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      Enter the SF Gateway …

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

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

      

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

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

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

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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CHAPTER 1

The Hobgoblin had come out into the kitchen again.

“I can’t understand it!” Jim said. “Fleas, lice, rats, hedgehogs looking for a warm place to sleep—but hobgoblins!”

“Calm down,” said Angie.

“Why do we have to have hobgoblins?” demanded Jim.

All hobgoblins lived in chimneys. They were small, harmless, sometimes beneficial Naturals. You left out a bowl of milk—or whatever you had to share with them—every night.

The Hobgoblin would drink or eat that, and not bother anything else. But the Malencontri kitchen Hobgoblin apparently went on periodic binges. He did not drink anything, unless it was milk; but when on a binge he took one bite only out of everything else that was eatable in the kitchen—and after that the kitchen workers would not touch anything he might have touched, for some superstitious reason.

“Calm down—” said Angie…

“—Remember?” said Angie now. “And that was just the day before yesterday.”

She nestled a little closer with her head in the hollow of Jim’s shoulder as they stood together, the only people awake and on their feet along the wooden walkway just behind the top of the curtain wall—that later centuries would rush to call “the battlements” of a castle—of their home, Malencontri.

A December dawn, icy under a cloud-heavy sky, was just breaking. In its gray light they looked out on the trampled open space before the wall, to the thick surround of forest, some hundred yards away, from which a few pencil-thin ghosts of gray smoke were beginning to rise, back a small distance behind the first treetops.

Yesterday’s blood had turned black on the snow and become indistinguishable from the blackness of the miry ground, where snow and bare earth had been ground together into equally black mud, under heavy boots and iron heels.

A little snow had fallen during the late afternoon of the attack, and had to a certain extent hidden the dark shapes that lay still on the ground—those of their attackers who had been left to the crows and other scavengers that would follow after Malencontri had been taken. As taken it would be, today.

Its defenders were too few, and now too exhausted. Along the walkway to the right and left of where Jim and Angie stood, worn-out archers, crossbowmen and men-at-arms—those still able to fight in spite of their wounds—had fallen asleep where they had stood to push back the attackers that tried to climb in from scaling ladders on the outside of the curtain wall.

Given sufficient defenders inside her walls, Malencontri could have held off an army, let alone this small force of two or three knights with perhaps a hundred and fifty trained men-at-arms and archers and a couple hundred ragtag and bobtail of the lower classes, armed with whatever they had been able to bring or acquire on their raid into this part of Somerset.

But Malencontri had had no warning—not even time enough to call in the people who belonged to it from the surrounding forest and fields that were part of the fief, who might have swelled their force to the point where the attackers would have no chance.

As it was, the attackers must clearly be in ignorance of the fact that Jim was in the castle. Otherwise they would never have had the courage to attack a fortification owned by any low-ranking magician—let alone one who had the notoriety that Jim had gained as the Dragon Knight.

“They’ll be waking up now out there,” murmured Angie.

“Yes,” said Jim. He, too, had been watching the fingers of smoke from the remnants of the overnight fires of their attackers; watching for an increase in the smoke they sent up, as new fuel was added and some kind of food was cooked or warmed for those who would attack again today.

“At any rate,” said Angie, squeezing Jim’s waist with the arm she had around it, “this ends all hopes for the baby.” She was silent a moment. “Was I really unbearable to you with all my worrying about her?”

“No,” Jim said. He kissed her. “You’ve never been unbearable. You know that.”

The baby, as it had come to be referred to, had been Angie’s particular concern for the last year or so. She was only in her mid-twenties; but here, history was still in the Middle Ages, and all around her much younger women—girls even—were having children. She had been torn between her desire for a child and her feeling, which she shared with Jim, that it would be unfair to have it here.

Let alone bring it up in this medieval time, which was still in the equivalent of what had been the fourteenth century, in contrast to the twentieth-century version of Earth from which they had come.

So they had simply put off having children. Now, it was too late—which was probably just as well, given the fact that the attackers would kill everything living in the castle, once they had got inside.

“In fact,” said Jim, “I should have found a way back for us before this.”

“You did once, in the beginning,” said Angie. “I talked you out of it.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Yes, I did.”

They were both right, in a sense. For a brief time, after Jim had come here to rescue Angie from the Dark Powers that strove to upset the balance of Chance and History in this medieval version of Earth, Jim had possessed enough magical credit to send them both back to the twentieth century.

Angie had said then that she wanted to do what he wanted to do; and the truth was, he had wanted to stay. They both had—they still would have, if it had not been for the matter of the baby.

But then, neither of them had looked ahead to the fact that they would go on living, go on aging; and that a day like this day might dawn, in which it was practically certain that they both would die—hopefully before they could be captured; because if so they could only look forward to being crucified, impaled or tortured by those who would overrun and pillage their castle; as the attackers could hardly be stopped from doing before the sun set again.

In what the Middle Ages considered a “legal war,” Jim and Angie and any children of theirs would have been held to ransom. But not in a raid like this, which was itself “illegal.”

Jim looked again at the wisps of smoke. It was impossible to say whether they had started to thicken or darken at all; but the day was definitely brightening, and it could not be long now before those out there would be up and stirring. Some of Malencontri’s men-at-arms had recognized some of those who were trying to get into the castle. They were retainers of Sir Peter Carley, a knight formerly in fief to the Earl of Somerset who had come to a parting of the ways with the Earl and now was in fief to the Earl of Oxford.

Since his violent parting with the Earl, Sir Peter had, in common fourteenth-century fashion, regarded all those in Somerset as legitimate prey; and he had used the recent march of a mob of peasants in revolt to London as an excuse to raid into the Somerset area—and it was this that had brought him to Malencontri.

“I hate to rouse them,” said Angie, looking at the archers and men-at-arms that lay huddled against the inner stonework of the wall, curled up to conserve as much body heat as possible while they slept. “I don’t know why most of them haven’t simply frozen there, lying in the open like this.”

“Some may,” said Jim.

“Maybe it’ll be easier on them, that way,” said Angie. “I can’t believe that none of our messengers got through. We had so many friends…”

Indeed, they had many friends. It was one of the things that caused them to be attached to this fourteenth century, in spite of its hobgoblins, hedgehogs, rats, fleas, lice… Naturals, magicians, sorcerers, Dark Powers—and everything else that made life here either interesting or perilous.

In fact, some of those they knew were almost more than good friends—incredibly loyal, trustworthy, back-you-up-and-come-to-your-rescue-at-any-time-without-question sort of friends. The mysterious thing was that none of these had come to help them this time.

It was true, Jim thought, that the messengers to these friends for help had been sent out, literally, within minutes after their attackers had been discovered less than half a mile from the castle. It was possible that all the messengers had been captured by those now trying to take Malencontri; and at this moment they were all very dead. But some should have got through.

