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Chapter One

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

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

Thetall trees beyond the cleared space surrounding the castle blended together
in an unbroken wall of blackness, the stubbled ground of the cleared space
showed afaint shine on its patches of grass, evidence that the night's rain had
stopped only recently.
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As he watched, two figures, bent under the loads on their backs, came out of the
woods to hisright and cut across the cleared space at an angle to enter the woods
again on its further side. They walked slowly, heavily, one figure taller than the
other, the large bundles riding high on their shoulders.

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

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

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

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

Faith and Love, those two great Fillars of Strength in the medieva world—

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%20...night%2009%20-%20T he%20Dragon%620and%20the%20F.html (2 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:11



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

available to even the poorest—were almost surely lost to them by now. Faith,
that offered hope even beyond the grave, would have been drowned in the
animal effort to live. Love, in al its meanings of this time—Ilove of wife,
children, comrades, community, and country—all the ways the word wove
together in the tapestry of medieval society, had once made the fabric of their
lives. All gone now.

What was left now was no more than the blind urge to run, and under that
instinct, they trudged mindlessly westward, ever westward, like cattle before the
driving, level snow in the fierce wind of a blizzard.

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

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

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

Will Angie and | ever really belong here?

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

"Good! You'reup!" hesaid. Hisred robe, like al his robes, was worn thin, and
would stay that way until, in aless absent-minded moment, he would recollect
the fact and make it clean and new again. "Jim, |'ve only a short time to tell you
something important.”

"Shh!" said Jim. "Angie's asleegp!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Thisis not your secret!”
Carolinus glared at JJm for a moment. He seemed to grow in stature.
"| understand,” Jim said.

"Then engrave this thought in your mind. Whatever must be done to prevent it,
whatever it costs you, me or anyone else—the King must not die! The King must
not die!"
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"Y ou've mentioned this before," Jim said. "But never this serioudly. Isthere
some immediate danger—" Jim began to ask, but it was too late.

Carolinus was gone.

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

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

Carolinus unusually powerful concern over the life of the King was something
else again. There must be not only reason for it, but reason that deeply concerned
the world-wide Collegiate of Magickiansitself. According to the history that had
been his undergraduate and graduate study where he had come from, Edward 1V
was not due to die for years yet.

But—he reminded himself—events here often did not exactly match what he had
learned in the world of his birth.
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This last thought gnawed at his mind, colored by the emotion of seeing the
drifters. He wastired, in need of sleep, but sleep seemed impossible.

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

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

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

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

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

"Someone just walked over my grave," he said.

Angie continued to stare at him, her face showing a mixture of expressions:
alarmed concern, near anger.

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

"Dressed up?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Jm," shesad, firmly, "what isit? First the dress-up. Now you scare me half to
death saying what you did."

He had to give her areasonable answer. The truth.

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

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

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

"And made the bed yourself, and got dressed up like this while you were still
dreaming?"'

"Of course not. | dressed, thinking I'd stay up, called in the servant to make the
bed, then lay down on the made-up bed—and had the dream.”

"Some dream, to affect you like this!"
Again he had no easy answer.
"Tell mewhat it was about," she said.

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

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

llJi m! n

"I'm sorry," hesaid. "l wasn't going to tell you. But you had to know. That's how
it was."

There was a moment when neither said anything.
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"I believe you," Angie said gently. "But you know, none of what you've told me
makes me understand why there was this business of walking over your grave."

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

"Y ou think just a hunch could give you adream like that?"

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

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

"I won't believe that!" said Angie. "Did Carolinus ever tell you hunches were
real here?"

"No. But he's never told me much about magic. What |'ve picked up from him
has mainly been through watching him, listening to histalk generally, and
adding two and two together."

"Did you ever add things up to come up with this hunch idea, before last night?"
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"No, | never did before."

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

"Just reminded me the King must not die."
She stared at him.
"Why should he die? How could it be any business of yoursif he did?"

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

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

"That was another hunch after | got up."”
"Well, change to everyday clothes, then. Spit in the eye of the Devil!"

She was trying to help him forget, and he loved her for it, but the reality of the
dream was still with him. He would have had to tell her about it anyway, but he
had made a clumsy mess of it, diving into the telling as he had.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Thetaller of the two was clearly a knight. He wore the weapons, the swordbelt.
Moreover, his spurs, which might even actually be gold, glinted occasionally in
the light that remained. The other, smaller rider, also weaponed but without the
sword-belt, was undoubtedly his sguire. It was even possible that the smaller was
ayounger brother or otherwise related. The two wore visorless helms and looked
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more than alittle alike.

But what really interested the more experienced men-at-arms was not the pair
themselves so much as the armor worn by the knight. Dulled asit was by the soil
of travel, it was obviously beautifully made and fitted him like a set of court
clothes. A suit of armor almost beyond cost for the person who had paid the
original pricefor it. But since he was so poor or unimportant that he traveled
with none but his squire—and probably a family member at that—that person
could not have been him.

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

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

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

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

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

"At once, Your Gracel At oncel"
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He swung back to face his men-at-arms.

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

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

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

They ran.

Chapter Two

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

He had come, with a small gold crucifix to be a present of his own, to thank

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

Today, the Bishop had brought part of the silk, already made into the frontal of
one altar cloth, to show it off—so went the intricate business of gift-giving in the
high Middle Ages.

... | have just had word—" the good prelate had begun by saying, once he, Jim
and Angie were safely private below Malencontri's tower top in the Solar
apartment. He had reached for another small cake. "—that the plague has
reached London."

But it'stoo early!" Jim almost said aloud before he caught himself. In the history
of hisworld and Angi€'s, the plague had only just reached Genoain arat-
infested ship, sometime between the years of 1347 and 1349.

The times of their world and this were out of whack. They were not just off by a
set number of years, asthe early Julian calendar and the later, modern one of Jim
and Angie's future century had been found to be. Various important incidents,
like the deaths of kings or the year of adecisive battle, seemed to be taking place
here at unexpectedly different times.

Meanwhile, having stunned his two listeners with his news, the good Bishop
took up his wineglass and sipped fromit.

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

"| thought those were just stories!" said Jim.
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"Unfortunately, they are true, Sir James. The Fiend is among us, and it is our
duty, not only within the Church but without, to do what we can to deny him at
least some of hisvictims."

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

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

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

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

Information rushed from the back of Jim's mind. As a graduate student working
toward a degree as a medievalist he had done a paper on the plague, and facts
jumped forward, only to be pushed back before he could utter them.
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He could tell the tough-looking man sitting opposite him nothing that would stop
the disease or cure those who had caught it. The medical terms that would
explain the known later-day details would make no sense in this time.

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

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

"—it might be wise," he added, however, "to clean your church property and
people as much from fleas and rats as possible."

"I will remember that," said the Bishop, and Jim, knowing the medieval
memory, even in an educated literate man like the Bishop, knew the other would.

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

"Thank you, my daughter," said the Bishop. "l was aware of the plant, of course,
but | had not thought of it in connection with this."
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Jm, meanwhile, had stolen a glance at Angie, who had returned it briefly after
the Bishop answered. The one thing they had both feared for themselves, stuck
in this early historic period, had been sickness—for either one of them. Magic
could close and cure wounds. It could not do athing for any kind of physical
maladly.

"| have been in contact by fast rider with my Brother in Christ, the Bishop of

L ondon," announced the Bishop, who had intercepted the glance between
husband and wife and was beginning to fear that the shock value of his news
might be fading in his audience, making them less likely to fall in blindly with
the request he had come to Malencontri to make. "I am aware, of course, that
magick has no cure for sicknesses—except on the lips of charlatans.
Nonetheless, Sir James, your Master-in-Magick and |, both feel that talking the
problem over together might be of aid—~Dbut there is adifficulty in doing that."

He took a sip of hiswine.

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

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

"Asaresult," he went on strongly, "it occurs to me to ask you if you would be
contemplating inviting Carolinus to Malencontri during the few days | can be
here. If so, it would be a convenient time for me to speak him."
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"Of coursel" said Jim. "Y ou are now here, my Lord Bishop, and as for
Carolinus, he needs no invitation, but | confidently expect him—possibly as
early astomorrow. | could just visit him, no problem if | fly to the Tinkling
Water, as | so frequently do, and ask him to come."

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

A scratching at the Solar's hall door interrupted him.
"Comel" said Jim, and Theoluf stuck his scarred face into the Solar.

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

"Would you forgive me—" Jim looked questioningly at the Bishop.
"Certainly, my son."

“It'sall right," said Jim to Theoluf, getting to his feet. "I'll come. But I'll be right
back—won't 1, Theoluf?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Tell them I'll come to them as soon as | can—my apologies, of course. Don't
stint on the apologies. Is Mistress Cinders preparing a couple of rooms?’
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"All isin hand, m'Lord."
"Good!" Jim went back into the Solar with atroubled mind.
"Forgive me for this interruption, my lord," he said to the Bishop.

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

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

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

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

"Stand back, William," he ordered the man-at-arms on watch, once he was up
there—this being the standard warning to one of his retainers that he was about
to change into his dragon form. William was already a good twenty feet away.
Nonethel ess, he backed clear to the battlements on the opposite side of the tower
top.
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It was prompt obedience to orders, but it was also prudence. The full spread of
Jm's dragon wings was a good deal more than the width of the tower top.

Then Jim had changed and was gone, almost straight upward on the thunder of
those enormous wings. |n moments he was high above the ground. He found a
current of air in the ocean of the day's atmosphere, one heading roughly toward
Castle Smythe, Brian's residence, and ceased climbing, spreading his wings and
holding them outstretched, to coast gently downward in the direction he wished
to go, without effort.

The pleasure of that effortless flight took him over again, asit always did, and
soothed him. Dragons were not given to wrestling with mental problems, and for
the movement he was as much dragon as human. But gradually the tangle of the
present situation at Malencontri crept back into his mind.

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

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

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

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%620...night%2009%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%20F.html (24 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:12



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

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

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

Even as he thought this, he spotted the clearing that held Carolinus home, and
atered hisflight pattern to bring him down with a heavy thump on the gravel
walk to its front door.

As he did so, the door opened, and the small, green, fairy-beautiful figure of a
sibyl slipped out—and she was crying.

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

"Why, Ecce!" he said. "What's wrong?"
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But she was already gone, with a skill at disappearing that would have put to
shame even that of Aargh, the English Wolf, who, with no magic at al, made a
practice of seeming to disappear while right before human eyes.

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

"—and there's no excuse!" Carolinus was almost raving. "I'm gone for just afew

days—"

"Carolinus gone six weeks, Carolinus very sick'—sang the teakettle on
Carolinus hob, sending out a dutiful puff of steam, to show it was on the boil
and ready to make a soothing cup of hot teain ainstant.

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

He apparently ran out of breath. Taking advantage of the moment of silence, Jm
spoke.

"Oh, Carolinus," he said, speaking in as calm and reasonable a voice as he could
manage, "something very serious has come up. We need you at Malencontri
early tomorrow for afew days of visit—"

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

Chapter Three
No, no—" Carolinus was going on "—impossible! I'll see you later—"
"Carolinus!" said Jim loudly. " Stop babbling and listen to me for a moment!"
"Babbling?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nothing happened.

