he could think clearly. There was
still no pain, although he seemed to feel something unnatural inside him where no such thing
should be. It felt like aweight pulling backward and downward—in fact, it felt like more of a
weight than it possibly could be.

He would have to make use of Edgar.

"Edgar," he said out loud, turning his back once more on the man, "your body from the waist up
isfree. Therest of you stays still. Y ou will take hold of the handle of your knife and pull it out of
me. You will do that and nothing else. Now, stretch one arm out as far as you can."”

He looked over his shoulder. It was almost eerie. Edgar's arm slowly extended, asif it had alife
of itsown. Jim lost sight of its hand behind his shoulder.

"Now," he said. "With your hand out like that, tell me as soon as your fingers touch the hilt of
your knife—you can speak now, too," he added.

He felt the weight in his back increase.
"Are you touching the knife now?' he asked.

"Yes" gasped Edgar. "Mage, | did not know you were a Magickian. | should have known by
Mage Barron bringing you to me. Believe me, Mage, if | had known—"

"Never mind that!" said Jim. "Have you got a grip on the hilt?

"Yes, Mage."

"Then pull the damn thing out, now! Easy..."

"Yes, Mage—yes, | understand. I'll get it out just as neatly..." Edgar ran out of words.

"PULL, goddamn you!" said Jim.
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He felt himself tugged backward, and braced himself to stay on hisfeet. The pull stopped
suddenly, and he amost overbalanced forward. However, he caught himself in time, and
immediately visualized the blood vessels in the wound closing up. He turned, to see Edgar still
standing, completely paralyzed by Jim's magic order, except for his one arm, with the bloody-
bladed knife in his hand.

"Throw the knife from you!" said Jim.
Edgar obeyed, clumsily, and the knife clattered through the dust twenty feet down the hall.
"Unfreeze" said Jm.

Nothing happened; and after a moment Jim realized his mistake in using the wrong command.
But on second thought, he decided to leave the other as he was for the moment.

Ignoring the motionless Edgar, Jim began to concentrate on visualizing the wound in him as
healing—torn tissues knitting together, the previously sealed blood vessels linking up, infectious
material vanishing—just as he had envisioned the healing of Brian's wound up in Cumberland.
Hefelt abrief stab of pain, then nothing for along moment; then a steady ache began to spread
out over the whole area of his back. He reached back to fedl at the area, and touched wetness.
Blood. He concentrated on making that vanish aswell, and felt to see if the area was now dry. It
was. He turned his back once more on Edgar

"Is there any blood showing?"
"No, Mage."
Jim turned back to face him.

"All right," he said—though things were actually very far from being all right. The achein his
back, the mist that hovered on the edges of his vision and the fogginessin his head that made
thinking difficult, were threatening to overwhelm him. He felt very unsteady on hislegs. "Do you
know of an empty room somewhere close with abed, where | can recline, or lie down?"

"Yes, Mage," said Edgar timidly. "But—"
"But what?"'

"But we'd have to go back down the stairs and into another part of the building. Thiswingis
empty; it has not been used for some years."

"That's why you brought me here to knife me," said Jim. " So nobody would find my body in a
hurry!"
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"Yes, Mage." Edgar's voice almost squeaked on the words.

"“In thisroom you know of," said Jim, "is there anything that you know well enough to tell me
exactly what it looks like? A chair, the bed itself, something in the room, a tapestry on the wall—"

"Well," said Edgar slowly, "there is one chair with a broken back—one of the plain wood chairs.
Just one side of the back is broken away from the seat. The other's al right.”

"What color and sizeisit?' said Jm. "Compared to the chairs that were in your rooms?’
"It was just like the onesin my rooms. The same color, too, Mage."

"All right." Jim summoned up a mental image of one of the unpadded chairsin Edgar's room,
imagined one with its back broken on one side, and reached out for the nearest room that had
such achair. The view in his visualization seemed to open out to show a bedroom that had just a
table and one other unpadded chair, plus the bed.

Magically he moved himself and Edgar to it. He found the bed only a couple of steps away, and
staggered those two steps. As he started to crawl onto the bed, he recalled the likelihood that it
would contain vermin such as fleas and lice, and he laid down award to seal them within the
bed's fabrics themselves.

Lying half on his side, he propped himself against the headboard, with the help of apillow. The
pillow did not help the pain in his back; but the happiness of getting his weight off his legs and
being able to cease the effort to stand upright, was tremendous.

Jim sighed with relief, and then took a deep breath to fill hislungs again. He sneezed explosively.

For thefirst time, he realized that the room was thick with dust and that the pillow he had put up
behind him had also been dusty, so that now he was surrounded by a dust cloud.

"Edgar, would there be anyone at al in either of your rooms right now?' he asked.
"No, Mage," said Edgar, and added more cautiously "—I don't think so."

"There better not be," said Jm grimly. Edgar's bedroom, with its bed and all its pillows and
blankets—nice and clean, relatively speaking—came sharp to his mind's eye. Magically he
switched them to that, moving himself and his anti-bug ward directly into Edgar's bed. He
propped himself up against the headboard with a pillow behind him.

He sighed again. This time there was no sneeze, and the relief was even greater. It seemed to him
that the pain in his back had begun to lessen dlightly.
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He was suddenly aware of Edgar standing unnaturally still near the bed, his arm still outstretched
but sagging. Jim's head was definitely clearing, and he thought now that he had really gone about
this business of handling the knifing in avery clumsy fashion. But all that was necessary now
was to put award around himself and the bed, with another around the inside walls of the room,
so that Edgar couldn't get out, and then they could both relax.

He set up the two wards, specifying that he and Edgar would be able to talk back and forth
through them; and then looked at Edgar almost with atouch of compassion.

"Undtill," he said. Edgar lumped suddenly, almost collapsing. "Sit down in achair.”

Edgar made a short step to a chair and dropped into it, where he sat huddled up and catching his
breath. Jim watched him, thinking what Brian's opinion, for example, would be of someone like
Edgar being considered for knighthood.

Now that he was secure, Jim himself began to feel a serious exhaustion. It suddenly struck him
that he hadn't slept or eaten for quite along time. Back in the cave of the Gnarly King, he,
Dafydd, and Brian, at least, had probably been too keyed up to think of food and sleep.

He opened his mouth to tell Edgar to call a servant and order food, or go himself to get some.
Then herealized that he'd have to figure out what to do about the wards he had set up to protect
himself, and to keep Edgar inside. Resolutely he put sleep and food from him while he thought
about it.

The important thing was, he was now safe—with the wards about him there was nothing anybody
could do to him—in fact, al the forces that this castle might be able to call upon would be unable
to reach him. And the more he thought about it, the more sure he was that Edgar would almost
surely obey orders—for the present, at |east.

"Edgar," he said.
"Yes, Mage?

"I'm going to rest. And you're going to go out and get me something to eat and drink. Y ou will
not tell anyone that | am here, and you will bring no one back with you. | will be listening and
watching you magically, and | can strike from a distance. Tell no one—you hear? Tell mo one
I'm here."

"Oh, Mage," said Edgar, clasping his hands prayerfully, "I won't. Y ou can trust me."

"| better be able to," growled Jim, thinking that he'd been using similar threatening words a lot
lately. He lifted the ward from the door as Edgar |eft, and put it back, reminding it that only
Edgar could enter, when he returned.
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Asthe door closed, Jm's eyes drooped. He could not fall asleep, of course, he told himself, with
all of this discomfort caused by the wound. He closed his eyes however, and tried to ignore it, as
a good medieval knight should; and was understandably furious, accordingly, when—it seemed
only a second or two later—he had to open them again because Edgar was standing beside the
bed, calling him.

"What? What isit?' he snapped. "What went wrong?"
"Nothing, Mage," said Edgar, timorously. "The food and drink you wished—"

Edgar waved at the little table at the bedside. On it was a glass, a pitcher of wine, some chunks of
cold meat, and dark bread on awooden platter. Jim was still sitting up in the bed.

"Ah—I see" he grumphed. "All right. How long were you gone?’
"An hour. No more, Mage," said Edgar.

Jm grunted, and lost himself in the food and drink—the red wine was surprisingly good. After a
while al the food was gone, and half the wine. He leaned back against the headboard, feeling
better. The pain in his back was still there, but seemed easier to ignore now.

It made him think, however. Brian had never said aword about how his wounds still hurt him
after im—or, once before, Carolinus—had mended them with magic. But then, that was part of
this century's attitude toward pain: you couldn't do anything about it, so you put it out of your
mind. It was like being caught in arain with no place to shelter—since you couldn't get out of the
rain, you just let it rain on you. That was the way life was.

So he told himself. The pain, however, did not grow any less. He turned his attention back to
Edgar.

"Why did you try to kill me?" he asked.