True, both Dafydd ap Hywel and Giles o’the Wold were far enough off so that they might have not heard from the messenger and been able to get back here, in the two days since the attackers had first arrived.

But Sir Brian Neville-Smythe’s castle—Castle Smythe—was less than a fifteen-minute gallop from Malencontri; and Malvern Castle, the fortress of which the Lady Geronde Isabel de Chaney was Chatelaine—she to whom Sir Brian was betrothed—was not an impossible distance off. Sir Brian should have come, and Geronde have sent fighting men to their rescue, if messengers had been able to reach them safely. But no assistance from either one had shown up.

Most curious of all was the nonappearance of Aargh the English wolf, who invariably knew everything that was happening in the land for miles around. Aargh might have been expected to show up on his own initiative; certainly he would have done so if he had known what was going on. He had come to join them in their beleaguered castle, earlier this same year, running literally over the backs of hundreds of closely packed sea serpents to do so, and needing to be hauled up from the moat with his teeth clenched in a rope dropped from the curtain wall to him.

For that matter, the failure of Carolinus to show up was also mysterious. True, Jim had foolishly overspent his magic reserve—this time in what even Angie would consider a good cause (but Carolinus would not)—helping to get the harvest in, this fall, and the castle prepared for winter.

But none of them had appeared.

“Most likely, the messengers didn’t get through,” said Jim, avoiding the fact that Angie would know as well as he that neither Aargh nor Carolinus should have needed to be summoned. They should have known when Malencontri was under attack; and then both would have come out of friendship—though neither of them would admit to such a weakness; and Carolinus additionally would have appeared out of a sense of responsibility to his apprentice in magic, which Jim happened to be.

“It doesn’t matter,” murmured Angie into Jim’s chest.

“GREETINGS!” boomed an enormous voice.

Jim and Angie looked up, startled, to see a giant—a real giant, thirty feet if he was an inch—approaching the curtain wall from the woods with twenty-foot strides.


CHAPTER 2

“Rrrnlf!” said Angie.

It was indeed the sea devil, whom they had met earlier in the year when the sea serpents had attempted an invasion of England in collaboration with the French. The most unlikely of rescuers—if he was indeed that.

Jim’s gaze flew to the smoke streams above the treetops. Rrrnlf was advancing from an area of the surrounding trees not at all far from where the smoke streamers had been ascending. Now, Jim saw they were still there, but they were certainly no thicker or darker—implying the fires underneath them had not been refueled—and in fact if anything they were more thin and ghostlike than ever, as if those same fires were dying out.

Jim looked quickly back at the sea devil. Rrrnlf was almost to the curtain wall now and seeming to loom above them already.

Rrrnlf was not only a Natural, but one of the largest inhabitants of this world’s oceans; though he also was apparently quite comfortable not only in fresh water but in the open air as he was now. However, aside from his thirty feet of height, his body had a strange construction.

Essentially, he was wedge-shaped, the point of the wedge being downward. He literally tapered from the top of his head to the soles of his feet. His head was large even for the rest of him. His shoulders were somewhat smaller than they should have been, according to human proportions, but only a little. However, below those shoulders not only did his body taper toward the waist, but his arms narrowed down toward his hands—though not excessively, for his hands were as large as the shovel ends of a derrick. But from his waist he continued tapering down to feet that were only several times as large as Jim’s. It was remarkable how those relatively tiny feet bore the weight of the rest of him about so briskly and without complaint. But of course, like all Naturals, there was a touch of innate magic in him; though, again like all Naturals, he had no real control over it.

He had reached the wall now. He put one massive hand on the top of it and vaulted over its twenty-foot height, landing on his feet in the courtyard. The wall shook, waking up all the sleepers along it, while the impact of his massive weight on the packed earth of the courtyard probably produced enough sound to wake up most of the rest of those exhaustedly slumbering inside the castle buildings.

“Thu ne grete—” he began, slipping into the Anglo-Saxon speech of a thousand years before. He checked. “I mean—you didn’t say greetings to me!” he accused, looking down on them, with a reproachful frown from his heavy-boned, blue-eyed face, some dozen feet above them as they stood on the walkway.

“Greetings!” said Jim and Angie hastily and simultaneously.

Rrrnlf’s visage cleared. It became a rather simple, friendly face, with nothing really terrifying about it except its size.

“My mother always told me this was the season for greetings amongst you wee folk,” he rumbled, “or have I lost track of time and customs changed since I was here last?”

“No, Rrrnlf,” said Angie, “you were here only five months or so ago.”

“So I was!” said Rrrnlf. “I didn’t think it had been too long. I’ve just had time to find some gifts for you. My mother—did I ever tell you about my mother?”

“Yes,” said Jim, “you did.”

“I had a beautiful mother,” said Rrrnlf almost dreamily, paying no attention at all to what Jim had said. “She was beautiful. I can’t remember exactly how she looked; but I remember she was beautiful. She took care of me for the first four or five hundred years while I was growing up. There never was a mother like that. Anyway, she told me lots of things; and one of them was that around this time of the year when the deep-sea currents change, you wee people greet each other and some of you give others gifts. Because you helped me so much in getting back my Lady, I wanted to be sure I gave you gifts this year. I had some trouble finding them, but I’ve got some.”

Rrrnlf’s Lady, Jim had discovered earlier, had been the demountable figurehead of a ship, like the dragon figureheads that the Vikings took down from their long ships when putting in to land; because the land trolls were supposed to feel themselves challenged if the dragon heads were brought into their territory. But in this case, it had been a wooden carving from a sunken ship, intended to represent the ninth wave.

The folk saying was that “the ninth wave always came farthest up the beach,” and the Norse people had called the ninth wave Jarnsaxa—‘the Iron Sword’.

Jarnsaxa had been the daughter of Aegir, the Norse sea god, and Ran, the giantess. Those two had been the parents of all nine daughters who were the nine waves. Last and greatest of these was Jarnsaxa; and Rrrnlf had claimed that—wild as it sounded—he and the actual Jarnsaxa had been lovers. But he had lost her, when Aegir and Ran left with the other Norse gods and giants, taking their daughters with them.

So he had valued the figurehead very highly. But it had been stolen from him as part of the events leading to the attack of the sea serpents on England.

Jim had managed to rouse Carolinus—one of only three AAA+ magicians in this world—from a deep depression just in time to defeat the giant, deep-sea squid who was the mastermind behind the serpents; and so regain the figurehead for Rrrnlf.

“So, here they are, now,” said Rrrnlf, dipping a massive hand into the pouch that hung from what looked like a small cable around his relatively narrow waist, tied over the skin—or whatever it was—he wore, wrapped caveman-fashion, around him and hanging from one shoulder, to end in a sort of kiltlike lower edge just above his knees.