"Oh, Jim!" he said, looking despairingly at him. "I don't know what's got into me
lately! 1'm become a cantankerous old man nowadays!"

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

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

"Oh, Ecce!" Carolinus said. "But how can you forgive me? What wasit | said?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

She flung herself up to his face and kissed him again.

Soaring homeward under a half-full, lopsided, but rising moon, and with an
increasing feeling that he was doing exactly the wrong thing by heading there
right now, Jim tried to think of what he had overlooked.

Then it came to him. Of course. The last thing in the world he needed or wanted
among these guests of hiswere sparks flying between the Bishop and the Prince.
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The Bishop, he knew from experience, was nothing if not outspoken. Happily,
he also was not given to sneaking small sneering comments into the conversation
to kindle argument while still maintaining the forms of politeness at meals—his
weapon was the mace rather than the dagger.

But in that outspokeness, the Bishop would be feeling it his episcopal duty to be
plain about the attitude of the Church toward the heir to the throne of England
gadding about the countryside with the wife of another man. The wife of a
Count, and no inconsiderable one, either.

But the Prince, who, even in his teens, had showed no hesitation to clash head-on
with people as tough as the Earl of Cumberland, would not be likely to back
away from anyone who seemed to be casting a slur on either his companion or
himself.

At meals courtoise—the rule of manners among the ruling class—would keep an
out-and-out explosion from the conversation. The tabletop language might be
more than alittle on the formal and frigid side, but that was a cheap price to pay
for peace.

But what was really needed was something that would keep both sides from
bringing the subject up in aface-to-face moment away from the table. What was
needed was some kind of permanent buffer between them. Perhaps yet another
guest in the castle before whom the two potential combatants would not want to
air their differences of opinion?

—Of course! Brian would make the ideal buffer. Brian was part of the same
Somerset neighborhood as Jim and Angie and, for all Prince and Bishop knew,
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equipped with eager ears to record every combative word said in the heat of their
conflict for gossip in that neighborhood—from which it would soon spread all
over England.

They would have no way of knowing that Brian was the soul of reticence itself.
Jm pumped his wings with sudden energy, searching upward for a higher air
stream that would point him more surely in the direction of Brian's Castle
Smythe. He found what he wanted and was on his way immediately under the
cloudless but rapidly cooling night sky. Luckily, in his massive dragon body he
found the chill more refreshing than otherwise.

Castle Smythe was poorly lit when Jim finally reached it—it was always badly
lit, after nightfall, even tallow candles had gone up in price recently—but the
gloom hid much of the disreputableness of its decayed outworks, so that it did
not look—at night—as vulnerable as it actually was. Brian was hoping to start
strengthening it, once he and Geronde were actually married and he had awife in
residence. Bachelors could take their chances, but the wife of Sir Brian Neville
Smythe was not going to, however fiery, pugnacious and experienced in
defending her own castle of Malvern, little Geronde might be.

But Jim knew the state of its decay well from previous visits, and made his
landing, accordingly, at what had once been the wall that backed up part of the
castle's warming room. There was a hole there big enough for even his dragon
body, through which he could enter and reach the remains of the rather small
Great Hall.

To his surprise, he found Brian already there where the wall had been, digging in
the darkness in the earth at his feet.
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"Oh, it'syou, James," he said, familiar with Jim in his dragon body. He |eaned
on the tool he had been using and wiped his forehead. "I vow you gave me a
start, though. Nothing but a dagger with me—and this spade. Not that a spade, of
course, cannot be an effective weapon, properly used—but James, what brings
you here in dragon form, just at the supper hour?"

He checked abruptly, and Jim could almost feel the warmth of his
embarrassment through the darkness.

"—Not that you are not most heartily welcome to my table, now you have
arrived. | have aguest at the moment. A gentleman you met at the Earl's last
Christmas party—"

"I'd be glad to meet him again," said Jim, "but | only flew up here to invite you
to be my guest for a couple of days, since Geronde isn't with you at the moment

"No, we were to meet the end of thisweek at Malencontri. But my guest—"
"He must come with you, of course.”

Any other response was unthinkable. Jim's mind spun madly over the question of
finding sufficient guest rooms. If Brian's guest was simply another simple knight
like himself, he and Brian could be decently asked to share aroom, of course.
The guest would understand at once on seeing not only a Bishop, but the Crown
Prince already there. Indeed, he would undoubtedly be overjoyed to rub
shoulders (metaphorically speaking) with the great of the land. A feather in his

cap.
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"Well, I've got to be getting back to Malencontri," Jim said hastily. "Tell you
more about this when you get there. Why don't the two of you come tomorrow—
come early, for breakfast if you like. Give you good night, Brian."

"And God give you good rest also, James." Brian went back to his digging.
Jim flew home to Malencontri.

Unreasonably, almost unbelievably, once he had got there, and had changed
back into his ordinary Jm-body after landing in the courtyard, he entered the
Great Hall through its main door to find no guests impatiently awaiting him so
that they could graduate from wine and tidbits to the meal proper. All he saw
was Angie supervising the clearing of the High Table.

Ready for nourishment himself, now, Jim almost ran down between the two
long, lower tables, grabbed a cake from one of the few platters remaining,
snarled at a servant who was carrying off the last pitcher of wine, and filled
himself a mazer of the red liquid.

"Oh, there you are," said Angie.
"What happened? They ate without me?"

"Of course not," said Angie. "—May Heather, go tell Mistress Plyseth supper for
my lord and meisto be served up to the Solar." She turned back to Jim.

"The Bishop sent down word religious duties would keep him from joining us,
he would have a bite in his room. And the Prince came down but only to tell me
he and the Countess were very tired after an unusually long day's ride, they'd eat
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in their room. But he also almost whispered in my ear he wanted to talk to you as
soon you came in—whenever you did."

"Assoon as| camein?' echoed Jim, snatching despairingly at another of the
small cakes.

"Don't worry—you can get some supper into you in the Solar, before you go
hunting him. He won't melt in the meantime. Remember, he said whenever."

"That's right," said Jim, brightening but taking a third cake anyway.

Nonetheless, he was feeling a great deal better forty minutes later, as he politely
scratched on the door of the room that had been assigned to the Prince and the
Fair Maid. Angie had assured him that, if necessary, separate rooms would
eventually be available for everybody—only to meet protests that the two of
them were perfectly happy where they were. But it had been necessary for her to
mention it—for propriety's sake.

In fact, the separate rooms would be needed, anyway, when Geronde, herself,
showed up at the end of the week—and a double room could be provided now
for Brian and his guest. There were, as well, storeroomsin the tower that could
be cleared, cleaned, and furnished. But right now the door Jim had scratched on
was opening—though it only opened a crack and a slice of the Prince's face
became visible.

"Ah, there you are, James!" he said in alow voice. "A moment."

The door shut again. After amoment it reopened enough to let the Prince dip
out. He closed it softly behind him.
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"Dead asleep, the angel,” he said. "Where can we go to talk privily? Y our Solar?"
"My wifeisthere, Your Grace," said Jm stiffly.
"Ah, | see. | don't suppose she could be sent elsewhere for atime?

"She could not."

Chapter Four

Of course," said the Prince immediately, but atrifle stiffly, himself. His position
in life had accustomed him to giving ordersin situations like this. Orders like,
"'Tell her to go elsewhere until you send her word to return!' A flat denial to a
request made as politely as he had made it—and from a mere baron at that—did
not ring pleasantly in the ears of the heir to the English throne.

But Jm was his host, and had not invited him herein the first place. "Ah. Then
perhaps you have some other place where we could speak in perfect privacy?"'

"Certainly," said Jm. "It won't be as comfortable, of course—"

"Hah! Am | not accustomed to campaigns where atree to sit on, and a piece of
tarred canvas to keep the rain off, were luxury?* It was no less than the literal
truth, as Jim knew. "Still," he said, "I must apologize, Y our Grace—"

"Let us hear no more about it. Conduct me to this other place." The royal
feelings were obviously reassured by the Prince's last two decisive statements.
The sticky social spot was being glossed over. A further small touch of apology
possibly could cover it completely.
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"It's kind of Y our Grace," said Jim, "to accept such uncertain hospitality from us.
I'll need to send servants ahead to make sure it's fit for use—Howard!"

The man-at-arms posted at the door of the room occupied by the Prince and the
Maid—a mere courtesy, but handy in moments like this—came running, when
Jm had approached the door he and the servant stationed with him had
discreetly retired down the hall.

"Howard," Jim said now, "send the servant to get me Mistress Cinders—no,
wait. Have her get me May Heather instead. She's faster. And the servant you
send should go asfast as she can, too."

"Yes, my lord," and Howard was running himself, back the way he had come.

There followed alittle period of waiting, which might have been awkward if the
small, unspoken disagreement had not been settled. They filled time with polite
conversation. Jm asked the Prince how the day's ride had gone. The Prince said
he had enjoyed it, but the Countess had found it tiring. This led to a short
discussion of people who liked nothing better than to spend the whole day in the
saddle, while others did so only when necessary—which was beginning to be
interesting when it was interrupted by the appearance of May Heather, alittle out
of breath.

"Mistress Cinders would need to have borrowed you and some of the other
Serving Room servants to help her prepare the extra bedrooms," Jim said.

May nodded, still breathless.
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"So," Jim went on, "take usto the biggest and freshest one—of those bed-rooms
—and bring an extra chair—" Jim fixed her with an warning eye to make sure
the message was understood. The last thing he wanted was to escort the Prince to
a clean, washed, but obviously empty, storeroom "—to the best bed-room! Y ou
can do that?"'

"Yes, my lord—my Grace Prince," answered May with hardly agasp and a
glightly less bobbing curtsy than she had been managing the last time Jim had
seen her try it.

"Onetitle at atimeis sufficient, lass," said the Prince, amost kindly. But as May
turned to lead the way, he went on speaking to Jim, making no attempt to keep
his voice down, as he customarily did not, acting asif servants did not exist or
were deaf.

"Y oung, isn't she?"

"For some of her duties, perhaps,” Jim answered, equally loudly. "But
remarkably willing and learns quickly." He and the Prince went on in contented
silence.

Asit turned out, Jim need not have worried. The room to which May took them
was the furthest from the stairs on the second tower floor below the roof, and
half again as large as the usual guest rooms. May had also been showing
remarkable initiative, JJm saw with approval. Candles already lit, two pitchers—
one of wine, the other of water—two mazers and a single platter of finger food
sat on the small, square table. He had not needed to emphasize "bedroom."

But how had she known aroom like this was what he would be asking her for?
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Of course—the servant network. The man-at-arms would have overheard the
Prince's request for privacy, passed it on to the servant who told May, and May—
was it possible this youngster was aready ordering around her fellow Serving
Room servants?

"Very good," said Jim to her now. "Go."
"Yes, my lord."

The door closed behind her, shutting out sight of Howard and the servant with
him—the one Howard had sent with the message for May—both having
dutifully followed the Prince to this new location.

Jim sat down on one of the chairs at the table and poured wine into the two
mazers.

"Water in your wine, Y our Grace?'