"It was all asad mistake, Mage," said Edgar, swiftly. "l thought you were a Devil that Mage
Barron had set to watch me; and a man in my position at Court can't go around with a Devil
following him all the time. | thought you would just disappear when | put my knife into you.
That's what Devils do, don't they?"

"They do not," said Jim.

The fact was, he had no idea whether they did or not; but this hardly mattered, since it was
obvious Edgar was lying to him. If Edgar had really believed him to be a Devil, the last thing he
would have dared was to use aknife. Edgar clearly hoped to be thought simpleminded, rather
than dangerous.
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"So," said Jim, "you thought 1'd disappear? That's why you carefully took me up to a deserted
section of the castle, here, to use your knife?"

"Well," said Edgar, "you see, | didn't want anyone to see me doing it. Y ou've no idea how
difficult it isfor me at Court here. | only manage to stay on and stay alive, and get my stipend as
a Gentleman of the King's Wardrobe, because | can pick up little bits of harmless gossip and pass
them on to those who may gain some small, harmless advantage from knowing them. To do that,
you have to go carefully—that is, you must be alone with whoever you are speaking with; and
having a Devil with me—"

"Let'sforget about any Devil being involved in this," said Jim. "Just get one thing clear: I'm
going to be with you until we get to the bottom of this. Now, pretty obviously, you're not a
practiced assassin."

"Ohno! I'mnot at all, Mage," said Edgar. "l knew someone like yourself would see that right
away. | couldn't be that sort of person. | just couldn't live with myself if | was."

"Then what made you try it?" said Jm. "And let's not have any more of your imaginative
answers. Something large had to be at stake for you—and don't tell me it was just a matter of
keeping your place here at Court."

"| promise you, Mage—"

"Promise me, hell!" Jim checked a sudden, unusual flare of furious anger, remembering Robert
and the others back in the Gnarly cave. "There's ayoung child and several good men with their
lives at stake because of this; and I'm through listening to your made-up answers! You're afraid of
someone—well, be more afraid of me! What is going on to cause al this? Isit something to do
with the two men that I'm looking for? Isit Agatha Falon, herself?"

"Neither, Mage, | swear it—"

"Think before you speak!" said Jim. He lifted aforefinger slowly until it pointed at Edgar. "Do
you know what | can do to you?"

Edgar's face went a papery white. Jim had no idea what he could do, but right at the moment he
was willing to do it, and the Magickian's Law of using Magick only in self-defense be damned.

Edgar burst into tears and fell on his knees, his hands clasped before him, staring up at Jim on the
bed.

"I darenot, Mage!" hesaid. "l never wanted anything to do with them; but how can | refuse
when a Lord of the Realm tells me to play the spy? He could crush me with awave of his hand!"
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"Who could crush you?"

"Mage, | can't tell you!"

"Who were you supposed to be spying upon?"

"All of them!" said Edgar. "But in especial the Earl of Oxford and Sir John Chandos!"

A bell rang in Jim's mind. The last time he had heard the name of the Earl of Oxford mentioned,
it had been in relation to the raid on the Earl of Cumberland's land.

"The Lord you are so afraid of, then," said Jim at aventure, "is my Lord of Cumberland! Don't
deny it!"

Edgar wrung his hands. He had stopped crying to talk, but now he started again. Jim looked at
him with disgust, not unmixed with atinge of shame at having pushed him to act so.

"I will be killed!" Edgar was sobbing. “Not only will | lose everything— what little | have—but
they will kill me. Kill me most cruelly and hideously— perhaps as the father of our present King,
God rest his soul, was killed, so no mark would be left on him!*

“I'll protect you," said Jim pompously. Once more he was talking at a venture. He had no idea
whether Barron, KinetetE, or any other magician would back up any promises he made. But he
had to get answers out of this man.

"So, at Cumberland's order, you spied on Sir John Chandos, the Earl of Oxford, and others. It was
about their stopping araid that might be made on my Lord Earl's estates, wasn't it?"

"What can | do? What can | do?' said Edgar, more to himself than to Jim. "Y ou know everything,
Mage! Why do you even trouble to question me?'

"I have my reasons," said Jm. "Now tell me, what's the connection between the men | was
looking for and the Lady Agatha, and the rest of this business of the raid?"

"| dare not tell you," said Edgar He had stopped crying, and his face was pale but calm. "Do what
you will to me, Mage, she and they can do worse. The woman isawitch!"

"Asamagician, | know sheisnot awitch,” said Jim.

"Oh, but sheis, Mage!" said Edgar, looking up suddenly. "l saw her once myself, at a distance
down a corridor, turning into aroom. But when | came up to that room afterward, opened the
door, and stepped in—intending to say that | had come to the wrong room by mistake—there was
nooneinit."
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He stared at Jm.

"And there were no secret passages or doorways out of that room," he added. "Believe me, Mage,
| know it well."

Jim doubted that.

"Magicians do not explain themselves," he said. "But | repeat, she is not awitch. Now, how did
you come to see her down the corridor, and why did you enter the room yourself, with an excuse
on your lips?'

"I just happened to bein the corridor and see her," said Edgar.

"Y ou have only answered half of what | asked you," said Jim. "Y our reason for entering the
room?"

"I thought if she was visiting someone my Lord might like to know about, then I'd find out who it
was. If it was somebody unimportant, | would simply put it out of mind, make my excuses, and
leave."

"You're so afraid of her because she'sawitch,” said Jim, "but you walked right in, intending just
to make your excuses and go out again?' He snapped the rest of his words at Edgar suddenly.
"Were you set to spy on her, too?"

Edgar sumped on the floor. "l am lost," he said, as much to himself as Jim.

"Tell methetruth," said Jim, "and I'll protect you. How well-known is this story about Lady
Agatha being awitch?"

"Oh, it isgenerally known," said Edgar, apathetically. " She has never pretended to be so. But it is
talked of by all at Court. It is said the high Lords and those around her—except, possibly, the
King himself—know of it, but admit it only among themselves. She vanishes from Court at
times. She was gone secretly all the Twelve Nights of Christmas. It was given out she was
visiting the Earl of Somerset with Prince Edward, but instead she had traffic and intercourse with
various trolls and other demons—"

"Nonsense!" said Jim. "l was at the Earl's myself last Christmas and saw her there. She did no
such thing!"

"She did not?' Edgar stared.
"She did not!" snapped Jim. "Answer my question!"

"She, t00," said Edgar miserably. "l am set to watch her, too. But Mage, there are other matters,
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not so easily explained. Sheis not in truth well-favored in face or body, but the King dotes on
her. If sheisindeed not awitch—"

"That's enough of that!" interrupted Jim. "If | hear the word ‘witch' from you one more time—"
"You will not! You will not, | promise, Mage!" cried Edgar.
"Good. Now tell me how you know the King dotes on her," said Jim.

"Why, the whole Court knows, Mage. She has the high favor of a suite of roomsin the main
tower, all but next to his Mg esty's quarters; and it isin that part of the tower where the King's
Advisors are lodged in suites of their own. When she is about the Court, but not with the King, it
is usually with one of those Lords who advise the King."

"How close are her rooms to Cumberland's?’

Edgar's eyes widened a little bit, for just a moment, but that was all.
“Next to Cumberland,” he said, "of course, Mage."

"Why of course'?' growled Jim. His back felt alot better, but it still hurt.

"Why, Cumberland was the patron who introduced her at Court. No one can be introduced at
Court except by a patron already here—except someone like me—" Edgar attempted a knowing
smile, but it appeared on his face as rather more of a sad expression than anything else. "—I was
born here."

"How did Cumberland get to know her?' he asked.

"The story is she met him at a party in one of his castles, and showed him how his Steward there
was stealing from him in the accounts the Steward kept."

"Hmmm," said Jim. "Cumberland must have brought her here, not knowing what a handful she
could be. Next to Cumberland, then, is she?"

"And Cumberland's rooms are next to the Royal space, Mage," he said. "But you must
understand, sheis the King's friend."

"Then she is seen more with Cumberland, than with others?"

"Yes!" said Edgar. "My Lord the Earl of Cumberland is his Majesty's Chief Advisor. Itisonly
natural sheis seen most with him, among all the great Lords."

For the first time Jim felt his spirits lift—even though he could not pin down exactly what gave
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him that feeling. He had been throwing questions at Edgar ailmost at random, just as they
occurred to him. Sometimes that meant the back of his head was working and now, perhaps, that
unconscious part of him had a scent of what he was after

"Perhaps then you could tell me—" he was beginning, when a sheet of greyish-white paper—the
kind they used at Malencontri—came dlip-sliding, wafting down toward his lap from the ceiling.

"Close your eyes," snapped Jim at Edgar, and, when the other had done so, gave the still
command again.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Jm caught the piece of paper just before it went past him on its way to the floor. Happily, his
reflexes had always been fast; and this, coupled with the years of volleyball, had taught him, like
any old hand in that sport, to receive any incoming object close to the ground rather than up in
the air. His fingers closed on the paper and held it. He looked at it.