The hand enclosed and hid what he first brought up, and he extended that massive fist toward Angie, who unconsciously took half a step backward from it.

“Here you are!” said Rrrnlf, apparently not noticing the fact that Angie had recoiled. “This is for you, wee Lady. Hold out your hands.”

Angie held out both hands cupped together, and very carefully Rrrnlf gradually opened his enormous fist, shook it a little—and something that seemed to be an assortment of tied-together small objects, glinting red in the clouded early daylight, dropped into Angie’s hands, half filling them.

Angie gasped.

Jim stared.

What Angie held appeared to be some sort of necklace, with several strands all connected to a single strand that possibly was meant to tie or fasten behind the neck. Ornamenting each strand were what seemed to be—but what it was hard to believe could be, large as they were—enormous rubies. They had not been cut and faceted, as twentieth-century cut gems would have been; but they had been polished, and they shone with beautiful warmth against the gray day and the background of wintry trees, stone, snow and trampled earth.

“—And for you, wee mage,” said Rrrnlf.

Jim got his own hands cupped out in front of him just in time to receive a box, about ten inches long by eight wide and four deep, beautifully carved and colored; with figures on its top and all sides, of what looked more like writing in Sanskrit than anything else.

The box was extraordinarily light. Because Rrrnlf seemed to be expecting him to do so, Jim made an attempt to lift the lid. It came up easily.

The box was empty. Clean, white-brown wood, beautifully fitted, enclosed a space with absolutely nothing in it except a space smelling faintly but pleasantly of a scent like cedar.

Jim put a large smile on his face and opened his mouth to thank Rrrnlf. But Angie, who had now recovered from her shock on seeing her own gift, was ahead of him.

“Rrrnlf!” she said. “They’re enormous! Where did you find them?”

“Oh, on the sea bottom, somewhere. Some wreck of an old ship…”

Rrrnlf peered down at the rubies still cupped in Angie’s two hands.

“Enormous? No, no. You’re being kind, wee Lady, like you usually do. But I’ll find something else for you, to help make your gift equal with the one I gave the wee mage. I promise. By the way, how do you like his present? That did take some getting, I can tell you! It’s a box to keep his magic in.”

“Oh—it is?” said Jim. “I mean—of course it is! Just what I’ve needed. I couldn’t believe that I’d actually gotten something like that. I’ve just been looking at it, having trouble believing it’s real!”

He caught Angie’s eye.

“Yes,” said Angie, “yes, indeed. Jim will never forget this present, Rrrnlf. I can promise you that!”

“Oh, well…” Rrrnlf almost simpered.

“Oh, well,” he said, again. “It’s nothing, really. But it’ll do for a gift for now, anyway. But I really promise you, wee Lady, that I’ll make up your gift into something more worthy just as soon as I can.”

“You needn’t, Rrrnlf,” said Angie very sincerely. It occurred to Jim belatedly that Angie almost undoubtedly did not realize that what she held might not be real rubies, but spinels. The Black Prince’s ruby, back in the fourteen century of their own world, had been a spinel; and no one had known the difference then. Gems had not been cut in those days, and even an expert would have had trouble seeing the difference between the two shades of a real ruby and an isotropic spinel ruby. In this world and time, what Rrrnlf had just given Angie might as well be real rubies. The best thing for Jim to do would be to say nothing; and just be surprised along with Angie, if it was discovered later that the rubies were indeed spinels.

Trying to think of something more to say by way of thanks to Rrrnlf for the gift of the empty box, pretty as it was, Jim glanced out over the curtain wall and instantly noticed that the upward lines of smoke had faded almost to invisibility above the forest. The necessities of the present drove everything else out of his mind. He turned sharply on Rrrnlf.

“You came in from over that way,” he said, pointing. “Tell me, did you see anything of other—er, wee men among the woods?”

“No,” said Rrrnlf thoughtfully. “I wasn’t paying too much attention, of course.”

He brightened.

“I did see quite a flock of wee people further off, going away from here in that direction—all together and rather quickly.”

He pointed off toward the east, at about a ninety-degree angle from the direction of his own approach to the castle.

Angie and Jim turned to each other instinctively and hugged each other in relief.

“They probably saw you coming and ran!” said Angie to the Sea Devil as soon as she came up for air. She and Jim separated.

“I wouldn’t have hurt them,” Rrrnlf protested. “I would have told them. I would have said, ‘I’m Rrrnlf. I’m a Sea Devil. I’m your friend.’ ”

“Never mind, Rrrnlf,” said Angie. “We’re your friends; and so is everybody in the castle here. You’ve got lots of friends here.”

“True—” said Rrrnlf, brightening.

“True? What’s true?” demanded Carolinus, appearing suddenly on the walkway beside Jim.

“Now you get here!” said Angie, with no note of comfort in her voice at all.

“It’s true that I’ve got lots of friends,” Rrrnlf was telling the Master Magician. “But you probably knew that yourself, Mage.”

The way Rrrnlf pronounced the word “Mage,” speaking to Carolinus, was very definitely different from the way he pronounced it when referring to Jim as a “wee mage.” Neither Rrrnlf nor anybody else ever referred to Carolinus as wee; although this had nothing to do with his physical size. In fact, he was a frail, white-bearded and rather skinny old man—if tall—in a red robe that could invariably stand washing. Angie happened to know that he had a number of such robes; but he also had a tendency to let the ones he had worn for some time simply pile up in a corner of his cottage by the Tinkling Water, until he thought of telling them magically to be clean again—so that he always looked as if the robe was something thrown away by a more prosperous magician.

“I’ve just been giving the wee mage and his wee Lady gifts because they helped me get my Lady back. You helped too, Mage. I’m sorry I don’t have a gift for you. But look at what I gave the wee mage!”

Carolinus looked.

“A soothing box!” he said. He took the box from Jim, opened it, looked inside, sniffed, closed the lid and handed it back to Jim again. “You should be grateful, Jim.”

There had been a dry note in Carolinus’s voice, particularly in his last words. And he had called Jim “Jim”—which no one here in the fourteenth century, except Angie, ever did. He was otherwise always addressed as James, Sir James, the Dragon Knight, or “my Lord.”

Jim would ordinarily have had no objection to being spoken to familiarly, except that there was something about the way Carolinus said it that made it almost a contemptuous form of address, as if he was speaking to a poorly trained dog. But Carolinus, in addition to being one of only three AAA+ magicians in this world at the present moment (Jim was only a C-rated magician and Carolinus had openly expressed his doubt that Jim would ever go any farther), addressed everybody familiarly—commoners, kings, Naturals, fellow magicians or even the Accounting Office—which kept track of each magician’s level of magical credit. Jim had once heard the Accounting Office make land, sea and sky tremble at once with the sound of an imperative order from its bass voice; but it was always polite to Carolinus.