"I think not," said the Prince. He had paced over to gaze out one of the room's
two arrow dlits, which from where Jim sat now showed nothing but night
darkness. The Prince went on without turning around. 'The plague has reached
London."

" So the Bishop of Bath and Wellstold us earlier today."

"The public innslight braziers before their doors, to burn up the sickness before
it can enter their houses with each person who comesin," the Prince said to the
arrow dlit. "It isafoul ill to befall any man, woman or child..."

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%620...night%2009%20-%20T he%20Dragon%620and%20the%620F.html (39 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:12



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

He turned from the arrow dlit and paced back. He did not, however, pick up his
mazer, he seemed, in fact, about to turn away again from the table, when there
was a scratching at the door.

"Come!" called Jim.
The door opened enough to let Angielook in.

"Forgive thisintrusion, Your Grace and my lord," she said. "But there has been a
small dispute of sorts between one of the Bishop's men-at-arms and one of ours,
and both are somewhat hurt. | must oversee the binding up of their wounds. This
will keep me busy for some little time. It occurred to me you might prefer to talk
in the Solar—"

"A most generous offer, my lady!" cried the Prince. He looked at Jim, however,
as manners required. JJm met Angi€'s eye briefly and had his suspicions
confirmed—she had learned of the Prince's early request-cum-command to talk
in the Solar by the same network that had alerted May. In fact, it was probably
May who had warned her. Most servants kept the network strictly to their own
class, but May was not afraid of anything on Earth—or Heaven or Hell, for that
matter.

Damn servants! Jim told himself. They'll be trying to think for us, next!
He stood up.
"If his Grace would still prefer—"

"Of al things, | would enjoy it!"
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They went to the Solar. Howard and the servant with him faded away, replaced
by the man-at-arms and servant who were aready on Solar duty. Angie left them.

"Ah!" said the Prince, luxuriating in one of the padded chairs, mazer in hand.

"James, you would have trouble believing how | have looked forward to seeing
and speaking to you again."

"And I, you, Your Grace!"

"| am overjoyed to hear it." The Prince took a deep swallow from his mazer.
"Good friends—but | get ahead of myself. Ah, perhaps a touch of water would
not go amiss, after all... thank you. Y es, much better. But as | was saying,
James, | have longed to see you again. My true friends in thisworld are few, and
among them all, | count you as one of the truest.”

"Y ou do me too much honor, Y our Grace," said Jim, warily. He would not have
counted himself as that close afriend to the Prince. Could thisjust be royal court
manners, carried a little farther than usual?

"... A true knight as well, in the real meaning of that word, asis your friend Sir
Brian, and | know of almost no others such—except Chandos. In addition, the
world knows you are a Magickian without peer."

"As| say, you do me far too much honor, Y our Grace!" said Jim, now definitely
wary. Thiswas too much praise even for court manners.

"That, | think, would beto try to do the impossible." The Prince smiled at him.
"Let mejust say that Joan and |—that is to say, the Countess and |—have come
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to you because you are the only help for us."
Hah! thought Jim, so that's why they've come here!

"How can | be of service, then, Your Grace?' he said aloud, his wariness
growing to something like real alarm. The Prince was notoriously improvident.
He handed out money and his own possessions as gifts right and left. It was
considered the noble thing to do—and indeed gift-giving was a mark of the age—
but what he handed out had to come from somewhere, and Maencontri was not
rich, just comfortably secure.

On the other hand, there was the general belief that Magickians had only to snap
their fingersto produce gold, jewels, anything desired...

"That is not a question to be answered in afew short words, James, which was
why | was hoping for time in this excellent Solar of yours to explain matters to
you. We do indeed have it for our talk now aslong as needed?"

"Absolutely!" said Jim.

"Then | will tell you. It isalong story, some of which you already know." The
Prince poured some more wine and then water into his mazer and sat back in his
chair, the large metal cup in his hand. "Y ou have been aware for some time of
how the Earl of Cumberland has sought to make ill feelings between my Royal
father and me?"

"Yes," said Jim.
The Prince abruptly put his mazer down and got to his feet. He walked over to
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the window, gazed out at the unrelenting darkness, turned about and walked
back to the table. He did not sit down.

"He hasbeen at it all my life," said the Prince. He turned and went to gaze out
again at the night. His back to Jim, he went on talking.

"He has been at this endeavor al my life," he repeated. "A royal court is aplace
for gossip and people speak privily to one another over the head of avery young
child, sure he will not understand what their talk means, but forgetting he will
remember every word that he heard before, put it together with that which just
touched his ears, and come finally to know what it meant—in his never-ending
efforts to understand the world he was born into. By thetime | was six, | knew
my uncle Cumberland wanted me to like and trust him, but only as a dog trusts
his master. Still | did not understand why."

He came back and stood over Jim, looking down at him.

"Wouldn't Your Grace like to sit down and drink some wine?' Jim murmured.
The Prince's voice had been dry and matter-of-fact enough, but Jim could feel a
strong pain behind his words.

"No, | want to talk."

The Prince went back to the window. Histall, broad-shouldered, upright,
horseman'’s back was perfectly steady. "Between men there is nothing to say.
Only because of my present great need am | telling you all this. That, and
because you are from elsewhere, you are the only other man in the world | could
tell it to—not even to my confessor..."
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Jm drank some wine from his mazer and said nothing. The younger man's effort
in saying all thiswas starkly evident. But there was nothing for Jim to say. The
Prince was right. Between men—nothing.

"... By thetime | wasten, my uncle had become aware that | understood him.
He yearns to be King—has always yearned to be King—and fancied himself
more capable for the crown than any other. But he is a bastard, and England will
never accept a King who tries to gain the crown by bastard heritage.”

It had taken Jim afew years to learn how much that could be true in this age.

"Moreover," the Prince was going on, "he knew now | would never look up to
him alone—not while my father lived. | think | told you how, when | was very
young, | once saw my father being fitted with the armor he would later wear at
the Battle of Sluys. That great, shining figure of King and Knight stood first
before all elsein my mind, for all that | knew my uncle was awar captain of
repute, Cumberland was only common flesh and blood. My father was King and
Knight, beyond all. He was a great King then—"

The Prince whirled about from the window. His eyes glared at Jim.
"Heisagreat King still!"
"Yes," Jim heard himself saying—and meaning it.

Edward |11 had come to the throne early. As Jm had known from his graduate
studies, for decades he had sat at the center of his court and kingdom, and in
those years the ruling of England had gone well. Y et the image of the drunken—
and perhaps already moving into senility—old man had become the only one
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stuck in Jim's mind.

Now it struck him fully that through all those years Edward had kept Parliament
and the magnates—the great lords—in balance against each other without
usurping their strength. Strength that, along with that of the yeomen and
peasants, could always be called upon when he or England should need it.

The Prince had always understood something that Jim had missed entirely. The
King was keeping that balance still. True, Cumberland was his chamberlain,
dispenser of rights and powers, gateway to the monarch, seeming more powerful
than all othersin the kingdom. But in practice that power was limited just as
much as the rights and powers of Oxford, with his group, and others like them,
who if need came to band together with the other magnates, had more total
strength, wealth, and fighting-power available than even the throne could
command. But the King, even now, in seeming drunkenness and other
indulgences, had kept them as much at each other's throats as at his.

I'm damn slow to pick some things up sometimes! Jim told himself. Carolinus
had told him before that part of hisjob as a Magickian was to keep Edward on
his throne. Jim had thought it a ridiculous statement then—what could he do to
keep the King of England in that seat of power? But now, for the first time, he
understood why the elder Edward must live to stay in control—perhaps for some
years yet. No one else had the experience and skill to keep the combined
strengths of the magnates strong and whole, but too much at each other's throats
to combine against him. It would be some little time yet before this eldest son of
his would have the experience and skill to guide the kingdom.

But the Prince had sat down again, picked up his mazer to drink, and was
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continuing to talk.

"... Recently. Just recently, Cumberland threatened to accuse me of being one
with a group to dethrone my father and assume the crown myself—the public
accusation would be al that was necessary, people are always only too ready to
believe the worst. This he would do unless | would go on exile out of England
and have no more to do with England or my father."

Jm nodded grimly. Even in his own world and time, half a millennium later, in
spite of law that proclaimed "innocent until proven guilty,” much of the public
had been all too quick to believe in scandal ous untruths.

"But certainly the King—" He broke off, not knowing quite how to word what
he would have liked to say.

"—Would never sit quietly if hisrightful heir and first son had left England
without his permission? And the whole story of Cumberland's action in causing
it would come out? Very true, James. But Cumberland would have already given
him the false story of how | had mentioned this to him—wishing to become a
war captain on my own so that | might be able to raise an army, possibly with
French help, to come back and claim either the throne or the place of Regent. He
had, he told me, afew Frenchmen to agree with this fable—"

"Agree?' said Jim, startled. Certainly, in any country there might be a few upper-
class men who would agree to such alie. But every Frenchman of whom he
knew certainly would not. They could hardly otherwise hold the reputations they
had gained by years of living honorably, gained by their proven bravery and the
blood most of them had undoubtedly shed to prove themselves the men they
were.
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"Oh, none of good repute, of course, but that would be beside the point," went on
the Prince. "Cumberland need only claim those | had been in contact with had all
been ruffians and villains—in search of help with such a scheme."

Jm nodded again.

"I admit," the Prince looked emptily past Jim, "1 was ready to yield, at last to go.
But first | went to Joan. Salisbury was away in the Low Countries. Joan—the
Fair Maid of Kent as sheis called, and rightly so—the most beautiful woman in
England. But it was not just that which drew meto her."

He broke off to stare hard at Jim.
"Y ou must understand this," the Prince said.

“I'm sure | will." Any noise of agreement would have satisfied the other. The
Prince went on almost without pausing.

"It was alove much deeper. We had been children together at court—as an
orphan she was often with us. We had played and fought together, but we are
first cousins. Her father, Edmund, Earl of Kent, was half-brother to my
grandfather, King Edward 1. Indeed, we are both descendants of Henry
Plantagenet and Eleanor of Aquitaine. But as | say we are first cousins once
removed and may not marry. But | hoped she would |eave her husband,
Salisbury, and go with me—to France or wherever necessary. Some good knights
—Audley among them—will follow me, and many of the common sort who
have also fought alongside me before. There are kings over the Channel who

will have use for such awar captain as myself and those with me—and to be
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truthful, | am happiest when swords are out. You see, | need her. | can trust her
with keeping not only my secrets, but my soul from Hell."

It all made sense, thought Jim, gazing at the still-young face opposite. Y outhful
as he was, the Prince reminded Jim of hisfriend Brian in one important
characteristic—a love of chivalry—although beyond that they were nothing
alike. The Prince was a bundle of nerves and private problems. Brian was a rock
and generally as unworried as a day with sunshine.

Jim fought his mind clear of the fog of relationships the Prince had thrown at
him. It was customary in these times to explain relationships—sometimes at
weary length. They made instant sense to someone brought up in this period. But
in Jim's case, it was like being handed a tangle of wire to unravel. He put them
al from his mind. Not for him to pass moral judgments on the Prince and the
Fair Maid.

"S0," he said, "the two of you are headed for the continent now?"