It was blank. He stared at it for a second; then, understanding breaking through, he turned it over.
On the other side was a note in Angi€e's handwriting. It was in ordinary twentieth-century script,
rather than the fourteenth-century script she had taught herself to write since they had been at
Malencontri, so that she could use her knowledge of Latin to answer any rare missive that
managed to make its way to them.

It was a good thing she had. Jim, to this day, could not make sense of the flourishes which scribes
here used. Conversely, of course, the best of those clerks would have been badly puzzled by
twentieth-century handwriting; so this note Angie had sent would probably have been safe, even
if it had fallen into the wrong hands.

But it had come by magic—and that was a strange thing, for Angie had no magic. Certainly she
had possessed none since Carolinus learned that she had managed, more or less by sheer
willpower, to turn herself into adragon. Carolinus, appearing almost immediately, had reversed
the change, and then put award on her to keep her from discovering any more such things. He
had said that Jim was already more than a man his age should have to deal with—two of them
doing the sorts of things Jim found to do would be too much.

Greedily, Jim began to read the note. It was headed by block capital letters:
EMERGENCY
My love,

Carolinus gave me the ability to write you in an emergency, like this. He had promised me, when
you went on that trip to the Holy Land, that he would find some way for me to get a message to
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you if | really needed to, and later he gave me a small supply of this magic paper— | guess| only
have to write on it, and when | tell it to, it will go and find you. Forgive me for not telling you
about it, but | didn't know when or how | might need to get in touch with you, so | kept it to myself.

A man named Sr William Wilson, with a troop of King's soldiers, showed up, with another |etter
from Prince Edward, asking once more for your help against Agatha Falon. He really sounds
desperate, and must have sent this second letter before hearing the results of hisfirst one.

His second letter says that things have gotten much worse, and at any moment now he might be
disowned by the King, or charged with High Treason, or some disastrous thing like that. | don't
understand it—King's men seem like odd people to carry a letter like that from the Prince, when
Agatha is his father's current favorite. Has it occurred to you how strangely coincidental it is,
that both Robert and the Prince are in danger now—and both have Agatha as their major
enemy? But | can't see how she could have taken Robert, unless she has some sort of alliance
with some magical being— | wouldn't put it past her, either!

Anyway, 1'd like to know where you are and what you're doing. Are you all right? | always want
to know that, but Carolinus made such a point of my using thisonly in a great emergency, that |
haven't written you like this before now to find out how things are.

| won't worry if you don't answer this, because | know you're all right and it just isn't practical
for you to send me messages as often at 1'd like to have them. But | miss you and | love you more
than anyone else in the world. More than little Robert, even, much as I've come to love himin the
little time we've had him.

Do take cart of yourself. | lied. | doworry. | worry all the time, but | can't help it and there's
nothing that can be done about it, so don't pay any attention to it. But message me when you can.
All thelovein all the world.

Angie

Jim reached out into thin air, saying "Handkerchief" quietly and visualizing one. His fingers
closed on it, alittle above the surface of the bed, and he blew his nose, and cleared histhroat. He
was glad Edgar could not see any of this. He carefully folded the letter and tucked it away, then
wadded up the handkerchief and was about to tell it ssimply to vanish, when he had a better idea.

"Disintegrate!" hetold it firmly.

The handkerchief hesitated a moment, winked out, winked in again, but finally disappeared in a
small white flash of light.

Relieved that the present era of magic could understand at least that one modern word, Jim turned
his attention back to Edgar.
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"Unstill!'" hetold Edgar, in amore kindly voice. Edgar opened his eyes but said nothing.

"Now, back to business," said Jim. "Y ou did say Agatha Falon's quarters were next to those of the
Earl of Cumberland?*

"Why—yes," said Edgar.

"I see," said Jm. "Now, on another subject. How are matters between Agatha and Prince
Edward?"

"Much as you might expect, Mage," said Edgar. "They are well with each other, although of
course since sheisinterested with his father the King, they have little occasion for direct
conversation. But they are certainly cordial."

At the Earl of Somerset's Christmas Party, Jim remembered, it had been obviousto all that that
relationship had been anything but cordial. No one had said anything about it—at least aloud and
in his hearing. But it had been no secret then, and it could hardly be a secret here at Court, which
was undoubtedly worse than your ordinary small village as far as internal gossip went.

“If you continueto lieto me," said Jim, slowly and in his deepest voice, "you will begin to grow
smaller and more like aworm than a human being, you will continue getting smaller and smaller
until you are very small, on the floor, and fully aworm. Then | shall step on you."

"Mage!" Edgar started to cry again.

"Stop that!" said Jim. It was a thing about this era that he could not accustom himself to. No one
should have to abase himself or herself in such afashion, and he always felt shamed when such
went on about him. He took a deep breath to calm himself down and went on in a more ordinary
voice. "Just keep in mind what | said, and answer me truthfully. How are things with Agatha and
the Prince?'

"They have no love for each other. That istrue," said Edgar with great sincerity.

"Closer to the truth, anyway," said Jm. "All right, from now on you will answer me truthfully, or
else. Next question: are there any secret passages between Agatha Falon's rooms and the Earl of
Cumberland's?’

"Mage, | swear by God | have no knowledge of secret passages here or anywhere! Thereis
awaystalk of them, but I know nothing with certainty. Nothing!"

"Y et you told me that you went into aroom Agathald entered, and found no one there, and that
you knew the room was empty because you searched for secret passages.”
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"I lied about that, too, Mage," said Edgar unhappily. "l really do not know about secret passages.
Thereis sometalk of a passage between the Earl of Cumberland's and the King's suites, and more
talk, of course, of secret passages from the King's suites to other areas of the Castle—and even to
without the walls, so that he may come and go secretly. But | have no true knowledge."

"Then we'd better find out right now," said Jim. "Take me to Cumberland's quarters, to the place
where they come up against, or close to, the King's area."

"But, Mage," said Edgar, "I cannot take you openly through the Castle and to that part where are
the rooms of the King, asyou are. You carry sword and poignard at your belt, and are wearing a
mail shirt—to say nothing of the fact that your face is not known about Court." He paused, and
seemed to swallow before continuing.

"—Before, | took care to take you only in areas little-frequented and far from the King—places
where a stranger would not ook too unusual. But if you—armed and unknown—come close to
him, we should both be challenged and thrown into chains, without question, immediately!"

"Were those al so places you knew would not be frequented by the men | was seeking?' Jim asked.
Edgar cringed, and nodded rather shakily.

"Well, it makes no difference for the moment,” said Jim. "I'll make both of usinvisible and
inaudible."

In his mind's eye he envisioned the room they were in, with Edgar and himself still init, but the
room appearing absolutely empty. Once he had thought it impossible to make himself—or
anything else—invisible, but had found away to accomplish a similar effect in another way. But
with experience, he could now do it more simply.

"But, Mage—by your favor—we aren't invisible," said Edgar in asmall voice. "l can see you
clearly, and | can see parts of myself."

"That'sright,"” said Jim. "I can see you, and you can see me, and we can see ourselves. But
nobody else can see us. Y ou have to take care that anyone else we meet doesn't walk into you,
thinking there's nothing there. We don't want people to know we're there."

"No, Mage," said Edgar. "Of course not."
"Well, lead me to the Earl of Cumberland's suite, then."

Edgar led him back down to the courtyard where another game was in progress, although with
fewer spectators. From there they took a different doorway and a long passage; another stairway;
more corridors... and, eventually, awider, cleaner set of stairsthan any they had yet climbed.

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ni ght%2007%20-%20The%20Dragon%20and%20the%20G.htm (225 of 349)16-2-2006 15:17:54



Dickson, Gordon R. - Dragon Knight 07 - The Dragon and the Gnarly King (v1.0) (html)proofed

Atop these, they entered awide corridor. A long walk, but it had taken Jim's mind off the ache in
his back.

In this corridor servants were coming and going, with full or empty trays, or, occasionally,
articles of clothing.

"Can they hear us?' Edgar whispered in Jim's ear.
Jim shook his head.

"They can't hear us either," he said in his ordinary voice. "Now show me where the Earl of
Cumberland's quarters end and the King's begin."

Edgar stared at him.
"Well?' demanded Jim.

"Mage, |—I don't know whereit is," he said. "In fact, | don't know exactly where the Earl of
Cumberland's quarters are.”

"Hell's bells!"

"Infact, Mage," said Edgar miserably, "I'm not even sure which doors might open on the quarters
of any Lord here. Y ou see, someone of little importance like me... I—I've never been here
before. Thisismy first time."

Jim stared at him. Edgar shrank back.