Jim was resigned to the Master Magician’s ways, now. Not so Angie, at this moment. Jim could see her stiffen with resentment. Right at the moment, Angie was not in a mood to have anyone speak contemptuously to Jim. Particularly Carolinus, who had not been here when needed.

“He can keep his magic in it,” Rrrnlf was saying, beaming down at Carolinus.

“I don’t need a Sea Devil to tell me that!” snapped Carolinus.

“No, Mage,” said Rrrnlf contritely. “Of course not. I just—”

He was interrupted—which was something of a feat, considering the volume of his voice—by the raucous sound of a hunting horn. Or rather, the sound of a cow horn fitted with a nipple, so that what came out when it was blown was more like a musical tone and less like a raucous squawk.

They all turned and looked out over the curtain wall. A column of armed men was approaching from about the segment of woods that Rrrnlf had appeared from. At its head rode a figure in armor that was clearly Jim and Angie’s very good friend Sir Brian Neville-Smythe; and riding beside him was a diminutive female figure, decorously wearing a tall, peaked hat, from which depended an equally decorous travel veil, to keep out the dust and other annoyances in the atmosphere while moving from place to place.

Someone who could be no one else than Brian’s betrothed, Geronde Isabel de Chaney, who was indeed decorous—after her fashion. She was also Chatelaine of Malvern Castle and sole authority there, now that her father had been nearly three years gone to the Crusade.

“Hail, hail, the gang’s all here!” muttered Angie.

Jim had not been wrong in what he had thought he had just seen and felt in her. She was in a dangerous mood, not only toward Carolinus, but against these friends to whom they had sent messengers for help and who were now appearing after Rrrnlf’s fortuitous appearance had caused the attackers to run.

To put the icing on the cake of this particular situation, another familiar figure, four-legged, trotted out of the woods to join Sir Brian’s group, moving along on the other side of the Lady Geronde from Sir Brian, and wagging his tail at her. It was Aargh, the English wolf.

“Carolinus!” exploded Angie. “What’s the meaning of this? Don’t try to tell me you aren’t responsible for all this! Did you deliberately keep everyone from coming to help us?”

“Oh, Aargh did see how it was and came to me for help,” said Carolinus. “There were too many of them attacking you for him to do much by himself. As it happened, I was gone to a special Emergency Meeting of magicians of A-rank and above. So, since Sir Brian lives closest to you, Aargh went looking for him; but found him and most of his men gone from his castle. The retainers that were left knew Aargh, however, and told him Brian had gone to pick up Geronde and her train at Malvern Castle; because the two of them were going to the Earl’s Christmastide. So Aargh went after them, but they’d already left for that annual Christmas party at the Earl of Somerset’s; and the wolf only caught up with them about the time I got to them as well.”

“You got to them?” said Jim.

“That’s right,” said Carolinus. “I’d just come back from the Emergency Meeting—”

Carolinus broke off.

“Rrrnlf,” he said, “don’t you have some sea devilish things to do about now?”

“Why, yes!” boomed Rrrnlf, with a wide smile. “I was just going to go and find the wee Lady something more than that little reddish trinket I just gave her so that she’d have a present more equal to that I gave the wee mage.”

“Well then,” said Carolinus, “you’d better be about it, hadn’t you?”

“Yes, Mage!” Rrrnlf turned, put one hand on the wall, vaulted it and strode off toward the forest as they watched.

Jim winced, looking at the wall, which had shuddered under Rrrnlf’s weight like someone in pain. He looked back at Carolinus, who was glancing up and down the catwalk as if to make sure that no one else was within earshot.

“I’ve got to get him to stop that,” he said.

“Now, now, pay attention!” said Carolinus. “As I say, I’d got to Brian and Geronde and Aargh; but the important matter was I was just back from the Emergency Meeting, saw the situation at once in my scrying glass, and immediately magicked myself to where Sir Brian, Geronde and their escort were on their way to the Earl’s Christmas Party. I told them, though, that I’d seen the Sea Devil on his way to Malencontri, and that Rrrnlf would get here before anyone else could—except me, of course—and before any further damage could be done; and he’d scare the attackers off, if nothing else. They’d have known that the castle was owned by Jim; and, seeing a giant coming toward it, they’d be sure that Jim had come back to it, too. Well, in a nutshell, I told Brian and Geronde to follow me back here; because you and Angie will be going with them to the Earl’s.”

Jim and Angie stared at him.

“We aren’t going,” said Jim.

“But you are,” said Carolinus grimly. “Necessity requires it.”

“Necessity—” began Jim; and he stopped himself just in time from saying what necessity could do with its needing him to take Angie and make a trip to one of the Earl’s wild twelve days of celebration, piety, partying and dangerous physical violence going on under the name of healthy sport, all mixed together. A social situation that Jim did not believe Angie would like at all; and he knew he would not.

“The answer is NO,” he said.

“Jim!” said Carolinus coldly. “Will you listen to me?”

Carolinus had a number of angry tones of voice. This was not one of them. This was coldly serious—enough so to send chills down Jim’s back.

“Of course, I’ll listen,” Jim said.

“The Emergency Meeting I went to,” Carolinus said slowly, “was called because a number of magicians around our world of sufficient rank had noticed indications that the Dark Powers would be attempting to change History at a particular Christian feast—specifically, at your Earl’s Christmastide gathering a few days from now.”

“But they can’t do that, can they?” Angie asked. “It’s a Christian Feast. The Dark Powers wouldn’t have any power to interfere with anything there. Even if they did, aside from the Holy occasion, whatever clergy are around would have blessed the place and its environs and nothing belonging to the Dark Powers could even get close.”

“Quite right,” said Carolinus, “that’s what makes this situation so serious. We can’t imagine how they could have an effect under those conditions. But the indications are too numerous and too noticeable to be ignored.”

“What sort of indications were they?” asked Jim.

“I won’t try to explain them to you now,” said Carolinus. “If you could see what’s going on at World’s End, for example—but, no point in going into details. For one thing you’re nowhere near advanced enough in magic to understand the importance of much of what I could tell you. You’d have to be at least A-rank. But everything Angie just said is exactly true. In reason, there’s no direct way in which the Dark Powers could have any effect on such an occasion. Take my word for it, they’re simply acting as if they can—and that worries us.”

“But if they can’t—” began Angie.

“We don’t even want them trying,” said Carolinus grimly. “If they’re thinking they can accomplish anything like that, it’ll only be because they’ve come up with a plan to exert their influence in some way that none of the magicians in our world can conceive of. It wasn’t my suggestion, but the assembled body voted overwhelmingly to have you go, with your otherworldly background, to see if you could notice anything one of us might miss. If you do, tell me. I’ll be there, too.”

They stared at him.