Perhaps the Prince simply wanted to borrow some money from him—which he
might or might not ever repay—to help them get to the French court. That would
be expensive, but not as bad as some of the requests Jim had been envisioning.

"No!" The Prince's face lit up. "Because she—always the brave one—agreed to
come with me only long enough to fight back and make sure | remainin
England. 'Stay away from the Royal Court,’ she told me. '‘Delay answering
Cumberland on whether you will exile yourself or not, and meanwhile both you

and | will ask those we know for any information that may be useful.

The Prince smiled tenderly, his mind for the moment in another room, where
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Joan of Kent slept.

"Also, however," the Prince went on, his face becoming hard once more, "she
reminded me that Cumberland has become so deep in so many schemes at once
that he may be vulnerable in one of them. 'If so,' she said, 'you may be able to
bargain with him, or even defy him with impunity. One way or another,
opportunity will open for you. Meanwhile, in any case, we can find out just how,
and with whom, he planned to accuse you of plotting against the King."

"Good advice," said Jm, "if you will forgive my opinion, Y our Grace."

The Prince had always shown atendency to act immediately. A good trait often
in awar captain, but not necessarily so in an intrigue.

"Indeed, it has proved so," said the Prince. "For with but alittle inquiry | found
there was a group of gentlemen already seeking me. A group headed by a
sterling knight who just happens to also be a member of the gentlemen of
Cumberland's wardrobe and, revolted by what he has seen of Cumberland's
twisting and using of my father, has determined to do something about it. His
idea was to bring me better friends with my father. | would then be able to show
how Cumberland has been using him. A golden opportunity has arisen, if | work
with them. | do not see how it can fail!"

"Who is he?"' asked Jim, forgetting his medieval courtesies of address entirely.

"I doubt you would know him," said the Prince. "He, himself, though English by
birth, is an exile from France, and has been seeking some place at court to keep
him while he is here. Unfortunately for him, but fortunately for me, the best he
could do was that place in Cumberland's wardrobe—he shall be repaid by me, if
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he can help mein this. A man of great parts, a gentleman in the true meaning of
the word, descended from royalty himself and showing the finer feelings of a
man of such blood. Just the one for such an endeavor as this. He is the Viscount
Sir Mortimer Verweather."

Oh, Hell! said Jim silently to himself.

For at that name the whole scene had come sharply back into his mind.

Chapter Five

Viscount Sir Mortimer Verweather—A tall, thin, gangling man, either in his
early thirties or about to enter them, with a small fashionable mustache,
unrealistically black, at odds with the mouse-brown of hishair. A tanned face
with along nose that seemed about to be catching awhiff of some unpleasant
odor.

It had been on Jim'sfirst trip to France, on what—he was about to discover—
was a secret mission to rescue the Prince from the rogue Magickian Malvinne.
Brian had brought both Jim and Sir Giles de Mer to the inn that had become the
embarkation headquarters of Sir John Chandos.

The scene came back to Jim with startling clarity—

The ground floor of the inn had been standing room only with knights waiting to
see Chandos. But Brian, following the errand he had been sent on to find Jim and
Sir Giles de Mer, was just starting to lead the other two up the broad stairway to
the floor above, when his sleeve was suddenly caught by one of the brilliantly
dressed men there.
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"Hold, fellow!" said thisindividual. "Keep your place. Speak to the steward
when he comes by, and if it so be you have some business here, speak it to him!"

"Did you call me'fellow™ flared Brian. 'Take your damned hand off me. And
just who the bloody hell do | have the dishonor of addressing?"

The other's hand let go.

"I am Viscount Sir Mortimer Verweather, f..." the other trembled once more on
the edge of repeating the word "fellow," but evidently thought better of it, "—
and not to be spoken so by any hedge-knight! | can trace my lineage back to
King Arthur!"

Brian told him in fulsome scatological terms what he could do with hislineage.

"... Asfor me, m'lord,” he concluded, "I am of the Nevilles of Raby, and need
look down in the presence of no man. Y ou will answer to me for this!"

Both men were now grasping the hilts of their swords.

"Willingly—" Sir Mortimer was beginning, when a stout, very well-dressed man
with aheavy silver chain around his neck and some sort of medallion hanging
from it pushed his way between them.

"Stop this at once, gentlemen!" he ordered fiercely. "What? Brawling in this, of
al chambers—" He checked himself suddenly. "Sir Brian!"

His eyes had rested on Brian's face.
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The change in his tone of voice was surprising, although the sternness remained.
"Y ou left us but an hour since. | did not look to see you back so soon—"

"Asit happens, Sir William," answered Brian, letting go of his sword and
speaking in acalmer voice, "I already found and have with me both the
gentlemen that were spoken of."

"Excelent!" said Sir William, smiling. " Sir John will want to see you
immediately. Come with me."

About to leave, he turned back to look at Sir Mortimer.

"Asfor you, m'lord," he said, sternly, "it would not bear you amiss to remember
to mind your mannersin this place. Sir John will see you when he seesyou."”

He turned back to Brian. "Come, you and the two you bring." He led the three of
them to and up the staircase, with the gaze of all eyesin the room following.

That episode, as Jim, Brian and Giles had been on their way to France, had | eft
Jm with anything but a high opinion of Sir Mortimer Verweather—and this was
the man who headed a group and had felt for the Prince and the King? He who
had set out to bring royal father and son together once more?

Happily, Jim was not being called on to say anything at the moment to applaud
the Prince's high opinion of the man. Edward, all his earlier hesitation drowned
in enthusiasm and excitement, was now talking his head off.

"... It wasthe plague arriving in London that made the opportunity!" Edward
was saying. "Cumberland himself was all for withdrawing from the city—as all
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who were of gentle blood or could afford to do were so doing—and of course, as
chamberlain he said that the King and all the chief functionaries of the court
must go with them to set up a government in country exile, so to speak, so that
the many royal duties of ruling the land could continue unhindered."”

Jm nodded. That, at least, made sense—particularly the business of taking the
King away from a center of infection. He was about to volunteer the same advice
he had given the Bishop—about clearing wherever they could of both rats and
fleas—but Edward, eager to tell him the full story now, did not give him a
chance.

"... Asit happened,” the Prince was going on, "Cumberland already had in mind
aparticular castle in his own possession. A castle named Tiverton, in Devon,
ordinarily occupied by the Earl of Devon—nbut he is not there at present. Itisa
castle already fully staffed with an unusually able staff—my father could look
for all court comforts and the best of service. It has a cellar of unmatchable
wine... and so forth. Cumberland brought the King to a high degree of
willingness to leave court. But then, a difficulty arose.”

Edward beamed at Jim.

"It was a blow to Cumberland himself, for he had aready set in action the plans
for hisown removal to Tiverton, and of course my royal father was now
determined to go. The problem was that Cumberland found he could not go also
—at least for the moment. The biter, bit—how do you like that for the
shrewdness with which he is too often given credit, James?"

"Forgive me," said Jim. "But why couldn't Cumberland go?"
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"As| told you, but a second since," said Edward, casually riding over hisown
failure to have done so, "it turned out that the moving of all the necessary high
functionaries Cumberland needed close at hand for matters now in process
required taking more people than the castle—it is a good-sized castle, but too
small for the number of people he had picked for the retreat—could crowd in,
with all their necessary clerks, papers and other necessities!"

He stopped talking to stare at Jim.

"Ah-hah!" said Jim, feeling some comment was required from him, and hoping
that would do.

"Exactly!" said Edward. "He should have made sure there was room for all
before he made my father eager to go—he had not been at all of amind to leave
his familiar apartments at court when Cumberland first spoke to him. But there
the Earl now finds himself, with no great choice in the matter. My father must
certainly go, Cumberland, himself, must as certainly stay, for some little time at
least. Joan had been right. Opportunity had been found for me. Y ou do not see
how?"'

"No, Your Grace."

"| am surprised at you, James, who also have something of reputation for quick
wit. My father isKing. No one can deny him if, in exile, it is his choice to admit
me to his presence—something Cumberland and his people had been keeping me
from with no end of lies and excuses. Also, now | had afriend, Sir Verweather,
on the inside to help me frustrate those functionaries and spies Cumberland had
sent with the King's entourage.”
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He stopped talking, drank from his mazer—stopped drinking to pour in agood
guantity of wine—and drank again, deeply. He sat back in his chair, smiling.

"To make along story short,” he said, "I have since seen my father several times,
and things progress. Not apace. But they progress!”

"Then everything's taken care of for you," said Jim, relieved.
"Not everything."

"Not everything?' Jim looked at him cautiously. What was to be proposed now,
which might involve him, Angie, Malencontri or their friends?

"Thereisasmall problem yet remaining. Only asmall one, but | assure you it
means a great deal to me. It is necessary that at frequent intervals | discuss
matters having to do with my meetings with my royal father privily with Sir
Verweather. But the servants in this castle where he now is were spoken of to
Cumberland as being excellent beyond description. It isonly too true."

Jim frowned at him.
"Only too true?' he said. "How can they be excellent beyond description?"

"How, | do not know, James," said the Prince, sobering. "But | assure you they
are. Never have | been served with such excellence. They must all have fairy
blood in them. Y ou open your mouth in your room to call for one, and he or she
Is scratching at your door before the words are hardly out of your mouth. At
table they are always at your elbow. It breeds an uneasiness both in me and in Sir
Verweather. If this excellent staff can do so much, perhapsit also has ways of
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listening in through closed doors and stone wallsin Tiverton Castle."

"Yes," said Jm, "it could make things difficult—if they actually can, of course."
Perhaps this was what the Prince had come to him for. He wanted Jim to use
magic to see whether the staff actually could do such athing.

"—and, as| say," Edward was going on, ignoring him, "we must, Sir Mortimer
and |, confer privily. But the slightest whisper in my father's ear that there might
have been a secret arrangement made to bring the two of us together would
confirm in my father's mind all the evil that Cumberland has been at painsto
place there."

"I see," said Jim, beginning to take this situation more serioudly.

"I knew you would. That iswhy we have come to you—Joan and I—with a
simple request. There is no safe spot in that castle for conversation between me
and Sir Verweather."

"It doesn't sound likeit," said Jim, perhaps more frankly than was polite. What
kind of magic was the Prince about to demand of him now?

"It isnot safe. Therefore | would wish, with your good consent, of course, some
other place. Tiverton is hardly more than half a day's brisk ride from where we
are now. | propose to hold my talks with Sir Verweather in Malencontri. That
would also give me opportunity to see Joan, since | had no choice but to accept
my father's offer of quartersfor myself alone, as he believes meto be, in
Tiverton."

Jim stared at him.
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"Y ou would oblige me much by permitting this, James," said Edward, smiling at
him, "and it isa small request, after all."

"ER-hum!" said Jim, clearing his throat more loudly than he had meant to do.
"Thereis some small difficulty?' said the Prince, his smile vanishing.

Jm's mind was racing. Was it possible Edward did not realize what he was
asking his host? Or was he either so obsessed with solving his own problem, or
so used to having his way without counting the cost to others, that he had not
even thought of what agreeing could cost Jim, Angie and everyone connected
with them?