"If you could give me a couple of weeks," he said hastily, "possibly | could ferret it out and give
you the information—"

"Hell'sbells!" said Jim again, realized he was repeating himself, and moved them both back to
Edgar's room so fast that Edgar wobbled alittle on his feet and gasped uncertainly. Jim looked
around the room.

"Get me abowl of clean water," he ordered. "No, wait, you'd take too long."

He searched his memory for a moment, trying to remember where at Malencontri or anyplace
else he'd seen the kind of bowl he wanted. One came to mind—a bowl in Carolinus cottage. The
idea of taking any of Carolinus' belongings made him feel uncomfortable. But then, he reminded
himself, Carolinus was locked in a cage and might never get out unless Jim did something about
it. He visualized the bowl! he had in mind—one of a sea-green ceramic material with a high
scalloped rim and small fish set inside it. It appeared on the table before him.
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"Get me some water," he said to Edgar. "Clean water!"
Edgar hurried into the next room, and came back with a leather pitcher. He offered it to Jim.

"Thanks," said Jim shortly. He poured from the pitcher into the bowl, but immediately saw that
the water was full of small floating bits of something— possibly leather, but possibly something
WOrse.

Jim picked up the bowl and, with Brian's best sort of casual gesture, tossed its contents on the
floor. He set the bowl back down on the table.

"Go back to Carolinus' cottage," he told the bowl. "Rinse yourself thoroughly in the pool of the
Fountain of Tinkling Water. Then come back to me, filled with clean water."

The bowl vanished and was back almost immediately, filled to the brim with water so clean it
shamed the room around it.

"Now, we're getting someplace,”" said Jim. He pulled up a chair, sat down at the table, and
focused on the surface of the water. He was no longer in the Gnarly Kingdom, and his magic
ought to enable him to look in on the cave of the King and everyone there.

It was scrying, of course, as he had seen it done by Abu a-Qusayr, when Jim, with Brian, was
hunting for Geronde's father. The Eastern magician had used a bowl| of water rather than the
crystal globe which Carolinus and most northern European magicians used. Jim concentrated, and
the scene in the cave formed before his eyes, everyone in it apparently motionless.

Hill still stood facing the King, who was leaning out from his throne— obviously they were still
In argument. Jim puzzled a moment over why nobody seemed to be moving, then he dismissed
the problem—nhe had suspected, from stories he had heard, that sometimes time was different
between Kingdoms.

He looked for Hob and did not see him, until he peered more carefully at the sumpter-hotse,
dozing on its feet, and saw Hob's little face barely peeking out from under the weather-cover

Now the question became whether his magic could reach into the King's cave. The best way to
find out was to try what had come to his mind. There was every reason it shouldn't work, since it
could be thought of astrying to make magic in a Kingdom where foreign magic was not allowed.
But then, Carolinus had somehow sent his projection, and that implied his Master-in-Magic had
some way of taking at least some of his magic to the Gnarly Kingdom.

Foreign magic might not work on anything physical in another Kingdom, but maybe it could on
something that was pure energy.

"A puff of smoke, six cubic inches,” Jim commanded—and such a puff appeared, hovering in the
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ar before him.

"Now," hetold it, "everything physical about you will ceaseto be. Only the energy in you will
remain."

The small cloud of smoke bobbed in the air for a second or two, uncertainly. Then it disappeared.

"And now," he told the space where he had last seen it, pointing at the apparently motionlessllittle
face peeking out from under the cover of the sumpter-horse, "go to him!" Hastily he prepared
magic to make Hob asinvisible as he and Edgar were.

For along moment nothing seemed to happen. Then Hob's face suddenly seemed to speed up,
changing in expression to startlement. A second later, Hob himself, wearing a grin, appeared
before Jim; and the thin air beneath him suddenly became a puff of smoke. He launched himself
to Jim's nearest shoulder, throwing both his arms around Jim's neck as he arrived.

"M'Lord! | knew you sent that smoke! | knew you did. | rode it right back to you!" he said,
hugging Jim's neck fiercely with both arms.

"Guk!" said Jm.

"Oh, I'm sorry, m'Lord!" said Hob, loosening his grip. "Did | seize you too stoutly? I'm so glad to
see you! How did you get here? What is this place? Who's he—"

Hob pointed at Edgar.
"Name's Edgar,” said Jim, on hisfirst lungful of air. "—Wait a minute."

He had just remembered the bowl which he had used to scry the Gnarly cave. Carolinus might
raise afussif it was lost or stolen—though it was obviously an old bowl and unimportant. At the
same time, Jm might need it again. Not only the bowl, but its sparkling-clear Tinkling Water.

"You—" he pointed at it, "stay with me, but be inaudible and invisible; and none of your water is
to fall out. That's a magical command."

The bowl disappeared. "Now," said Jim, turning back to Hob, "what were you asking me?"

"With your pardon, m'Lord," answered Hob, alittletimidly, "l just asked who he was. But you
told me. Heis an Edgar."

"Oh," said Jm. "I meant his name was Edgar. Look—I'll explain things later. We're in the King's
Castle near London. It'savery big place; but if we find afireplace, can you go into it, and ride up
and down chimneys until you find some secret passages in the wall?"
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"Of course, m'Lord," said Hob. "Y our Lordship knows that!"

"Well, that's what | want you to do. I'll take you to as close as we were able to get before—
remember now, we're all invisible and we can talk, but nobody can hear ustalk." They were
suddenly back again in the corridor busy with servants.

"Invisible, really, m'Lord?"
"Yes, really, and you can loosen up on my neck again."
"Very sorry, m'Lord."

"Now," Jim went on. "Somewhere along here there're the rooms of the Earl of Cumberland. They
end at awall, on the other side of which we'll find all the rooms of the King. I'm sure there has to
be a secret passage through that wall. Do you think you can find it?"

"Oh, yes, m'Lord," said Hob. "If | just have a place to start—Iike a fireplace?"

"Well..." Jim turned around and, as luck would have it, not too far away, a servant was carrying a
tray to adoor. It was atray that required both hands, so that he had to rather balance it in mid-air
with one hand, while scratching on the door. He waited—and in that moment of waiting, Jm
reached him, with Hob on his shoulder, and Edgar close behind.

The servant opened the door and shouldered hisway in, reaching back with an elbow to try to
pull the door closed behind him. It gave adight swing inward; but Jim caught it with invisible
fingertips, and he, Hob, and Edgar slipped through.

"Close that door!" snarled avoice.

Jm had heard that voice before—in France. He had been trying to stop a potentially bloody battle
between the English and French armies; and, with the help of the French Dragons, as well as both
Prince Edward and Carolinus, had succeeded—though the encounter had managed to be bloody
enough. But in the aftermath of the affair, Jim had earned the enmity of an Earl.

The speaker was alarge burly man with around, greying head of hair and a short-cropped
greying beard on a square, heavy-boned face—his body bulky in red velvet cote-hardie and hose
and his face set in a scowl that made the beard jut forward belligerently: Robert de Clifford, the
Earl of Cumberland— the same man who had refused to allow Jim and Brian to take the body of
their friend, Giles, to the seafor the burial he had wanted.

Clearly, Jm thought, nothing had changed with the Earl, in any way.

The servant they had followed carefully put his platter down on atable in front of the Earl. Jm
and his party continued across the room, to pass invisibly through a half-open door that might
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lead them to the connecting wall with the King's quarters. Jim was deep in thought as he went.

Agatha Falon did not like Angie, or him, at all—it would not be going too far to say that she
hated both of them with avicious hatred—simply because they had thwarted her plans to inherit
the vast Falon estates by controlling or murdering her baby nephew, Robert.

It was bad enough to be up against Agatha alone, now that she was apparently reinstated as the
King's favorite. It was much worse if she were also working, somehow, with one of the King's
chief Advisors—perhaps the most important of them—and him aready disposed to be an enemy
to Jim.

But Jim still could not understand how Agatha could have persuaded the Gnarly King to stea
Robert for her, or how she could have gotten to Lyonesse to try to ambush Jim and his party.

While Jim pondered this, he and his party had passed through two rooms and still not come up
against awall with no door in it—alack indicating a dividing wall between suites of rooms. But
as they headed for the next door, it opened before them.

Through it appeared the King himself, walking heavily right at them—not seeing them at all, of
course—and, Jim supposed, heading toward a meeting with the Earl of Cumberland.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

There was no doubt he was the King. Edward Plantagenet, under God King of England, Duke of
Aquitaine, Duke of Brittany, Duke of Carabella, Prince of Tours, Prince of the Two Sicilies—and
too many other places for Jim to remember right at the moment—nhad been atall, soldierly Royal-
appearing figure in his early manhood.