“You?” said Angie.

“Me!” said Carolinus. “Is there anything so remarkable in that? I’m an old friend of the Bishop of Bath and Wells, who’ll be there. If anything difficult comes up, you can turn to me.”

He surveyed them balefully.

“Now,” he said, “Jim, that isn’t asking too much of you, is it?”

Jim would have liked to have told him that simply asking him to be at the Earl’s twelve days of Christmas under any circumstances was asking too much. Clearly, this was a case in which Jim, having accepted use of this world’s magic for his own ends, could hardly turn around and refuse to give anything in return. But there were too many good reasons for their not going, though it would not be easy to tell Carolinus that.

Happily, Angie beat him to it.

“As Jim said,” she told Carolinus. “The answer is NO.”

Carolinus seemed to grow a foot. His eyes all but literally shot sparks.

“Very well!” he said. “See for yourself, then!”

Suddenly, the three of them were at World’s End.


CHAPTER 3

It was unmistakenly World’s End. There was no sign to that effect, nothing carved in a nearby rock, but it was simply impossible that it could be anyplace else.

In appearance it looked rather like a spur jutting out from a mountainside at high altitude. The mountain to which it possibly belonged, however, was completely hidden in mist, so that the visible rock made a sort of shelf with a hump on one side of it that reached up perhaps fifteen or twenty feet.

The spur narrowed down to a sharp point that seemed as if it would reach off to infinity, if only infinity would reveal itself behind the thick mist that also hid the mountain, and prevented them from seeing as well what kind of distance or void existed beyond the sharp end of the rock spur.

In the angle where level rock met the hump, some twenty feet or so back from the end of the spur, was an enormous nest, apparently made of some golden yellowish material like spun silk; and in this nest slumbered what at first glance seemed to be a peacock larger than an ostrich.

It was not, however, a peacock. For one thing, no peacock was ever so beautiful. Its fan of tail feathers covered the complete spread of the spectrum and had blendings of those colors that made Jim’s head swim.

The peacock slumbered with a contented smile on its beak. Not so the oversized hourglass beside the nest. It was taller than Jim, and clearly built to allow a very large amount of sand to trickle very slowly indeed through a minuscule aperture between its upper and lower parts.

These parts consisted of two huge globes of glass with a narrow neck between them, all enclosed by a slim framework of some dark wood. Right now nearly all the sand seemed to be in the upper chamber of the hourglass, and only a few grains had so far trickled through into the lower chamber, which had a happy face drawn or painted on it—or, rather, a face that had been painted there originally as a happy face, but right now seemed anything but happy. Jim had to look twice, because it was upside-down, before he realized its mouth was turned down instead of up. In fact, it was a very unhappy happy face standing on its head.

“The Phoenix!” snapped Carolinus. “And its thousand-year hourglass!”

Jim and Angie stared at the nest and the hourglass, which were side by side against the rock.

“Why—” Jim began, but he was cut short by the hourglass when the mouth on the happy face suddenly spoke, interrupting him.

“Why, indeed?” it cried in a high-pitched, angry voice. “Do you have to ask that? I do my work, don’t I? I’m patient, aren’t I? I wait out my thousand years, don’t I? Do I ask for overtime? Do I ask for time off? No! A myriad of Phoenixes, since this world was new; and I’ve had no trouble until this one came along. It had the nerve, the effrontery—”

The happy face began to sputter, and Carolinus held up a hand.

“There, there,” he said in a soothing voice, “we completely understand.”

“Well, I’m glad someone does!” said the hourglass, in a sudden startling bass. “Can you imagine, Jim and Angie—”

“How do you know our names?” asked Angie.

“Tut, tut!” said the hourglass impatiently.

“Tut, tut!” said Carolinus.

“But how do you know?” insisted Angie.

“I know everything!” said the hourglass back in its falsetto voice again. “Can you imagine? You see him sleeping there. His time’s up! It’s been up for nine days, thirteen hours, forty-six minutes and twelve seconds—and still he sleeps. It’s not my fault. I woke him right on time when his thousand years were up. Who could imagine a Phoenix with such a small sense of duty, such a—”

It began to sputter again.

“There, there,” said Carolinus.

“Well, it’s unbearable, Mage, as you know,” said the hourglass.

“It’s not your fault,” said Carolinus. “You woke him up. He got up, and from then on it was all his responsibility.”

“But what about me?” cried the hourglass. “Here I am, counting off a second thousand years. Do you suppose the sluggard means to sleep another thousand years, while the world waits? It may be his mistake, but it’s me they’ll look to first. ‘Why didn’t you do something about it?’ they’ll ask me!”

“No, they won’t,” said Carolinus. “Tell Jim and Angie about it, and see if they don’t agree that it’s not your fault and no one will blame you.”

“Just picture it for yourself, JimnAngie,” said the hourglass, back in its bass again and running their two names together in its emotion, so it sounded as if they were a single person. “I woke the Phoenix up—and he was hard to wake up. He always was a hard sleeper. I woke him up, he got up, staggered around a bit, searched in his nest, found flint and steel, tried to strike a spark, got a few sparks but couldn’t get himself on fire, so that he could blaze across the heavens like a burning star—as he ought to, as a portent to the earth below that a new millennia was about to be started in the next thousand years. From now till the twenty-fourth century, you understand?”

Both Jim and Angie nodded.

“But the spark didn’t catch, and, and—I don’t know how to say this,” said the hourglass, breaking into sobs, “but he actually threw the flint and steel down and I heard him say, ‘Oh, to hell with it!’ He staggered back to his nest and went right back to sleep!”

Drops of moisture emerged from the glass at the bottom where it joined with its framework, and rolled upward over the bulge of the lower half of the hourglass, in and around the narrow neck between the two parts and onto the swelling shape of the upper part.

“There, you see,” sobbed the glass in falsetto, “even my tears are running the wrong way!”

“There, there,” said Angie.

“And they’ll blame me!” sobbed the hourglass.

“No they won’t,” said Jim and Angie together as one person.

The tears stopped rolling upward, and the face on the lower half of the hourglass ventured a tremulous smile.

“You really think so?” it asked.

“I’m sure of it!” said Angie. “Nobody would be that unfair!”

“The trouble is,” said the face, in a calmer, middle-toned, more reasonable voice, “no one’s helping me, down there. If some of them would just get busy and settle some of the troubles they’ve made for themselves, then the Phoenix would wake up again whether he liked it or not; and wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep again. Do you suppose that might happen?”

“I’m sure of it!” said Angie firmly.

“I’m so relieved!” said the hourglass. It was actually smiling now, a true happy face. “I’ll know the minute it does, because I’ll turn right side up again, and the sand that’s already dropped through will fly back up to the top of me where it belongs. Oh, I can’t wait!”