It would tie Verweather's scheme to Malencontri. Cumberland could charge
(undoubtedly successfully, given his power and money for bribes) that they had
al been in aplot by the Prince to control the King. The Prince might be driven
into exile, after al. Perhaps not, but most certainly the rest of them would be
tortured to make them confess to treason, and afterwards hung, drawn and
quartered.

"Forgive me, Your Grace," he said now. "But I'm afraid you just happened to run
up against an unexpected and unusual difficulty. Asyou probably know, | am a
member of the Collegiate of Magickians—" That was stretching things a bit,
since Carolinus had hinted he was being considered for membership, but this
was no time for half measures. "As a member, certain laws unknown to those
outside our mystic Body are unyielding upon me."

"It isforbidden to allow your Prince aroom in this castle of yours where he can
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discuss privy matters with afriend?' said Edward. "What law would keep you
from agreeing to asimple request from an old friend? Tell me!"

"I regret, Y our Grace, | may not speak of our laws with any but another
Magickian. Itislike," said JJm on sudden inspiration, “and fully as important as
the vows you and | took when we were made knights."

The Prince was definitely not appeased.

"Surely the rules of some small secret society must yield before your duty to
your King and his well-being? No voice in England speaks louder than the duty
to the Crown."

The Plantagenet firecracker temper—to say nothing of Plantagenet
unreasonableness—was beginning to sound in the Prince's voice, though just at
that moment a booming noise penetrating the rocky ceiling somewhat obscured
the Prince's words.

"In al ordinary matters you are right of course, Your Grace," said Jim. "But
there are special areas of exemption." He was trying to keep his own voice calm
and level. "Areas only, of course. But asin Holy Church—"

"Do you dare to compare your little secret society to Holy Church?' half-shouted
the Prince—just as the Solar door behind him scraped open and an even more
powerful voice boomed behind him.

"Of course my Lord Sir James means no such thing!" the new voice roared,
overriding even the booming from the tower—a voice trained to be heard by
audiencesin large churches. "Like all good men he knows that Holy Church
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speaks above all, even the voices of Kings, who are only of this earth. Over all, it
speaks above the voice of ayouth whose wayward and disgraceful actions have
become areproach in the face of the father whose power he cites!"

Angie, followed by the Bishop, had just walked in.

"Er—" began Jim, trying to get into the conversation, but frustrated by the
combination of the Bishop's powerful voice and the booming overhead which
united to drown him out. The Bishop was only making things worse. Left alone,
Jim told himself, he might have been able to smooth things over with the Prince.

"... And such a son owes a double duty when his father and King are one and the
same! A duty to father and a duty to King. Hast thou honored thy father as
required in the Gospels? If so, | do not know of it! And now you slander a body
of dutiful men and women, permitted by our Lord to do much good, and who
have committed their lives to so doing. They have healed the wounds of those
who suffered! They are loved by man and beast alike! They have stood between
al of us and the creatures of Darkness—and you, callow young man, would
Sneer at their duties and rules that may conflict with your own selfish wishes!”

"Proud Bishop!" cried Edward, "do you think to preach at me asif | was one of
your common communicants, hands still soiled from the plow? | tell you—"

"Excuse me aminute!" Jim finally managed to shout over Edward's voice. "I'll
just step upstairs and seeif | can't put an end to the noise there, so we can hear
each other talk—"

He broke off before the Prince could say anything, and without waiting for
agreement from any of them, he got to his feet and bolted from the Solar.
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But before he put his head up through the rectangular opening where the stairs to
the tower top ended, he knew what was making the booming noise—in fact he
had known from first hearing what it would be.

It was the voice of Secoh, the little—by dragon standards—marsh-dragon who
had been one of his companions at the Loathly Tower fight, where they had first
managed to rescue Angie from the Dark Powers.

Secoh it was, his back to Jim and speaking thunderously in his normal dragon
voice asif to another dragon. But in this case the one he was speaking to, the
man-at-arms on watch, had never been face-to-face with adragonin hislife. He
was a young man, still pimpled and with atic in hisright eye, named Wink
Millerson, and had joined Malencontri only recently. Now, white-faced—but
with his halberd held manfully edge-out before him, in battle position—he was
backed up as far from Secoh as the limits of the tower top would permit.

There was only one cure for this situation, where Jim's own human voice would
not even be heard. He vaulted up the three last steps so that he would have room,
and put on his own dragon shape.

"Shut up!" he roared at Secoh—a full octave lower from his much bigger dragon
lungs and throat.

It was the wrong command. He should have ordered "Silencel” in
understandabl e fourteenth-century style. But Secoh knew his voice, and had no
trouble interpreting the meaning of the dragon tone which had just bellowed at
him. He closed his mouth immediately and spun around just as Jim turned back
into his human body. In the closest approach a marsh-dragon could make to a
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human whisper he replied.
"Very sorry, m'lord. Is this better, m'lord?"

"Yes," said Jm, speaking in his ordinary voice. "Secoh, you know you're
welcome here at any time—" he could hardly say anything elsein thistime and
world to someone who had fought at his side "—but I've always asked you to
keep your voice down when you're inside."

"But we're outside now, m'lord!"
"No," sad Jim.—
"No?' whispered Secoh.

"No," said Jim. "Here, the courtyard—anywhere encircled by Malencontri's
outer wall, and always when humans are nearby—you're to keep your voice
down!"

"Yesm'lord. | won't forget, m'lord—"
"Never mind, what brings you here?"

"Forgive me of your grace and kindness, my lord," said Wink, speaking fast, and
thetic in hisright eye that had earned him his name had him winking furiously
to keep up with the nervous speed of hiswords, "but the dragon was between me
and the alarm bell. | was just about to try what | could do to him with this—" he
hefted the halberd, "but his voice was so loud it fair stunned me at first; it did
indeed, my lord!"

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%620...night%2009%20-%20T he%20Dragon%20and%20the%20F.html (61 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:12



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

"That's all right,"” said Jim. "He's an old companion and friend. Always welcome
here. If he booms at you, just wave him down. Now, Secoh—"

"M'Lord!" Secoh drew himself up stiffly, amost exploding from the need to
deliver his message in awhisper and still give it the proper ring of importance.
He added, "1 have the honor to report that the Y oung Dragon Patrol is now on
duty and will continue to sweep the skies from here to Castle Smythe in the west
and to Castle Malvern in the east. Y ou need never fear being surprised by foes

again!"

Jm closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Be calm, he told himself. When things
come too thick and fast, he calm, and take each point calmly, one at a time.

Chapter Six

Jim opened his eyes again, took another deep breath, and charged into the cross-
examination he was used to giving to Secoh on these occasions.

"Do their parents at the Cliffside eyrie know about this?"
"Oh, yes, m'lord."

"And they approve?"

"Yes, miord."

Secoh would not be lying, but this was almost too good to be true. Ordinarily, a
marsh-dragon—a tribe shrunken and weakened by evil effect of the Dark
Powers' occupation of the Loathly Tower—might ordinarily have been lucky to
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have any attention paid to him at al in the eyrie of the Cliffside dragons. But
Secoh had been transformed from the timid marsh-dragon he had been for a
hundred and thirty-three years of living on crustaceans and fish, by joining Jim
and the others in rescuing Angie from the tower.

He had become, in effect, abully, the result of a discovery that he could fight
any other male dragon, regardless of size, with nothing to lose—while on the
other hand the larger dragon's winning could never redound to his credit. Of
course, any dragon would fight anything if he lost his temper—a dragon failing.
But if the larger dragon did well—after all, the other dragons told each other,
what did you expect him to do but win against an opponent that small? On the
other hand, if Secoh even barely survived such a conflict, he was obviously a
hero-dragon who feared no one and no thing.

Dragons are a pragmatic people. If there is nothing to be gained, why bother
with it? So, no Cliffside male wanted to put things to the test. Why get yourself
torn up at al for nothing?

Besides, Secoh undeniably had been with Jim at the Battle of the Loathly Tower
—where Jim, in dragon body, had slain an ogre—and no dragon had ever done
that. Secoh, too—admittedly with the help of the legendary Smrgol, by then aged
and recently crippled by a stroke—had also performed like a hero in that battle.
Secoh had helped to slay Bryagh, the large and powerful rogue dragon who had
stolen Angie away to the Dark Powers at the Tower.

To the dragons of Cliffside, the important thing about that battle was that a
dragon, in fair fight, had met with and destroyed an ogre, and the dragon—Jim
using the body of a Cliffside dragon—was a Cliffsider! The glory of that victory
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shone on dll of them, and if Secoh had been there too, he also deserved some
glory, aswell.

The result was that Secoh had become afixture at Cliffside. The younger
dragons (none of them over eighty years old) worshipped him. He told them tall
tales about Jim's exploits—with himself mentioned whenever possible—and he
led the youngsters into some wild situations.

It had taken their mothers to save them from eventual and certain disaster. Secoh
had learned it did not work to bully dragon mothers, so the young ones were
saved from the worst dangers.

Therefore—Jim told himself now—if the mothers knew about this patrol and
allowed it, it could not be too dangerous.

"Safe from all my foes?' said Jim, picking up on what Secoh had first
announced. "But it's night, now."

"The Y oung Dragon Patrol is on wing and watch day and night both, m'lord. Just
like your watchman here on the tower."

"All night?' Jim stared. "And you say their mothers stood for that?"

"The youngsters have to take turns—they argue alot about that," said Secoh.
"One night aweek only for each one. Besides, you proved to them, just lately
since you fought King Arthur, that we dragons don't sink in water but float, and
now even the older Cliffsiders aren't afraid of landing in alake or river in the
night-dark."
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"Fought King Arthur!" Jim had not thought even Secoh's tales would distort the
truth that much. Of course, it would make a better telling to dragons than his
fighting alongside the King. Wink, still holding up his halberd, watching and
listening, was looking shocked.

"—Fought together with King Arthur—crave pardon, m'lord," said Secoh
hastily. "Slip of the tongue. Er—also, the patrol is, of course, guarding Cliffside,
at the center of the watch."

That explained alot. The father dragons would be all for it—"Good practice for
the youngsters!" Jim could imagine the fathers booming.

"Oh, well," he said. The novelty would soon wear off for the young dragons and
no harm would have been done.

"Good, then. Have the patrol keep an eye out for Aargh now, and if they see him,
tell him I'd like to talk to him, when possible."

"At once, m'lord," said Secoh. "I'll just finish explaining the patrol to your
george on watch—"

"| think he understands fully, now," said Jim.
"Oh?—oh, yes, m'lord. I'm on my way."
Secoh took to the air. Jim went back downstairs.

When he stepped into the Solar, there was only Angie there. The last wine cups
and food had been cleared away by servants. The room, large as it was, seemed
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to have grown half again larger without the noisy presences of the Prince and the
Bishop.

"What happened?' he asked Angie, who was laying out some of hisarmor and
warmer clothes on the bed—with its curtains pulled back to give easy access.

"Oh, after the Prince lost his temper and stormed out," she said, "the Bishop
waited for you alittle while and then said he had to get back to his retinue and
make sure everything was packed. He came to ask if you couldn't lend him four
extra men-at-arms for the trip—since they'd be riding the woods by night and
he's lacking one of those he came with: the one that got in afight earlier with
Frank Short."