Now, the years had shrunk him and padded his lower figure with fat. He wore no crown; but,
though his mustache and beard were untidy and stained with wine—as was his mulberry-colored
gown—the golden belt around his waist, although naked of sword or poignard, proclaimed him
no common man. He advanced, if unsteadily, still with the authority of someone who owned the
ground he walked on—which, legally, of course he did. And all the other ground in the Kingdom,
too.

Moving quietly, Edgar, and Jim with Hob on his shoulder, got out of the Royal way and watched
him go in the direction from which they had just come. Then they went through the door by
which his Highness had come and found themselves at last in aroom with no further visible exit.

It did, however, have afireplace, with the remains of afew logs burning init, and alarge
curtained bed with two bedside tables and a couple of padded chairs. Tapestries hung on the
walls, and the curtains of the bed were of heavy material—a dark blue velvet. At the moment,
these had been pulled back to show a rumpled, unmade bed with at least six enormous pillows
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and any number of sheets and blankets.
"Oh, look, m'Lord!" said Hob, pointing at the fireplace.

"I seeit," said Jm. Thelogsin it were burned down to charred stubs, and only atiny wisp of
smoke came up from their faintly glowing ends. "Don't you need more of afire than that, to make
smoke?"

"Just fine, m'Lord!" cried Hob cheerfully—and launched himself from Jim's shoulder into the
fireplace, on adive that caused him to plane in just above the flames.

"Wait!" called Jim. Hob had already disappeared up the chimney, but now he reappeared, upside-
down, hisface peering at Jim inquiringly, just below the upper edge of the fireplace opening.

"Yes, m'Lord?
"What are you going to do if you run into the Hob who belongs to this place?' asked Jim.
"Oh, I'll say 'Greetings!" said Hob. "And he'll say 'Greetings—™

"He won't be able to see you," Jim pointed out. "L et me change the magic so that other Hobs can
see you.—There! But what if heisn't all that friendly to you?"

"Oh, m'Lord," said Hob, "all Hobs are friendly to each other. We're never like, like... well, like
some of you big people."

"Well," said Jim, "you remember, you gave the Hob at the Earl's Castle rather rough treatment
when you first went there, according to what you told me."

"I did?' Hob's face was a mirror of upside-down astonishment.
"Certainly," said Jm. "Y ou ordered him about and called him 'Sirrah!"
| did?" said Hob again.

"That'sright," said Jim.

Hob's face abruptly stopped |ooking astonished.

"Oh, that was different, m'Lord. Y ou see, you'd just given me that magnificent name | wasn't able
to keep—you remember? Can | say it?"

Jim nodded.
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"Hob-One-de-Malencontri," said Hob, a couple of tearsrolling up his forehead.

"Well," said Jim, touched with remembered guilt, "Carolinus told me | wasn't allowed to give
names to a Hob. But maybe we can get it back for you someday"

"D'you think so, m'Lord?"

"Welll see" said Jm. "Anyway, be prepared, because this Hob will be the King's Hob, and he just
may think he's got higher rank than you. Now, are you sure you can find the secret passage in this
wall—if thereis one?"

"Certainly, m'Lord," said Hob. "Y ou see, I'll make the smoke feel over everything. And if there's
acrack someplace, or some sort of alittle hole, the smoke will work itsway into it even if it has
to go out into aroom and back in again to do that. It may take me alittle while, though."

"That's al right," said Jim, struck by a sudden thought. "Y ou go ahead. Edgar will stay here and
wait for you, so he can come for me when you've found it."

Hob disappeared, then almost immediately popped back into sight again.

"I don't suppose you could make me invisible every time | come out of afireplace, m'Lord?"
"No," sad Jim, thinking of what might happen at Malencontri if he did.

"Oh, well," said Hob, and disappeared again.

"Where are you going, Mage?"' asked Edgar, sounding alarmed.

"Just back to where Cumberland was sitting,” said Jim. "Don't worry now. If anyone comesin,
they can't see you. Just make it a point to keep out of their way, so that they don't bump into you."

"I will, Mage. Y ou can trust me," said Edgar.

Fairly sure that he could trust Edgar, for that at least, Jim went back through the various roomsto
the door of the room where Cumberland had been seated. The door was gar, but not enough that
Jm could see the Earl. He dlipped quietly through the opening, shouldering it slightly to do so,
and stepped into the room, counting on hisinvisibility to make this a safe move.

Cumberland was standing now, almost but not quite in front of the fire. Seated in the best chair
was the King, looking less than majestic now that he was not on his feet.

"—Where the Devil did you say she had gone?' demanded the King.

"Riding, your Highness," said Cumberland.
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"Riding! What does she want with that? Lately, anytime | want her, she's 'riding," the King
muttered, more to himself than to Cumberland. He looked up at the Earl. "Robert, give me to
drink."

Cumberland moved to the table that was actually within arm's reach of the King, poured from a
bottle—rather than a pitcher—into alarge painted-glass goblet; and, with only an abrupt small
bow, handed the goblet to the King; who took it absentmindedly, but drank rather thirstily fromit.

"Damn women," said the King. "They've always got things to do. | don't ask much of her time. |
believe | leave her free to do what she wants for most of it. But it would put the Saints to wonder
the way there are always things coming up to interfere when | want to see her."

He looked sharply at Cumberland.

“In the name of all that's Holy, Robert! | give you permission to sit! Stop hovering there like a
bull about to be let out among the cows."

"Thank you, your Highness," said Cumberland stiffly, sitting down on the other padded chair.

"Where was |?' went on the King. "Oh, yes, hair-dressing, fitting a new robe, any number of
things... Robert, is she still paying visitsto that whatever-he-is down in the dungeons?"

"I believe she goes down from time to time, Highness," said Cumberland. "There wasatimein
which he seemed to have escaped. Broke his chains somehow—they should have held a bear—
broke his chains, and dug his way out of the pit hewasin, or, at least, dug so far down that the
man we sent in came back saying he had been blocked by afall of earth. But three days later the
creature was back again. We put heavier irons on him, and blocked up the hole; and yes, Lady
Agatha has been down at least once since, | think."

"Why does she do these things?' demanded the King.

"I do not know, Highness," said Cumberland. " Perhaps—you know how women are, with small
things—children, birds, and the like. They keep them to play with them. Perhaps she was trying
to seeif this strange, odd-made man could be trained like alap-dog."

"If he'strainable, | want him for a Fool at my Court," said the King. "But someone of her rank,
mucking around in those dungeons—I wish she wouldn't!"

"Y ou could speak to her about it, Highness," said Cumberland.

"Why don't you speak to her, first," said the King. "I don't know how it is, but when | try to talk
to her about things like that, somehow the conversation never goes the right way. Speak to her
sharply, Cumberland. Tell her it ill-befits someone who isin close contact with the King, going
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down below the Castle like that and coming back possibly covered with filth."
"Whatever isyour Royal desire, of course,”" said Cumberland.

"You are agood servant, Robert," said the King. "I appreciate your taking care of these little
things as well asthe larger ones."

"Thank you, your Highness," said Cumberland.

"Yes," said the King, "it is comforting to know | can entrust you with certain matters—onh,
Robert, you have let my wine-cup become empty."

The Earl got up, refilled the wine-cup, and sat down again. "1 am happy to have your approval,
Highness," he said heavily. "If | may pray for your attention to the matter, perhaps this might be a
good time to talk some more about the raid on my propertiesin the North."

"Not that, Robert, not that!" said the King, pettishly. "We've talked about that already. Do what
you want. Take care of it yourself. | shouldn't have to hold your hand in everything you do. It's
your property, after all."

"It is not the property that concerns me, Highness. If that were all, | would never disturb you with
the matter. But you remember, | pointed out that the raid was intended to protest the Royal taxes,
which makes it a matter of concern to the Throne—to your Highness and all England.”

The King sighed. He closed his eyes wearily, and for a second Jim, watching, saw a small, grim
smile touch the corners of Cumberland's lips.

"Very well," said the King, opening his eyes. "Which tax isit they were protesting?”’

"All of them. That is what makes for the seriousness of the lawless action, Highness," said
Cumberland. "It isthe tax on inheritance they protest, the tax on sales and transfers of property—
and amort of others. | have mentioned to you before this that there is a treasonous element in this
Kingdom, intent on making cause to disturb the peace of your Realm. Y ou may remember |
mentioned the names of the Earl of Oxford and Sir John Chandos.”

"Not Chandos, Heart of God!" said the King, angrily. "Chandos is a man and warrior after my
own heart. Also, heisfar too useful to think of replacing in any of his many duties. | wonder
sometimes at how he manages to do as much as he does. Also, was it not Chandos who put down
this troop of raiders that would have damaged your estates?"

"Chandos has long experience in clevernesses of various kind," said Cumberland. "Y ou
remember, it was remarked that among the raiders was one Somerset knight, Sir Brian Neville-
Smythe; and with Chandos' party there was his close friend, the Dragon Knight. It is not beyond
imagining that perhaps each was present, but on separate sides, to control those they were with so
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that Chandos would have the easy and amost bloodless dealing with the raiders that he did. Y ou
remember, | told you how | suspected there had been some evidence of magick during the
encounter.”