“I think,” said Carolinus in a voice that was almost ominous, “that perhaps we’d better stop talking, Angie and Jim. And leave. Farewell.”

“Farewell,” said the hourglass. “Farewell, JimnAngie.”

They were suddenly back on the catwalk behind the curtain wall at Malencontri. The sun was up a little in the sky and it actually seemed somewhat warmer. Brian, Geronde and Aargh, with their entourage, were already beginning to approach the gate through the curtain wall.

“Well,” said Carolinus to Jim, “there you have it. The Dark Powers are at work again and must be stopped. You have a job to do; and that job begins with your going to the Earl’s party, you and Angie.”

“That’s right,” said Jim bitterly. “Me against the Dark Powers again!”

“Yes!” said Angie. “It’s not fair, Carolinus! You’ve said so yourself—sending a C-level magician to do something the strongest magicians in this world can’t!”

“Of course it’s not fair!” snapped Carolinus. “Whatever gave you the idea that this world would be fair? Was your world—the world you came from?”

Angie did not answer.

“Never mind,” said Jim wearily. “I’ll go, of course. Angie—”

There was a shout from outside the gates, almost mingled with the voices of the sentinels calling back that it was Sir Brian and the Lady Geronde outside wanting to get in. Angie was squeezing Jim’s arm to let him know she was ready to go too, if he went.

“Let them in!” shouted Jim to the gateman. He turned back to Carolinus.

“What, specifically, am I supposed to watch for, then?” he said.

“We’ve no idea,” said Carolinus. “The Dark Powers can’t work directly; therefore they’ll be working through other means or ways. You’ll simply have to look for what shouldn’t be. Look for anything that seems unreasonable, or that might be rooted in the aim of the Dark Powers to promote History over Chance, or vice versa. As I say, they’ll be working at one remove, at least.”

He paused a moment, fixing them each in turn with a sharp eye. “One more word. Because they’ll be working that way, possibly even through people who don’t know they’re being used, you mustn’t mention you suspect anything—to anyone. Not even to people as close as Sir Brian and Lady Geronde, here; because they may not know they’re being used.”

“And of course not Aargh,” said Jim, with a touch of sarcasm in his voice in spite of himself.

“I doubt that Aargh will be anywhere near,” said Carolinus. “He likes the idea of the Earl’s feast as little as you do; and runs into considerably more danger, if he’s seen by anyone there who doesn’t know him. Your fellow guests—the knights in particular—will want to go hunting anything that moves; and Aargh would simply be taken as one more game item to be run down and killed.”

Below them, Brian and Geronde with their retainers had passed through the now open main entrance in the curtain wall and Brian and Geronde themselves were just entering the doorway to the Great Hall.

“We should get down there,” said Angie, looking at Brian and Geronde as they disappeared through the big double doors.

“Very well,” said Carolinus. “But you understand, both of you—you too, Angie—no one must know that Jim is concerned with the problem I’ve just shown him?”

“No, no…” said Angie, still looking at the Great Hall.

“Very well,” said Carolinus again, “we’ll go.”

He disappeared. Angie and Jim were just walking down the walkway toward the nearest ladder to the ground in the courtyard when Carolinus appeared on the catwalk again, looking cross.

“Why are you dallying around like this?” he snapped at Jim. “Use your magic, boy! Put it to good use, for once!”

The last statement was rather unfair, Jim thought. In his opinion he had always put his magic to good use. But, unfortunately, now he had to admit his poverty in that respect.

“I don’t have any magic at the moment,” he said to Carolinus.

Carolinus stared at him.

“You’re out of magic?” said Carolinus. “Again?”

For once, he sounded more flabbergasted than outraged.

“Well, yes,” said Jim. “You see, it was like this. I was home during harvest season; and what with getting Malencontri in state for winter and everything taken care of and making a few small changes in the castle—”

Carolinus closed his eyes and shook his head.

“Please,” he said, “I don’t want to hear the unlovely details. What baffles me is how you managed to run out of magic with an unlimited drawing account!”

“Unlimited?” echoed Jim.

Carolinus’s eyes flew open.

“Unlimited is what I said!” he answered, in something more like his usual voice. “Un-limited! You remember how, after your tussle with those Hollow Men up on the Scottish border, I went to the Accounting Office and had things out with them? Got you promoted to C level; and got you a special drawing account because you’re—well, in some ways, anyway—different from the ordinary apprentice magician? I can barely imagine you running through your C-level allowance—just barely, but I can. But also through an unlimited drawing account beyond that?”

“Was it unlimited?” said Jim.

“Of course!” said Carolinus. “I told you so.”

“No, you didn’t,” said Jim. “You just said everything had been taken care of; and I heard your side of the conversation with the Accounting Office. I didn’t hear you say anything about unlimited—just about my having an extra drawing account. But I’ve never known how to use it.”

“Never known how to—” Carolinus interrupted himself, staring at Jim. “But any C-level magician knows how to handle an extra drawing account.”

“But I wasn’t a C-level magician, then,” said Jim, beginning to get irritated in his turn. “Remember, I was only D level and you had them simply promote me to C even though I wasn’t otherwise qualified?”

Carolinus glared at him, opened his mouth, closed it again and opened it once more.

“Accounting Office!” he exploded.

“Yes?” queried a deep bass voice out of thin air between them and about at a level with Jim’s lower rib cage.

“You didn’t tell him how to access his overdraft!” snarled Carolinus.

“No,” said the bass voice.

“Why not?”

“I have no mechanism or procedure for taking into account the need for such explanations,” said the Accounting Office.

“Why not?”

“I do not know. Perhaps such a contingency was not envisioned.”

“Well, envision it now!” shouted Carolinus. “And tell him!”

“I cannot,” said the Accounting Office. “He must be instructed in the method by someone of at least AAA magician class.”

“You—” Carolinus checked. He turned to Jim and—in an almost gentle voice—said, “Jim, when you need some of the excess magic that I arranged for you, in case you were in an unusual position of having to have more because of your unusual history and situation, you call the Accounting Office and say, ‘I want to activate my overdraft. So add the equivalent of a normal full supply of magic for a C-level magician to my account—or two times that amount—or five times—or five hundred times!’ Whatever you need. Do you hear and understand me?”

“Yes…” said Jim.

“And you, Accounting Office,” said Carolinus, still in that same gentle voice, “do you understand; and do you now have the procedure for replenishing Jim Eckert’s account as directed when he asks you?”

“If I may suggest,” said the Accounting Office voice, “five hundred times a C-level account is—”

“—Not that much more than he added to the world’s supply of magic by his part in stopping the incursion of the Dark Powers from the Loathly Tower, when he first came among us!” snapped Carolinus. “I repeat, you’ve the mechanism now? And you’ll deliver the magic as ordered?”