"Four of our men-at-arms? What's going on here—put that thing down, Angie,
and talk to me."

Angie deliberately finished laying out his triple-woven riding cloak with the
leather waterproof outer layer. Then she turned and faced him.

"The Bishop's determined to go back to his seat at the cathedral in Wells
tonight," she said. "When you were some time getting back from Carolinus—"

"Turned out | had to fly up to Smythe Castle and invite Brian. He and a knight
who's guesting with him. They'll both be here for breakfast tomorrow—we can
probably give Brian's guest a better breakfast than Brian can."”

"Two more. That's Brian, all right, up and about two hours before dawn—I
wonder how his guest likesit?"
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"Probably not much—but Angie—"

"Also, the Bishop's left some empty rooms for new guests now—but as | was
about to say, he took our advice about rats and fleas to heart. Remember, | told
you he didn't come down to dinner? Anyway, he prayed and decided his duty
was back at his bishopric, getting the rat-flea cleanup there started, no matter if
he had to ride immediately by night or day. That's why he and hisretinue are
packing now."

"It wasn't anything to do with the Prince?"

"No. The Princejust lost his temper and stormed out first, as| said. Joan was up
alittle while ago—"

"Joan? Joan?"'

"The Countess of Kent—and Salisbury. The one who came with the Prince. She
told me he'd be all right in the morning. She's quite nice, actually."”

Jm digested this last statement. Angie was not ordinarily so quick with her
opinions.

"So what's al this with my foul-weather traveling outfit?' he asked. "I hope you
don't think I'm going with the Bishop?"

"I thought you might want to."

"Of course| don't want to," said Jim. "It's his decision to take off in the night,
not mine!" He prowled up and down the room. "Where's that French brandy?"
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"In the bottom of the wardrobe, as always. A cup of teawould be better."

"I don't liketea! | like coffee, but we can't seem to get it in this damn, primitive
world where everybody goes around risking their lives for some sense of duty!
Dealing with them al's like handling dynamite..."

With his hand on the knob of the tall wardrobe door, Jim dropped it suddenly,
leaving the wardrobe unopened, and turned to walk heavily back to the bed. He
sat down next to the riding cloak.

"No," he said wearily to Angie, "you're right. Of course. |'ve got to go with him.
A night ride through the wilds of Somerset—crazy! Outlaw gangs, night trolls...
God knows what else! But I'm his host, and it was my suggestions that got him

going."

While he had been talking, Angie had gone to the fireplace, swung the kettlein
over the flames, and went on to get the tall, narrow bottle of brandy out of the
wardrobe.

He watched her in silence as she made the tea, spiked it with brandy, and
brought it to him. Thefirst sip he took tasted hot and good. He looked up at her.

"I've got to go," he said simply.
She bent down and kissed him.
"Dear Jim," she said.

Dressed, armored and otherwise equipped, Jim stepped down at last into a
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courtyard that looked something like a small portion of Hell and alarge portion
of an army headquarters facing instant battle. The air was heavy with smoke
from wood burning in the overloaded cressets that gave the courtyard light for
this unusual readying. In the cold air, the smell of steaming horses brought from
their warm stable and the smell of excited men mixed with the odor of the smoke.

In the midst of all thisthe Bishop bulked even larger and more pugnacious than
usual, in amail shirt over his outer clothing and a helmet with a nasal guard—
neither in disagreement with his usual authority, since the only thing about him
that could possibly be considered to have potential as a weapon was his walking
stick, and that had no edge to it. It was the use of edged weapons—the shedding
of blood—that Church teaching forbade those committed to its work.

He stood leaning on that stick now, grimly watching what was being done. The
red light of the flames from the overloaded cressetsin the surrounding walls
glittered on his mail shirt, but he said nothing. Not for him to give the orders. His
|eading man-at-arms had the responsibility for that. But if any man of God had
ever looked ready to meet the armies of Evil, it was he.

He broke his silence, however, at the sight of Jim, equally bundled, equally
armored—but with sword and dagger at his knight's belt.

"Sir James!" The Bishop opened his arms wide in welcome. 'They told me you
would go with us! | could ask for nothing more in this hap—" and Jim found
himself enfolded by a pair of powerful arms and his cheek impressed by an
equally powerful kiss. "By the by, Sir James, | found time to bless your chapel
before you returned, today."

"My deepest gratitude to you for that, my lord," said Jim. He was grateful. He
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and his people had been working to refurbish Malencontri's chapel, which the
previous occupant of the castle, Sir Hugh, had befouled, and the local people
would now be very relieved by the Bishop's action.

Jim did his poor, latter-day best to return the customary osculatory compliment,
although aware he fell short of the Bishop's energy and determination.
Something nuzzled at the back of his neck. He turned to look and saw his
warhorse, Gorp—saddled and ready, right down to the lance standing upright in
its boot—and at the same time felt something el se slither down past the back of
his neck and end up in between his shirt and his undershirt. Only one creature in
Malencontri could make himsalf so paper-thin.

Hob!" he said sternly. "Y ou're to stay here—to take care of m'lady, and
everything else!"

"Theoluf can defend the castle and m'lady aswell as| can," said the breathy little
voice of Hob in hisright ear. "My duty is with you, m'lord!"

Jm sighed inside himself.
"—my lord," the Bishop's chief man-at-arms was saying, "all isready."

"Then weridel" shouted the Bishop, and together, with the bishop leading, Jim
at his side, but half a horse's length behind him... and all of the rest following
after, they rode out of the light of the cressets, through the unusually open great
gates on to the briefly noisy drawbridge, and into the darkness and different
sounds of the late fall night.

Jim was not superstitious in the sense of fearing some evil beyond the norm for
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these times that the darkness might confront them with. The Bishop certainly
was not superstitious (in Jm's modern sense of that word), and possibly those in
the service of the Church with him were not either. But amost everyone elsein
the entourage, particularly those of the common sort among the latter riders—for
they were all mounted, necessarily—showed a tendency to crowd together.

But still, astheir eyes adjusted to the night and they were able to consider the
numbers and the strength of their party—to say nothing of the fact they had not
only a Bishop with them, but a heroic Knight-Magickian as well, the gloom
ceased to be quite as fearful. They relaxed, spread out and began to talk together
in low voices, all but covered by the jingle of horse-harness.

Jm spoke to the Bishop, in case the other should be feeling like conversation.
But the Bishop's answers were short and showed no such need or desire. His
attention was clearly all on his own thoughts and what waited to be done once he
was at their destination.

Jim reined Gorp back afew feet from the prelate and lost himself in hisown
thoughts.

At the pace the Bishop was setting—a sharp trot—they would have to stop at
intervals to rest their horses. Still, they should reach Wellsin about eight hours.
He could grab four hours sleep, get up, eat something and, hopefully, be back at
Malencontri in another eight hours.

With luck he could be home by late afternoon the next day. Out on his feet, of
course, but alert enough to do what he should have gotten done aready: starting
the staff at the job of hunting down every rat and flea on the premises, and
setting up a quarantine on anyone wanting to enter the castle in the future.
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Also, they would need to set up some exterior shelter to quarantine anyone
arriving, once the plague became active here—Angi€e's suggestion about fleas
and pennyroyal had been a good one, if there was any quantity on hand or in the
castle. Maybe Angie would already have set all these necessary projects to work
by the time he got back...

In any case he was stuck with his Bishop delivery first. Actually, they were now
too large a body to run into much in the way of trouble. It was true most of their
way was by narrow forest paths—and sometimes no path at all—but the moon
was now up, afull moon already on the wane, but bright enough in anight sky
with few clouds. Few outlaw bands would be foolish enough to attack.

There still remained the night-trolls, who could and would band together swiftly
for asufficiently large prey.

But already they had left behind most of the thick, continuous forest of the
territory surrounding Malencontri and were passing through more open land—
natural meadows interspersed with no more than brief patches of trees. In the
bright moonlight such terrain was much less favorable for trolls, who liked the
cover of darkness. Jim relaxed and his mind wandered off onto other problems.

With an extermination policy on the fleas and rats in the castle, quarantine on
those from outside—and a ward he could set up around the whole castle's
perimeter, to block any cracks or holes by which more fleas and rats were getting
in—they should be about as safe from the plague as was possible in thisworld.

He thought briefly about offering to set up award around the Bishop's seat at
Wells, and dismissed the idea. The Bishop undoubtedly would not—could not—
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accept such unchurchly aid. In addition, such awarding, plus Malencontri's,
would almost certainly call for more magical energy than Jim's account with the
Auditing Department could supply.

In any case an offer like that would be better to come from Carolinus... an image
of the excruciatingly painful buboes that would swell on the naked bodies of
plague victims until they burst came to Jm's mind, making him briefly sick
inside, until he managed to forcibly jerk his thoughts to other things.

First of these, and touchiest, was the matter of the Prince's request to use
Malencontri as a private place to discuss his plot concerning the King with Sir
Mortimer—

Jm woke suddenly to the fact that the Bishop had held up an arm, signaling a
rest halt. Pushing their horses at this rate made such rests necessary, unless they
were going to ride the animals to death.

But, Jm saw, the Bishop could not have chosen a better spot.

It was a small rise—hardly more than a knoll—with half adozen tall emsoniit,
the shade of which had evidently killed off anything much in the way of
underbrush between them. But its greatest recommendation was the fact that all
around it was a belt of grassy open ground, and only beyond this, at distances of
at least half a bowshot, were there trees thick enough to hide any attackers who
might want to creep up on them.

A hum of pleased conversation broke out among the retainers as they obeyed the
order of the Bishop's chief man-at-arms to dismount and lead their horsesin
among the elms—a routine precaution in case they were being followed by
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outlaws with bowmen among them, waiting for a moment when they would

relax their vigilance. A man wounded by an arrow could always ride, even if he
would need to betied on his steed. A horse in the same state had to be left behind
—and they had no spare mounts.

But the hum broke off as the howl of awolf rose from the wood they had just
ridden out of a moment past.

The Bishop opened his mouth to order them all back to courage.
"It'sall right," said Jim quickly, keeping his own voice down, "I know that wolf."
He raised hisvoice.

"Fear not!" he told the rigid members of their group. "Y ou all know Magickians
can talk to animals.”

That was not quite true, of course. Jim could talk to Aargh only because Aargh
could talk in human language to him. Carolinus seemed to manage the skill all
right, but so far Jim had had only limited success, and that only with horses. The
trouble seemed to be that most animal communication was in no way verbal but
in body language. "I'll go have aword with the wolf," he added.

Surrounded and followed by a dead silence, he headed Gorp off toward where
the how! had come from. Gorp went without protest, being by this time amost as
familiar with that particular howl as JJm was—though the other horses were
white-eyed and having to be reined in by their riders.

But as he had expected, he had hardly ridden deep enough into the treesto be
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hidden from his watchers when he heard a harsh voice behind him.

"So, now it's half-grown dragons you send to say you need me! What isit this
time?"

Jim turned Gorp about and faced Aargh, the English Wolf, bulking larger than
ever in the moonlight penetrating between the two large elms on either side of
him.

"There's a sickness called the plague in England now—"
"I've heard talk of it. It's no matter to those of uswho go on four legs."