"Damnit! Now you sound just like Lady Falon!" said the King. "If there was magick—well, the
Dragon Knight isaMage, is he not? Perhaps there was some reason for him to make use of his
art. What mattersit? Y our property was not bothered, after all. The protest—if it wasindeed a
protest—failed. Why need we bother ourselves further?"

"Because we still have people about Court, like Oxford, Chandos, and others," said Cumberland,
"who are too clever to openly oppose your Highness, but contrive to raise opposition to you in
other ways like this | speak of."

"Yes, yes, Agathais always on me about that point," said the King. "l can understand that she
dislikes this mage—this Dragon Knight, | mean—and it is very possible she does not like
Chandos. But both have been useful in the past and may be useful in the future. | have seen no
real proof they pose any danger to my Kingdom and me."

Jm smiled alittle grimly himself. It was obvious to him—and must be to Cumberland—that the
King was at the old ruler's game of divide and conquer. He wanted as many of those around him
as possible at each others' throats, so that not enough of them could combine to make a serious try
at his.

But Cumberland was going on to answer smoothly, wearing down his royal half-brother.

"Lady Falon works constantly for your Highness good in all ways, here at Court and even
outside it, and at such places as the Earl of Somerset's Christmas Party—when she did her best to
keep your Royal son from overindulging in drink and foolishness. Indeed, ailmost she hastried to
be like a mother to him, but he will have none of it. Y et she does not stop trying."

"Well, well"—the King drank from his cup—"that may be true. Sheis afew years too young to
be much of amother to him. But certainly she shows me all proper signs of affection. However,
Cumberland, we must not forget that sheis still awoman, poor thing, and cannot be thought to
understand things asyou and | do."

"But | wish," he added wistfully, *she would come back from this eternal riding of hers and stay
put. In any case, as far as this other matter is concerned, | have said repeatedly it is yoursto deal
with. | wash my hands of the matter. Deal with it as you wish—simply don't lose me the services
of valuable people like Chandos, and even Oxford, for that matter. Oxford is not indeed one of
our lesser English nobles."

"It shall be as you wish, Highness," said Cumberland. "But it might be wise to keep in mind that
whilethe Lady Falonis, asyou say, a mere woman, with all the strangenesses of her sex—which
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| freely confess | do not understand, being a practical man who has had little time for women—
still, the sex has been said, like cats, to have understandings that they may not be able to prove,
but which nonetheless are right. It may be that while | am still hunting the proofs your Highness
needs, the Lady Falon'sinstincts have already identified those who would work youill. It may be
that the scenting of such attitudes in people is simply a strange sense they are born with."

"It may be," said the King, gloomily. "She gets her way with me often enough. | am always
finding | have agreed to somewhat | had no intention of agreeing to—"

Whatever the King said next was lost to Jim's ears completely, in a shriek that seemed no more
than afew inches from hisright ear.

"M'Lord! | have found it. Come quickly!" cried the excited voice of Hob, now back on his
shoulder. "I've found them—not one passage, but two! Come quickly, while | still have them both
open!”

Jim blessed the moment in which he had made al three of them, himself, Hob, and Edgar,
inaudible aswell asinvisible.

"Quiet down!" he said to Hob, and turned his attention back to the King and Cumberland. But
whatever had been said during the few seconds of Hob's interruption was gone for good.

"—Spanish wine," the King was saying to Cumberland. "Don't tell me we are out of it already. Is
there a new shipment due?'

"I do not know, Highness," Cumberland was saying. "Inquiries can be made—"
"All right, Hob," said Jim, turning away into the next room. " Show me these passages.”

When Jim arrived in the last room, he found part of the brickwork around the fireplace had
apparently slipped backward into the wall and moved sideways to leave an opening. Edgar was
standing by it amost proudly, asif on guard. Hob leaped from Jim's shoulder into the darkness of
the opening.

"Well done!" said Jim, stepping into the opening. "I didn't expect you to get done anywhere
nearly this quickly."

"Actually, | didn't doit, m'Lord," said Hob. "It was the smoke that did it."

"Oh, | see," said Jim. "In that case, you both should be congratulated. Edgar, you stay here. I'm
going to look into this."

"Thisway, m'Lord," murmured Hob. "Y ou turn to the right just within, here."
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Jm ducked under the low, dank entrance, turned to the right, and found himself in a narrow,
dusty corridor between two stone walls, a passage so narrow he could not extend an arm to full
length. It went on for three steps, past an unexpected flight of stairs leading down, that was dimly
lit by athick candle on the wall; then the corridor turned sharply again, to face awall of darkness.
Jim stopped.

"Just amoment,” said Hob. There was an ominous clanking noise, and light flooded in to reveal a
much larger room than he had yet seen here. Its furniture was sparklingly clean—clean floors,
clean ceiling, and a bright window with glassin it, as well as a carpet in the middle of the floor.
No one was there, but if anything had ever tried to look like a chamber belonging to a medieval
King, thiswasit.

"That doesit then, Hob," said Jim, peering into the room without entering it. "There's no doubt
now the King's got away through to Cumberland; and seeing this, I'm almost ready to bet there's
something like it—maybe just a plain door—between the last room of Cumberland's, at the far
end of his quarters, and the rooms of Agatha Falon. Thistellsusalot.”

"If m'Lord wants to go down the stairs inside the wall," said Hob mysteriously, "he may learn
even more."

"Down the stairs?' said Jim. "There was some talk of the King having passageways to the outside
of this palace."

"It doesn't lead to the outside—or maybe it does,” said Hob. There was something very closeto a
mischievous tone in hisvoice. A pleased, mischievous tone, as if he was about to give Jim an
unexpected present. "Why doesn't m'Lord go down and see?"

"Have you been down already?' asked Jim.
"Yes, m'Lord," said Hob. "But please, you go down and look for yourself."

Jim hesitated. He could make Hob tell him, of course, but plainly what he would find at the
bottom of the stairs was supposed to be an agreeable discovery; and Hob was clearly proud of
himself for finding it.

"Thiswon't take long?"

"Oh, no, m'Lord."

"All right."

Jim turned back into the passage and stopped. "How do we close this entrance here, again?' he

asked.
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"Oh, that's easy," said Hob. "Do you see the chain?'

Jim looked at where the hobgoblin was pointing. There was indeed a chain, visible now in the
light from the entrance.

"Arethe stairslighted, all the way?"
"Yes, m'Lord. Candles al the way down."

WEell, that was al right then. Still, it wouldn't do to find himself suddenly lightless down there. Be
prepared. He pointed his index finger down the stairs when he got to them.

"You're an eight-cell flashlight," he told it. "—turned on!" he added hastily.

A bright beam of light lanced down the steps from his fingertip. He had just about given up
anyway on any attempts to save his magic. Saving simply was not possible. Shining his finger
down the steps ahead of him, he saw that the dust on them had been disturbed by someone
walking this way not too long before.

His own light was much more powerful than the occasional candle on the wall, but he still had to
be careful. The steps were steep, with nothing like a handrail to grasp as he went down, and the
further steps outreached the light thrown by his finger

“Isit very far down?" he asked Haob.

"It's not as far as from the ground floor of your tower at Malencontri up to your room and
m'Lady's," answered Hob. "Maybe alittle more than half asfar."

Thiswas still a considerable distance. Jim continued to descend carefully, leaning alittle bit
backward so that if hisfeet did dlip, he might be able to throw himself back on the stairs and stop
himself with his heels after sliding only a short distance.

After what seemed like a very long time, the stairs ended at a blank wall, beside which hung
another chain. Jm pulled on it, and the wall opened almost noiselessly to reveal another narrow,
dusty corridor. A distinctly unpleasant smell flooded into his nostrils—something between
sewage and arefrigerator full of food that had gone rotten because power was off. The short
hallway led to three more stone steps down onto an earthen floor, and there he faced a closed
door.

"Wait, m'Lord," said Hob. "Let me look first."

Jim looked to see Hob hovering in mid-air on alevel with Jim's head, riding awaft of smoke that
had apparently come from nowhere.
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“I'll be right back!" said Hob. The front of the waft of smoke before him reached out, slipped
through the crack between the edge of the door and the frame in which it was set. AsJim
watched, the rest of the smoke—and somehow Hob as well—dlipped through after it.

Jim was never quite sure whether Hob somehow thinned down to the point where he could go
through such a narrow crack, or whether the crack momentarily widened—one moment Hob had
been approaching it, then he was gone.

Jim spent a moment playing the magic light of hisfinger on his surroundings and feeling
somewhat ridiculous. And then Hob was suddenly back, still riding the smoke.