“Yes,” said the Accounting Office. “It is merely a case now—”

But Jim was no longer listening. A decidedly unfair but very attractive thought had suddenly come to him. He had had no idea that the victory he had led at the Loathly Tower when he first came to this world to rescue Angie had been worth that much in generated new magic.

After that, Carolinus had told him he had enough magic to take the two of them back to their own twentieth-century world again. It occurred to him now that if he could make withdrawals from this overdraft of his—possibly in small chunks so as not to attract attention, but enough to build up sufficient credit in his regular account—he would be able to take them back now.

Angie would be able to have her child in the world in which she and Jim had both grown up. It would be anything but a good thing to do to Carolinus and all their friends in this world; but the possibility was now there and could not be ignored. It was in the back of his mind and he knew that it would continue to work on him.

He brought his mind back to the present moment.

“—Very well. Good day, then,” Carolinus was saying icily. He turned once more back to Jim.

“Now,” he said, “what are you standing there for? Call the Accounting Office and draw some extra magic.”

“Accounting Office?” said Jim, a little hesitantly. He had never felt free to bandy words with the Accounting Office the way Carolinus did.

“Yes?” the bass voice responded.

“Could I have—say, two times the normal C-level supply of magic added to my account?”

“It is done.”

“Thank you,” said Jim. But the Accounting Office did not answer.

“Now that’s settled, finally,” said Carolinus, “the least you can do is use some of this magic you just got to move the three of us into your hall, so your struggling old Master doesn’t have to do it for you. Do it now.”

Jim did it now.

They all three appeared abruptly on the dais that held the high table. Brian and Geronde were already seated behind the table down at one end, drinking wine and eating some of the sweet cakes that the castle’s kitchen had already started preparing for Christmas—it being only five days away now, and a good supply needing to be laid in.

Brian was a competent-looking knight with a square-boned, lean face with burning blue eyes over a large, hooked nose. His chin was jutting and generous. Jim happened to know that Brian was at least several years younger than he; but Brian, possibly because of his weathered face, and certain small scars about it, gave the clear impression of not only being half a dozen or more years older, but extremely experienced and able—an impression Jim would have given a great deal himself to project.

Geronde was shorter than Angie, possibly by a good four inches. But in addition to that, she was so fine-boned that she gave an impression almost of fragility. In fact, she looked like nothing so much as a life-sized, black-haired, very pretty doll—a classic case of deceptive packaging, in Jim’s experience—with blue eyes that were startlingly similar to Brian’s. She was wearing a traveling robe of autumn-leaf brown, tight-waisted and high-necked, with an ankle-length, very full skirt.

Altogether, thought Jim, she looked like something or someone who might break at a touch—except for the fact of a very ugly scar on her left cheek, put there by Sir Hugh de Bois de Malencontri, the former owner of the castle that Jim and Angie now inhabited. Sir Hugh, who had been more villain than knight, had got into Malvern Castle under false pretenses; subdued its fighting men; and informed Geronde that she was to marry him, so he would become Lord of Malvern as well.

Geronde had refused, whereupon he had slashed her left cheek and promised to slash her right cheek the next day if she was still holding out; and after that put out first her left eye, one day later, then her right eye on the day after that—and continue in this manner until she gave in.

Knowing Geronde as he did now, Jim knew that she would never have given in. His own first encounter with her had been when he had been in the body of the dragon in which his identity had inadvertently landed in this alternate fourteenth-century world. He had flown to the top of Malvern’s keep, and the single man-at-arms on duty there had escaped down the stairs at full speed. But when Jim started down, he found Geronde coming at him with a boar spear. Wistfully, afterward, Geronde had told Jim of her high hopes of getting hold of her captor, Sir Hugh de Bois, someday again; and roasting him over a slow fire. She had meant it. Geronde, intensely loyal, and gentle by fourteenth-century standards, was not someone any reasonable person would want for an enemy.

But now both she and Brian had jumped to their feet on seeing Jim and Angie. Geronde and Angie embraced. Brian embraced Jim—heartily and painfully, since they were both wearing chain mail shirts under their jupons—each with his own coat of arms on it. He then kissed Jim on both cheeks.

Jim had finally gotten used to this frequent fourteenth-century kissing habit. He endured it with reasonable grace, even managing to make a stab at it himself when necessary. Happily, this time Brian was clean shaven, possibly because he was with Geronde.

“Great news, James!” cried Brian exuberantly. “Great news to hear that you will be with us all this Christmastide—and I have even more and other great news for you. Let us sit down, all of us, and talk. I’ve just been giving your John Steward and squire some words on how to prepare those who go with you to the Earl’s and the others who will keep the castle here while you’re gone.”

For the first time Jim now also noticed John Steward, a tall, rectangular man in his mid-forties, rather proud of the fact that he had managed to keep most of his front teeth. With him was Theoluf, the hard-faced, dark-visaged, former chief of Jim’s men-at-arms, now Jim’s squire; they were standing just below the table at the end where Brian had been sitting.

“But you may go now, both of you,” said Brian, turning to speak to the two of them. “Sir James or Lady Angela will give you their orders shortly. But for now we talk among ourselves. Sit, sit, all of us!”

The injunction was unnecessary for Carolinus. He had been seated from the moment he had appeared. However, Angie was still on her feet, and so was Geronde.

“I’ve got to go up to the solar,” Angie was saying to Geronde. “Come along with me, Geronde. I need to talk to you.”

They went off.

“Just as well,” said Brian, looking after them. “Geronde knows whereof I would speak to you; and in any case I want to hear how you came to be besieged, and all else—as well as giving you the news I have to give. Great news, James—which, come to think of it, should possibly be spoken first.”

Jim’s spirits sank as he sat down on one of the padded and backed benches that the high table at Malencontri boasted—articles of furniture about as close to modern, comfortable chairs as Jim and Angie felt they could get away with in this particular time and place.

“Servitor, fill your Lord’s wine glass!” snapped Brian. “By St. Ives! If you were a servant of mine you’d not dally so more than once, I can tell you that!”

The server, a young man with a wide mouth and a ready smile, was looking unusually sober, but was also already filling Jim’s wine glass. In spite of the laggardness of which Brian had accused the man, Jim suspected he was not too impressed by the implied threat in Brian’s voice. The server knew as well as Jim himself that this was just Brian’s way of being protective toward Jim, whom he very often treated as knowing barely enough to come in out of the rain—under current medieval conditions.

“Well, now,” said Brian, when the servitor had retired, following Theoluf and John Steward out. “Just you and I and Carolinus—where’s Carolinus?”

Jim looked. Carolinus had disappeared.

“Something may have come up,” said Jim diplomatically. Privately, he suspected Carolinus had never intended to stay in the first place.