"No, you animals are immune. I'd forgotten I'd sent a message for you. What |
had in mind then was that you might be able to tell usif it'd reached this far west
and was maybe making people sick anywhere in Somerset. But now something
el se has come up. The Bishop needs to get home as soon as possible—"

"And you were hoping I'd guard all you two-legs through the fearful night to
where he wants to go?"

"Not exactly," said Jm—Aargh had aknack for getting under his skin. Jim sat
hard on the temper beginning to ssmmer toward a boil within him. "l was
thinking of something a cautious wolf might not mind doing—Iike going ahead
to seeif there're any outlaws or night-trolls waiting ahead to jump us, and then
bringing back awarning."

"You did, did you? Well, this cautious wolf has better things to do—except in
the case of what you want happening to tie in with what he wants to do anyway.
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As it happens there's something—Iots of somethings—that | don't recognize
afoot here in my territory, they act amost as if they're gathering around this little
army of yours. In short, I'm going in your direction, anyhow."

I'll bet that's all thereisto your being here! thought Jim, ironically, a sudden
warm wave of affection for the grim-voiced wolf washing away the irritation he
had felt amoment before. Aargh had always been more assistance than he would
admit. Then part of what Aargh had just said came back to him. "What do you
mean—somethings you don't recognize?"

"I mean they act like nothing | know. They come to the top of the earth, then go
away again. But they're somethings | never scented before. It's asif it was more
than one scent mixed with another—or more than one other. My nose has never
tasted the like before. But they're in my territory and | gave them no leave to
come here. I'll find them and have them out—the scent's been following you."

"Following us? Us? Why?"
"Are you asking me to answer that, James?"

"No, no, of course not, Aargh!" said Jim hastily. Through the single cloth layer
of hisundershirt, Jim could feel Hob's slim body trembling. "What's the matter,
Hob?"

"M'lord? Nothing's the matter, m'lord."
"You're sure?"

"Yes, m'lord. I'm sure.”
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With the fearless gaze of Aargh upon them both, Jm did not want to question
Hob further, as he ordinarily would have done.

"At any rate, Aargh,” he said, "will you let us know if outlaws, night-trolls or
such are lying in wait for us up ahead?"

"Neither outlaws nor trolls lie ahead of you tonight. If warning of them is
needed, you'll have it from me."

—And Aargh was gone, in his usual instantaneous fashion.

Thoughtfully, Jim went back to the silent group waiting with the Bishop on the
little rise.

"It'sall right," he said when he rejoined them. "That was a good wolf, one | know
well. He'll be going ahead of us and will come back to give the alarm if there're
enemies up ahead."

"The horses have had enough of a chance to breathe," said the Bishop. "Weride
on!"

A man screamed.

Jim looked to see who it had been, but even with the aid of the moonlight
through the already leaf-bare limbs of the elms, it was impossible to tell.
| dentifying the screamer was beside the point now.

All around the small rise, the open, grassy earth that ringed them had become
hidden from sight. Where it had been was now a swarming mass of rodenlike
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bodies: large rats, dead black in the moonlight, each of them carried a miniature,
amost humanlike figure, riding it and carrying an equally miniature spear tipped
with a gleaming, pointed head that glittered and reflected the moonlight so
brightly that the spear shafts seemed tipped with fire.

But that was not al of it. Asthe first wave of these began to mount the slope,
they grew and changed into full-sized, near-caricatures of armed knights—no
longer riding the now-vanished rodents. Their shapes were not quite right, their
armor seemed to be growing out of their bodies rather than clothing them, and
their helmets completely hid their faces.

But the swords they carried ready in their hands reflected the moonlight as
clearly as had the tiny spear tips—and they, at least, were real and dangerous.

But the imitation men were not. They were slow and clumsy with their weapons.
Jm had more than time to get his own sword out and ward off the awkward
blow being aimed at him. His opponent was acting as if he had never used a
sword before in hislife, and Jm's memory of the long hoursin which Brian had
tried to drill the rudiments of fourteenth-century sword-fighting into him
suddenly filled him with confidence.

He swept up his sword accordingly, to dispose of thisinept enemy in front of him
—and suddenly discovered that victory was not to be won so simply.

An excruciating pain just above his right ankle made him change what might
have been a decisive blow into a clumsy parry of another awkward swipe being
made at him by his enemy. Glancing down, he saw the ground about all their feet
was swarming with more of the original small rat-riding figures, one of these
was just letting go of the spear he had driven into the vulnerable point below
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Jm's right knee where two pieces of hisleg armor came together.

The pain was so piercing he could hardly think, let alone fight. Too piercing, in
fact, to be just the ordinary discomfort of something not much bigger than the
quill of a porcupine. The point had been poisoned—and with magic. As aknight
he was forbidden to use magic to help him fight, but if his opponent dealt in
magic—or magick—it was a different story. Jim disintegrated the tiny spear,
eliminated the pain, and cast a protective ward completely about himsealf.

He was immune now to the other rodent-riders who were angrily—but now
uselessly—jabbing at chinksin his armor, but failing to touch him by afraction
of an inch. Free of distractions, Jm finished off hislarger opponent with a
couple of heartfelt blows, and went hunting for more to destroy. His blood was
up now, but at the same time he saw there were too many of their attackersto
win against in the end.

A wild sense of despair went through him, but at the same time came the breathy
little voice of Hob almost frantically now in his ear.

"Fire, m'lordl Put fire all around us! They like it warm, but they cannot come
through flame as we hobs do."

There was no time to question. No time to count the expense of the magic
needed to produce flames with no fuel to feed them. Jim cast aring of fire
around all the humans on the hill.

A high-pitched, but savage, moaning sigh from many nonhuman voices rose—
and the overwhelming numbers of their attackers recoiled from them like the
wave of adark sea, seen in thefirelight. They still threatened with their spears,
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but from beyond the flames.

Hob had been right. Left within the magic fire were only the dead—the few men-
at-arms able to limp about had quickly and savagely hunted them down and slain
them—and the slain, impossibly, sank into the solid ground and disappeared. Jim
looked over beyond the leaping flames, but there was nothing to be seen. Their
clumsy man-sized attackers had vanished.

"Sir James!" It was the voice of the Bishop. "Sir James! To me, | say!"

Jm went toward the voice and found the churchman still on his feet, trying to
aid his chaplain to stand against the pain of two spearsin him—but with the
shaft of one of the same spears projecting from the Bishop's own right calf.

The Bishop was sweating copiously, but remained upright himself. Norman, as
well as Christian, courage—and possibly consciousness of the example he must
set those who followed him—uwas probably keeping him there. Half the rest of
their party was on the ground—none dead or badly wounded, but hunched up
and rolling around in tight-lipped silence with the stoicism of their time.

"It was demon-work—" gasped the Bishop, as Jim appeared. "Demon-magic,
was it not?’

"It was," said Jim. Looking at the Bishop and around the battlefield, he decided
In for a penny, in for a pound—and used his magic to rid them all of their pains
and the spears causing them, while doing away with the magical fire. Magic
might be no good at curing the slightest illness, but it worked wonders with
wounds. The Bishop looked startled, like all the rest, then, understanding, first
frowned severely at Jim, then abruptly wiped his face on a muffler wound
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around his neck, and looked away with the innocent, unconcerned, angelic
expression of one who sees no evil.

"Mount up!" heroared. "We ride!"

But here now was Aargh, trotting unconcernedly up to Jm—everybody else
hastily made way for him—Ilooking asif he had been engaged in an adventure
with a porcupine, there were so many little spear shafts sticking out of his hairy
coat.

"Make yourself useful!" he growled at Jim. "And use those things you call hands
to clean these divers from me."

"Of course," said Jm, swiftly magicking them away. "There, they're gone. How
do you feel now!"

"Just the way | did a moment ago," said Aargh. "How should | feel?"

"The pain you felt must have been rough," said Jim. "Those spear-points were
made with magic, you see—"

"I knew that. They smelled of magic. But magic doesn't work with us who go on
four legs any more than your sickness does—you know that, and it's as true for
things made with magick asit is of the magick itself. You've got a clear road to
WEells, now. | don't think those Naturals—that's what they are, after all, aren't
they?' Jim nodded. "—will try that again. | must have killed a couple of dozen,
myself. They're what | was scenting. I'll be around on your way back. Just how!!"

—And he was gone again.
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They rode into Wellsjust as the eastern sky first started to brighten with the
morning.

"You'll bein need of rest now," the Bishop said as they turned their horses over
to the lay brothers at the stables. "I need not tell you how deep are my thanks to
you for mending our devil-wounds so that we made it safely here. Y ou will be
ready for food and rest, now—"

"Food when | wake," said Jim. "For now, no more than four hours of rest before
| take my men-at-arms back to Malencontri. We've got to be back there before
the daylight's gone."

"I will see you are wakened at the hour of Prime."

Chapter Seven

They were in the saddle and out of Wells—Jim and his four Malencontri men-at-
arms—Dby barely three-quarters of an hour past the time when Jim had been
awakened by alay brother with abowl! of hot vegetable soup. It had not been
coffee—not even tea—but Jim had drunk it gratefully, and felt twice the man he
had been when first roused out of a dead slumber with the hot bowl! steaming
under his nose in the chill small stony room where he had slept.

Now, with the fresh, even greater chill of the morning air laving hisface as he
and his men settled down from theinitial gallop of their departure to atrot that
would leave some chance of their horses making it home alive, he began to feel
alive himself. His mind ran ahead of the beats of his horse's hooves, counting up
al the things to be done once he was home.
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There were all the preparations against the plague to be taken care of, the castle
staff to be convinced that getting rid of fleas meant getting all of the fleas and
other vermin destroyed and swept out—the hunt for enough pennyroyal to
scatter in at least the main rooms of the castle—strict new rules of hygiene to be
taught—and finding staff who had the courage to man the Nursing Room to be
set up for any who actually came down with the sickness...

And how to create some kind of device to circulate a good quantity of fresh air
through the Nursing Room to minimize more infection from the pneumonal form
of the plague? This he had not mentioned to the Bishop because explanation of
that form of the illness could not be convincingly explained in fourteenth-
century words to a fourteenth-century mind...

Briefly, questions about their attackers of the night before came thronging into
his mind. Resolutely, he pushed them out.

He forced his mind back to immediate necessities. He reminded himself that
Carolinus was probably already at Malencontri. Brian and his guest certainly
would be. Probably as well, Geronde, and Dafydd and his wife Danielle with
their children, for the wedding of Brian and Geronde was to take place at the
first possible time now. Then, all the preparations for that day: food, other
guests...

And, to top off the list of unsolved problems, there was still the Prince's request
to somehow be diplomatically turned down—Jim could take advantage of
Carolinus presence to ask the elder man about a magickianly excuse...

But most of these things could not be dealt with until he got home. Only the air-
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circulating device and the selection of people as nurses might be thought out to
some extent as he rode.

He concentrated on those two accordingly for awhile. Somewhere in the
servants area on the ground floor of the castle would definitely have to be the
place for the Nursing Room. They could knock out part of an outside wall in
some room or space there, large enough to make a good-sized window, which
could be glazed with some of the precious spare glass stored against breakage of
the Solar windows. The Nursing Room window would have to be able to open so
it could let fresh air in... then afireplace added, if there wasn't already one there,
to compensate for the coldness of the incoming air... storage space for extra
bedding, other sickroom necessities...