"It'sal right, m'Lord," he said. "But if you could come through the door without opening it, it'd
be better, because it squeaks when it's opened.”

Another small use of his magical energy. But necessary. Jim spent a moment in thought, and then
stood directly before the closed door. He looked at the door before him and visualized it, still
standing upright, directly behind him. Abruptly, he could see into the room ahead of him.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

After the King's remarks, and the smell, Jim was not surprised to find himself in the dungeons.
Although the moat would have been his second guess—it was usually an even bet which would
have the worst odor.

These were upper-class as dungeons went—not so much in comfort and decor, asin facilities.
Those nearest him were stone-floored, stone-walled dungeons, facing each other across the
passageway and apparently quite dry, and cleaned since they were last occupied. Toward the far
end, he could see some of the earth-walled pits that were more ordinary dungeons.

Beyond, some forty feet from him, was the doorless entrance to a larger chamber. He could see
what was obviously arack, and parts of other instruments were also visible—undoubtedly other
machines useful for encouraging people to talk.

Cressets hung along the walkway before him, the light from their burning wood illuminating—
and heating—the corridor and the dungeons. The place seemed to be empty except for Agatha
Falon, who was in the passage |ooking down into the last stone-walled pit, talking to someonein
it.

Suddenly wary, Jim turned off his magic fingerlight and walked softly down the line, with Hob
riding the smoke beside him, until he came close enough to look down into the pit that was
getting the benefit of her attention.

Agatha's sharp voice ordinarily had good carrying quality. Here, strangely muffled by the echoes
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of this dungeon space, it had been familiar, but not understandable, at a distance. Now that Jim,
safein hisinvisibility, was closer, her words came clearly to his ears.

"—Oh, no, he doesn't!" she was saying. "He'll give me that boy when I'm ready for him! Only
then, if everything works out well at this end, will | see about getting him what he wants—as far
as perhaps athird of the tin-mining areain Cornwall. But at most athird! That mining is valuable
to England, which meansit will be valuable to me. Now, stop whining and take that message
back to him!"

Metal clinked on metal; and Jim, moving alittle farther forward, saw what had been hidden by
the depth of the dungeon. The figure was grimy; but the dirt and filth could not hide the fact that
it was a Gnarly Man—~but a Gnarly Man lacking his pick, hammer, and rod. He was chained to a
post driven deep into the bottom of the pit, by links that looked heavy and strong enough to hold
an elephant.

Whoever it was, he was indeed whining—with a strange sort of voice that echoed in Jim's ear, as
if hewas hearing it twice. Abruptly he realized that Agatha could plainly hear what the creature
was saying, and so could Jim's own human ears. Probably the Gnarly King had used his magic to
ensure that his messenger—as this clearly was—could be understood by Agatha. But Jim, having
earlier expanded his hearing to dragon-range, was hearing both ranges.

Now that he was close, the grimy prisoner's words also came clearly.
"... But'e€lll lay me! Tisthe second time 'ee sent me back't'im!"

"What's that to do with me, sirrah?' snapped Agatha. She was making no effort to keep her voice
down; not only this part of the dungeons, but the torture-room beyond, must presently be
unoccupied. It was hardly likely she would speak so openly where she might be overheard. "Can
you break those heavier chains they've put on you?"

"Oh, them," said the Gnarly, glancing down at the links. The tied-at-the-end sleeves on his
abnormally long arms dangled over the chain. "Ay, them's easy enow. But 'e€ll slay me—'tis bad
luck having a messenger bring 'ee bad news, without you slays'im!"

"Well, you belong to him, not to me," said Agatha. "Y ou have my answer; and your task isto
take it back to your King. So take it! If hetriesto keep that boy when | require him—our deal
will be done, and he will get nothing. What do | want with a Mage? But once | am ready here, all
ispossible. | shall decide then how much tin-mine land your King may get. He can agree to those
terms, or have nothing! | must get back to my rooms, now."

She turned and began to walk toward Jim. Startled, he turned, hurriedly, himself, to hastily return
the door to its frame, and himself to the other side of it. He started climbing the stairs, Hob riding
the smoke up beside him.
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" She has to come back this way, doesn't she?' Jim panted at the hobgoblin.
"Yes, m'Lord." said Hob.

Jm climbed faster. He was becoming short of breath, but Agatha could hardly be mounting the
stairs any more quickly than he was. Thanksto the tower stairs at Malencontri his legs had plenty
of spring in them. If hiswind would just last him until the top of the steps at least...

"How'll Agatha get back to her own quarters? The King's with Cumberland. She'll have to go past
them," he panted.

"I don't know, m'Lord," Hob answered. "Maybe she could go through a door to the hall. Then she
can go down the hall to the outside door of her own rooms. Would you like to ride the smoke the
rest of the way up?"

"Oh," said Jim breathlessly, feeling foolish. Things were getting to afair pass when he was out-
thought by a hobgoblin. "Never mind. I'm aimost there now." Indeed he was. The end of the stairs
was in sight, and his thoughts were racing.

Maybe the situation was beginning to take shape, finally. Agatha Falon was acting asif she really
had a chance to become not merely the King's favorite, but his wife and Queen. The very idea
was ridiculous: she was no more than minor nobility. The Court had been said, for ayear now, to
be gleefully awaiting her downfall and certain disgrace—if not banishment or even execution.
Surprisingly, so far, she had obstinately escaped any such thing.

It seemed impossible that the King could marry someone like her. True, hisfirst Queen was dead;
but there were other massive obstacles—obstacles of Church and State. Theoretically aKing
should only marry someone of Royal blood. Further, the marriage—his taking of a new Queen—
should be an action benefiting not only him, but his country, such as cementing an alliance with
another national power that would prove a help in time of need.

But still—could it be possible she had some plan in mind that actually might give her a chance to
win the King?

It was all but inconceivable, but she had talked to the Gnarly messenger asif she was confident of
it.

However, that evidence alone was no help to Jim. Whether her plan had any real hope of success
was beside the point, just now; Jm had to deal with the current situation, which was that she was
already in aposition of influence with the King, and in some sort of alliance with the Gnarly
King, who had young Robert Falon.

Her ambition had to be overreaching itself. There were no two ways about that. But whatever she
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was doing was much more complicated than he could have guessed.

And where did the Earl of Cumberland come into all this? Jim could well believe what Chandos
had said about the Earl's plots against the young Prince, but he could see no way that the affair of
young Robert Falon affected that. Still, Carolinus had said that the King and Prince must be
protected; this must be what he had referred to.

It was lucky he had at least this much of a head start on Agatha. It struck him suddenly that there
was one thing he should do immediately: Edgar was a spy, not only by profession, but by nature.
If he, while tagging along with Jim, heard anything at al important, he would immediately begin
to think of waysto turn it to his own advantage. It would be like adding the Town Crier to their
company.

"Come on, Hob," he said.

Hob followed him as he hurried back aong the stone passage and out into Cumberland's quarters.
Edgar was still there, waiting.

"Edgar," Jim said, "1'm going to send you back to your own room. I'm aso going to put award
around it, so you can't get out and no one can get in. Don't worry. I'll be along to set you freein a
little while."

Edgar's face paled, taking on arather pasty look, so that his little mustache and VVan Dyke beard
looked like cheap bits of makeup attached to hisface.

“It'll beadll right, | say!" said Jim impatiently, clamping his teeth on the words. Without waiting to
hear any protest, Jim visualized the man back in his own two small rooms, with the ward
surrounding both and the invisibility spell gone. Edgar disappeared.

"Have | got to leave, too, m'Lord?' Hob said in asmall voice next to his ear.

“No, not you, Hob. Y ou stay with me," answered Jim. "Now, nobody can hear or see us, but don't
say anything to me unless you think it's really necessary—and don't bother me for a minute."

"Yes, m'Lord."

Jim was wondering just how far behind him Agatha was, while reflecting that he had
inadvertently saved some magic, after all, by climbing up from the dungeons. Certainly, he must
still have some lead over her.

He headed toward the first room of Cumberland's suite—the room where Cumberland and the
King had been talking. He hoped they still were; it would be interesting to see what Agatha
would do on discovering she had to pass by them to get out. Of course, she might take another
route, but...
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Hob abandoned his waft of smoke, hopping onto Jim's shoulder, as Jim tracked back through the
intervening rooms. Cumberland, he found, had by this time pushed the King into something
perilously close to argument.

"—I tell you, Robert," the King was saying testily, "things are all very well as they are. Chandos
isthe last man I'd suspect of anything treasonable; and if others want to dabblein it, let them

dabble. They'll lose their heads in due time. But when they are capable men, doing as they ought,
and there's no one | can think of who could replace them, leave them asthey are, for God's sake!"

"Oh, my Liege," said Cumberland. "On my honor, there are a number of men of family and title
who could take their place and do their duties as well, if not much better."