“Drink! That’s right, James. Get some good, stout wine in you! You’ll be happy and astonished with what I have to tell you. I should have come and told you—implored you, even—to come with us in any case; even before Carolinus found us and said you were coming anyway. Could it be you heard about the Prince ahead of time?”

“The Prince?” said Jim. “No.”

“Why, he will be at the Earl’s Christmastide along with the rest of us. And John Chandos too, and many another worthy person who otherwise might not be there except in such a happy hap. Are you not astonished?”

Jim was. He made astonished noises, for Brian’s benefit.

“And Giles de Mer will be there, as I possibly told you he wished to be!” went on Brian. “You remember I had promised him to break a lance with him by way of giving him a chance to learn perhaps a few tricks of lance-work. I was sad to hear earlier this year that there would probably not be a tournament, this Christmastide at the Earl’s, because the Earl was—I heard privily—concerned about the expense of it.”

“Oh?” said Jim. He had assumed that a tournament was a permanent part of the Earl’s Christmas gatherings.

“Yes,” said Brian. “The courtyard of his castle is too small for decent tilting, to say nothing of the tents and other necessaries at each end of the lists. Therefore it must be held without the walls—and one can hardly ask those from the lands beyond the castle, but bound to it, to work on feast days, to clear snow, or whatever else is needed to prepare the ground. If they do such labor, some reward has to be given to them, and this has proved somewhat rich in the past—they are almost all free men nowadays, you know, James.”

“Yes,” said Jim. His own tenants at Malencontri had not failed to remind him of that fact—obligingly and politely, but also both individually and collectively.

“But it seems,” went on Brian, “that these same free men, like the true English breed they are, had been looking forward to the tournament as much as the guests. So they have offered to take care of the field out of sheer goodwill. Of course, they will still need in decency to be fed and given drink, and some other benefits, as well as a place before all the other common people who have come to glimpse the tournament.”

“I see,” said Jim. “But you say Giles will be there?”

“Yes!” said Brian. “I had a letter from him—well, actually a letter from his sister. Giles is no hand with a pen, perhaps you know. But I have his promise. It will be good to see him again!”

“Yes!” said Jim enthusiastically. He, too, liked Sir Giles de Mer, who had been associated with them in the business of rescuing England’s Crown Prince from a AAA magician gone bad.

Giles was a silkie—which was to say he was a man upon the land, but turned into a seal once he was immersed in seawater. His family had some Natural genes, evidently; and Giles had looked, Jim remembered, like a harbor seal when he was in his animal, seagoing form.

Otherwise he was a fairly short, pugnacious young knight with a magnificent blond handlebar mustache, remarkable in a time when most knights were either clean shaven or had a neat, small mustache on the upper lip and something like an equally neat vandyke beard on the chin.

He was also a Northumbrian, living right on the northern border of England where it touched the independent kingdom of Scotland; and his dream was to do great things in a knightly way. When Giles had heard that Brian not only frequently took part in tournaments, but often won them, he had been understandably eager that Brian should teach him as much as he was able to learn about that sort of rough play. The fact was that, living where he did, he had never been able to take part in a tournament in his life. They were not common along the Border.

Brian was going on to talk about the other people who might be at the Earl’s. John Chandos was coming, as part of the Prince’s retinue. That retinue would be large, and consequently it was only polite for Brian and Geronde—and now it would only be polite for Jim, too—to hold down the number of retainers he would be taking with him. It required a nice balance between the number required, not only for show, but for protection going and coming. For the Earl would have more dependents of his guests to take care of than could easily be handled. They, too, would have to be fed and housed for the period of the twelve days of Christmas.

“—Since the Lady Angela and Geronde are not yet back,” went on Brian, lowering his voice with a glance at the doorway through which the two he spoke of would be coming, “mayhap you would be interested in hearing of the trip to Glastonbury I took only a month and a half ago.”

“Why, yes—” said Jim.

“Geronde was with me, but she was not aware of some of the small things that happened along the way,” said Brian. “It chanced that at the first inn we stopped, the wife of the innkeeper was not unpleasing to the eye. Naturally, I paid little attention to her; and of course, Geronde was with me. So we went to our chamber and ate there. But, while Geronde went to sleep early, I found myself sleepless; and, rising, went back downstairs for a drop of wine and perhaps some company. There was another knight at the inn that eve…”

Sir Brian rambled on in a low voice; and it soon became apparent to Jim that what was developing was the fact that this other knight had also noticed that the innkeeper’s wife was not unpleasing to look at; and that the situation was such that he had somehow gotten the idea—totally erroneous of course—that Sir Brian had also found her so.

“… I cannot imagine what might have given the fellow such an idea—” said Brian.

It was, of course, as Brian went on to point out, quite false.

After all, he was with Geronde, and could see no other woman when she was at hand. But clearly this other knight’s idea was becoming more and more fixed in his mind; and things were developing toward the point where the two of them would clearly be stepping outside the inn for a quiet debate with their swords over this issue.

“… Language had been passed, you understand,” Brian was saying, “that a gentleman could not overlook. Consequently, I had no choice but to be as ready for swordplay as he. Well, to make a long story short—”

But it was already too late to make a long story short. At that moment Angie and Geronde appeared through the entrance both Jim and Brian had been watching out of the corner of their eyes, came up to the table and joined them—both women wearing that slight look of secret self-satisfaction that usually signaled something accomplished and beyond the point where anyone else could undo it.

“Well, well!” Brian interrupted himself cheerfully, in a rather loud and hearty voice. “Glad indeed we are to see you, ladies! We have been dull and lonesome by ourselves, have we not, James?”

“Yes,” said Jim. “Oh. Yes, indeed.”

Brian tossed off the last of the wine in his glass and sat up straighter in his chair.

“Well, now,” he said. “Here we sit, with matins long past and terce not too far distant. It will be mid-day before we know it unless we are moving. We must overnight in Edsley Priory if we are to reach the Earl’s on the day of St. Thomas the Apostle. And if we are not there by then, I shudder to think what quarters may be left to house us. Let us to horse!”

Jim roused himself with a jerk. Terce was the canonical hour that corresponded to nine o’clock in the morning. Not necessarily early when you got up at dawn for matins, the first church service of the day—as theoretically they all had.

“That’s right,” he said. “I’m going to have to—”

“Everything is taken care of,” said Angie.

“Indeed,” put in Geronde, in her dainty voice, “Malencontri will be kept in good state while you are gone. The Lady Angela has a good staff of servants; and your escort will be a-horseback, already.”

“But don’t we have to pack?” Jim stared at Angie.

“All done,” she said.

It had all been taken out of his hands, again. Well, there was no use protesting. His going to the Earl’s was already in train.

“And you too will be able to break a lance with me, once we are there, James!” said Brian happily, as if this was the best Christmas present he could give his closest friend.

Jim managed a sickly smile.
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