"Maybe so, maybe so0," said the King. "But I'm used to the men | have. The way things are now,
my governing works. Why must we always go around looking under bedsheets and behind
curtains and trying to find reason to get rid of men who are giving me no trouble? | believe you
when you say there are many who grumble and groan under my taxes. But, if you will remember,
anumber of those taxes were at your suggestion. Y ou also, at the time, agreed to the men charged
with gathering the monies—some of those you suspect of high treason now. No, no, | shall need a
great deal more reason before taking some of the actions you suggest.”

There was finally some sound of Royal wrath in the King's voice, but otherwise nothing new and
interesting to be learned here at the moment, Jim thought. It was simply more of the same debate
between King and Earl. He looked back into the room he had just left and was almost run into by
Agatha

Hastily, JJm ducked out of her path. Still invisible, he and Hob moved back into a corner of the
room.

Agathawas walking quickly, like someone who knew her way well. But the sound of the King's
voice checked her before she reached the half-open door. She stopped dead, then moved forward
in short, quick, silent steps until she could see through the opening without being seen herself.

Jim, trusting to hisinvisibility, moved quietly up behind her, to see what she was seeing. Her
position gave her afull view of Cumberland; and, if Cumberland looked in the right direction, he
would see her. But the King could not be seen at all from this angle and, therefore, could not see
her.

Meanwhile, both she and Jim could hear him talking. The subject had changed to horses, and,
temporarily at least, Cumberland seemed to have given up trying to hold his monarch on the
subject of lords with treasonable intentions.

"—sending me a stallion from Tours, which | have bought,” the King was saying. "If the beast is
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half as good as those Frenchmen promised, | should have a warhorse beyond price."

Cumberland did not make the obvious answer, that the King was well beyond the age of needing
awarhorse and his only use for one would be to look at it and preen himself on possessing it.

"I know ayoung man," said Cumberland, "of the Lockyear family, who are known to have an
excellent eye for horses. Perhaps | could send him to ook at the horse?’

"Never heard of them," said the King. "In any case, | have already made up my mind about this
horse. They tell me that at the gallop he will leave any other destrier behind..."

Jm's mind was doing some galloping of its own. Somehow, the King would have to be
maneuvered out of thisroom, if Agatha was to escape to the hall unseen. He waited with interest
to see how she would manage it.

He moved from behind her to a position at her right, from which he could see into the room at an
angle that showed him the King. His Magjesty was sagging alittle in his chair, as if the wine was
getting to him. Not surprising if it did, thought Jim, considering his age and probable physical
condition.

As he watched, the King looked down at the floor and his eyes closed, momentarily, asif he
might be about to dlip into a doze. Cumberland's gaze lifted. He exchanged looks through the
partly open door with Agatha, then nodded slightly and looked again at the King, who was
opening his eyes once more.

"In any case," said Cumberland, "let us drink to this new horse of yours, your Highness. A noble
steed like that deserves atoast." He filled up their glasses, lifted his to the King, and poured its
contents down his throat, almost ostentatiously emptying the container.

The King took up hiswine more slowly. "A toast—" he said, but his voice had thickened—not a
great deal, but enough to be noticeable if you were listening for it. He also emptied his glass, but
he took somewhat longer than Cumberland had; and when he put it down, hand and glass
together dropped heavily onto the table beside his chair. The empty glass goblet toppled over.

He took a deep breath.

"Robert," he said heavily, "since Agatha has chosen to ride and you will have things to do, | think
| shall rest me alittle while—'lay me down to bleed a while, and rise to fight again..." eh,
Robert?"

Cumberland smiled that grim smile again and reached down with one arm, literally hoisting the

older man to his feet—and revealing considerable strength. He had not even bent his body to do
so; and the King was heavy from years of rich living and idleness.
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"Y our arm, Robert..." Edward said again, the thickness in his voice now blurring his words
amost beyond understanding.

Cumberland offered his arm, and the King passed his own through its angle. Leaning heavily on
the taller, middle-aged Earl, and with uncertain steps, the older man first let himself be led, then
stopped and pulled back, on seeing the direction they were going.

"I thought, Mgjesty," said the Earl, in answer to an uncertain mumble from the King, "since a bed
of minewas closer... for ashort nap..."

"You'reagood lad, Robert. Let usgo..." The two of them disappeared from view.

"Bah!" said Agathato the thin air. She strode into the room, took the Earl's goblet, filled it with
wine, and, sitting in the chair the King had abandoned, took some hearty swallows.

"Well?' she said, when Cumberland reappeared and sat down. "How did his Highness take it
when you told him | was riding?"

"He did not take it happily, my Lady," said the Earl. "But he accepted it. Still, | would suggest the
excuse iswearing thin."

"And why do you call it an excuse, my Lord?"

"Y esterday, you were riding," said Cumberland. "But today you were down visiting that manling
in the dungeons, were you not?"

"And what gives you the right to say that?' said Agatha. "Do you have spies following me now?"

"Of course," growled the Earl. He poured a small amount of wine into the goblet the King had
emptied and sipped at it, then set it down again. "Do you not have your spies on me? Does not
everybody have their spies on everybody else here at Court? Do not take me for a child, my
Lady."

"I would take it amiss, my Lord," said Agathaslowly, "if you wereto insist to his Majesty | have
done anything but ride, this day."

The Earl laughed shortly, and drank alittle more.

"Your wits are astray, | think, Lady Falon. Y ou have one claim on the King. | have several. This|
have told you before: Those who last long around the Throne do not do it on a single moment of
favor. It isagame | know well. You will find that out if you count me as one you can play with."

"I think not in my case, Sir."
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"Time will tell, Lady Falon."
"What do you want from me, then?"

"Some of whatever you get. Y ou surely did not expect it otherwise? There are only two powers
here. Oneisthe King. The other isthose of uswho advise him. And of those, | am the strongest."

"And you are the King's half-brother, after all," said Agatha. "It could be that has bred in you,
somewhat, and given you an illusion of greater strength than indeed you have. | may be aweak
enemy, my Lord, but | warrant you | can be avaluable friend."

"Thisis not apublic market, my Lady. | am neither to be frightened nor bought. | repeat, there are
those of us who advise his Mg esty—too many for you to think of having your own way with al,
even if you were powerful enough to do so. Like the King himself, you will have to live with us,
aswe live with each other. His Mgjesty is not afool, you know. He will not have forgotten the
hard death of hisfather, strangely and secretly, after he had been forced to resign the throne. He
will make sure nothing like that happens to him, and the best way he may do so isto keep the
powers of those about him in balance."

"And what then is supposed to be the sum of this Iesson you rede me, my most wise and
experienced Lord?' said Agatha

"Simply that he has a use for me in keeping that balance," said the Earl. "Not so you. | may
control him utterly one day. Y ou never will. For now you have my assistance aslong as | earn by
it in the long run. There may come a time when | will demand of you what your aim and plans
are. When that time comes | would counsel you against telling me less than the full truth, Lady
Agatha."

"I thank you most graciously for your kind advice, my Lord Earl," said Agatha, standing up.
"Now, | must return to my own rooms."

The Earl bowed from the chair where he sat and she turned, heading toward the door that opened
to the hallway outside. Timeto go, Jim told himself. He paused only to work the magic that
would remove the ward on Edgar's room.

"KinetetE?' he said; aloud, but safely, since neither the Earl nor Agatha could hear him.

Abruptly he was back with that one of the three most potent magiciansin this world.

Chapter Thirty

He was back on the stage of the auditorium, but this time it was empty, except for KinetetE and
Barron, who had turned to look at him.
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"So you found what you were after?' said KinetetE.

"Not exactly," said Jm. "Cumberland's trying to control the King. So's Agatha. | think she and
Cumberland are working together—they talked like partners that don't like each other, at all.
Agatha's also ready to trade the Gnarly King athird of England'stin mines for little Robert;
though how she can do that when she doesn't own one of them—but | suppose you already knew
al this"

"Of course we did!" snapped Barron.
"Not about Agatha and the tin mines," said KinetetE.

"Anyway," Jm went on, "it'stime | got back to Robert, Carolinus, and the rest in the Gnarly
cave. Can you send me there now? Or should | try to use my own magic to get there?"

“I'll send you," said KinetetE. "I assume you want the hobgoblin, there on your shoulder, to go
back with you?"

"Well—" Jim began.
"Oh, yes," said Hob, quickly. "I must be at my Lord's sideif peril threatens."

"Very good," sad KinetetE. "But first | want to know more about Agatha and the tin mines. How
did you find that out?"

"I heard her talking to the Gnarly King's messenger," Jim said. "He's chained up in a dungeon
directly below the King's quarters at Court, and he seemed to have just carried a proposal to her
from the Gnarly King. | heard her turning down his latest offer."

Then, to the best of his m