But his mind would not stay on that subject. It kept wandering off to other
matters, like the attractive idea of changing into his dragon body and flying back
to Malencontri in less time than it would take him to ride there, leaving his men-
at-arms to follow on horseback.

But he dared not take that chance. Malencontri was short of fighting men as
things were at the moment anyway. He could not afford to lose the four men he
had with him. If he had noticed the use of magic by the little, spear-carrying
demons, they had undoubtedly become aware of his ability to use it aswell, the
minute he got rid of the spear stuck in him.

Flying would only save afew hours, anyway. Besides, as had already occurred
to him, Angie would already have begun getting the castle ready against the
plague—

But wait a minute. She would also have to be playing the role of hostess to the
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Prince and Joan of Kent-Salisbury, neither of which were likely to appreciate
being abandoned for castle preparations against a sickness thought still to be as
far away as London.

The Prince should not be too much of a problem, cometo think of it. He liked
the company of women, but he aso liked the companionship of men—
particularly fighting men. Brian was certainly that, and the odds were hisroyal
guest would be occupied with Brian. That only left Countess Joan—and possibly
Danielle—if she and Dafydd ap Hywel had arrived yet—to say nothing of
Geronde, due from Malvern any day now, since the firein Malvern's castle had
forced the wedding celebrations to be held at Malencontri.

Hopefully, if the men were likely to gang up and go off together, the women
might do exactly the same thing. If so, they might be gathered in the Solar right
now...

And—as he discovered when he finally got home—as a matter of fact, they
were. The other ladies were just where he had guessed they might be, Jim was
informed by three servants. And m'lady had asked that they not be disturbed
there unless really necessary. What were they talking about, Jim wondered? He
shrugged. Clothes, probably. That was something all women seemed to have as a
topic in common.

In actual fact, however, there were other topics for them, for they were sitting
around wine and afew small cakes asif there was no such thing as plague.
Present, of course, was Angie with Joan of Kent and Geronde, who had just
joined them—here ahead of schedule. Danielle alone was elsewhere in the castle,
occupied with her youngest boy who was fretful with a runny nose and hot
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forehead he had developed on the trip here.

Geronde was not in the best of humors. She had bypassed Malencontri on her
trip from Malvern, going to meet Brian at Smythe Castle so as to come here with
him on the weekend—only to find him gone. She had planned to carry out a
personal examination of that estate and castle over the course of the next few
days, athing her long experience in managing such estates would enable her to
do with a ruthlessness that would no doubt terrify Brian's aging retainers, long
used to their comfortable, long-established ways of managing a bachelor
household.

But nonetheless, the Lady Chatelaine of Malvern was, above al things, polite.

"—agreat honor to know you, my lady," Geronde had consequently just finished
telling Joan now. "My husband-to-be had much to say about you."

Unfortunately, alittle of her present feelings had crept into the tone of her voice:
Brian was not yet her husband and would not be until the end of the week, when
the wedding would have to take place here at Malencontri, because of the
unfortunate fire in her own chapel ... But the hearing of Joan was as acute as that
of any healthy young woman her age.

"The honor is mine, indeed, m'lady," Joan answered, smiling. As with most
Plantagenets—Iike the Prince himself—she was tall, fair-haired, fair-skinned,
with an oval face that would have looked almost childish if there had not been a
strength of mature bone under the skin. She had made a remarkably believable
squire riding up to Malencontri in armor. She made an undeniably beautiful
woman in her deep blue dress, now, and when she smiled, as she was presently
doing, it was not difficult for Geronde to smile back.
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"—I have talked to your husband only briefly," Joan was saying now to
Geronde, "but never have | heard one of our sex so praised by her husband. He
could speak of nothing else. | see his praise wasjustified."

The cruel knife scar on Geronde's right cheek, made by Sir Hugh de Bois when
he had conquered Malvern by trickery and unsuccessfully tried to force her to
marry him, flushed red. She had just been through a hard week, beginning with
that firein her chapel. Also, she was as quick as Brian to flare up. But equally as
quick to flare down, now she was embarrassed. She had as good as challenged
Joan with her opening tone and statement. Joan not only seemed to be refusing to
take any offense, but to be unusually kind.

As the daughter of aknight bachelor (a knight entitled only to carry a swallow-
tailed pennon)—albeit one with a prosperous estate—she was not, strictly
gpeaking, a"lady," except to her castle and estate people. Angie, the wife of a
Baron—the least of the titled ranks—was just barely entitled to be addressed so.
Joan, particularly considering their difference in rank, would have been perfectly
correct in addressing Geronde simply as "Mistress." That she had not spoke of a
genuine desire to be friendly and an intention to put all rank aside and make their
present moment merely a gathering of women together.

"You are kind indeed in all you say, my lady," said Geronde.

"Courtoise aside," said Angie, stepping into the sticky breach, speaking to Joan,
"Isit possible you and Prince Edward can stay for the wedding, m'lady?"

"M'lady," instead of the carefully pronounced "my lady," was afurther
presumption in the direction indicated by Joan—this time committed by Angie.
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Formal barriers were falling fast.

"I doubt it," said Joan. "Edward only came here to speak Sir James. | know he
expected us to be on our way back to Tiverton Castle this day with Sir James
answer. Unfortunately, there was this small discussion with the good Bishop of
Bath and Wells."

"I had not heard of this," said Geronde, who had indeed heard of it, but only in
sketchy detail from those of Maencontri's servants she had talked to since
getting here. Brian had been absent with the Prince since her arrival. She could
hardly ask Jim, for al their close friendship, even if he were here. Aside from
the impropriety of such questioning, Jim was one of the few people sheheldina
certain sense of awe—though she would never have et him know it.

But now there was no need to question anyone else. The two other women filled
her in on it, except for the Prince's earlier question for Jim, which Joan kept to
herself. By the time they had finished, they were down to first names, at least
part of the time. Thiswould have been unthinkable with any other Countess in
the land, but Joan had made her own rules from the time she was grown enough
to run around on two chubby legs. Commoner or King, it made no difference to
her as long as she got the end she was after.

Also, she was able to charm people, both men and women, and Angie and
Geronde, though recognizing this, still fell under her spell to some extent.

"—I know he expected no problem," she was saying now (they were back to
discussing the Prince). "But any direct attack will always find him more than
ready. He has the Plantagenet courage—and, of course, its rashness, as with this
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demand by Cumberland that he go into exile. | know how his mind works. He
planned to gain a military reputation on the continent and with it make an
aliance to reenter England with great force and demand, as a price for peace,
Cumberland's dismissal, if not his head. It was too large a scheme to commit to
on the spur of the moment."

"And he listened?' asked Geronde, thinking not only of Brian but of her fortune-
hunting father. "He must love you dearly to let himself be so schooled.”

"Oh, heislevel-headed enough to see sense once his temper is cooled. Asfor his
love for me—" Joan shrugged "—I would like to think it is as strong as you say.

| hope it is—for certainly he needs guidance at times—and we grew up at court
together and there as children pledged our love for the first time."

"And when you were young he aided and protected you with al his bravery
when you were growing up, no doubt?"

Geronde, reflected Angie, was a hopeless romantic, in spite of her steel-strong,
unsparing exterior. Angie hoped—she really hoped—that after their marriage
Brian would show some signs of understanding what storms of feeling could go
on inside awoman with never a sign shown outside. Brian, good man that he
was, seemed to see her as he saw the whole world: like himself, smple and
straightforward.

"Protected me?' Joan laughed cheerfully. "No, it was | who protected him
through all those younger years! | was two years older than he was, bigger and
stronger until the change came upon him, and | fought less wildly, more to
purpose than he, with the other noble children, when the need arose. But my
chances to protect him ended early, with my first marriage."
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Angie had been pondering how to ask a delicate question, this mention of a
marriage seemed to offer it.

" Speaking of marriages, Lady Joan," she said. "Are we to expect some attention
here from the Count of Salisbury?’

It was a senditive question, since in effect it asked why their guest, a married
woman, was running around the countryside, dressed up as a squire and with an
unmarried Prince. On the other hand it was a legitimate question, since it also
asked if they might expect Salisbury to come down on them with aforce of men
and arms that could level Malencontri.

"No," answered Joan immediately. "There is a question now in the hands of the
Pope of whether my first marriage, to Holland, isalegal one, if so, | am still the
wife of Holland rather than Salisbury. Given his Eminence's present
disagreement with our King—who would back Salisbury—there islittle hope the
matter will be settled soon, or | be sent back to my first love, Holland. But in any
case, Salisbury thinks of me only when he is home, which is seldom. He will be
gone for some time yet."

"Was Sir Holland really your first love?' asked Geronde.

"First wedded love. Indeed, in some honesty | must say he was otherwise also,
since our marriage was when | was but twelve. No, but | do love Holland dearly.
Oh, not as | love Edward, but dearly, nonetheless. Thisis best since, being first
cousins, Edward and | are too close in degree of relationship for the Church to
allow usamarriage."
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"I, myself, was left alone to run Malvern Castle and its lands at the age of
eleven, and have done so ever since," said Geronde.

"Were you!" said Joan, and the two of them looked at each other for a moment,
with sudden mutual respect and something almost like cousinly affection.

"Inmy case," went on Joan, "l had only afew years of happiness. My marriage
to Holland had been perfectly legal—we both spoke the words of the derha de
praesente form of the ceremony, you will observe—'l do take you for my
husband—or wife—' as opposed to the derha de futuro form—'I will take you
for my husband or wife—at some time in the future—which indeed is merely a
betrothal. And of course we had our witnesses, who could help us prove our
words."

"But surely the matter was not questioned?' said Geronde.

"No," said Joan. "But Holland is a soldier, and poor. His only hope of wealth lies
in capturing in battle someone able to pay arich ransom—that is what he has
tried to do ever since, and it's what might make it possible to approach the Pope
—asis necessary in this case, since |l am aroyal and that is the only way to have
declared my first marriage to him the only legal one."

"|sthat the way of it, indeed?' said Geronde, deeply impressed.

"It is. An expensive process, producing witnesses, having writs made up, and all
therest of it. But then Holland was only twenty when we were married and, as |
say, without such necessary moneys. | was only twelve, as| have said. The King
knew nothing of our marriage, but he was in arage at many wrongs committed
here while he had been captive in Ghent. My relatives, knowing nothing of my
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marriage to Holland—only fearing such a hap—determined that, among other
things, | should straightaway marry William Montagu, who afterward became
Salisbury. At our marriage he was only his father's, the Count of Salisbury's, son
and heir."

Joan paused to drink some watered wine.
"It isalong story and adry one," she said.
Both Geronde and Angie assured her nothing could be farther from the fact.

"It is clear neither of you have been forced to spend much time at court," Joan
said. "Otherwise you would know this history of mine from others. Well, the
King is all-powerful, of course—as well as capable of easily flying into a general
rage—and | dared say nothing about the marriage to Holland. So it was | was
married to Montagu."”

"But some day you will be free," said Geronde.

"With a proper decision by the Pope—which can hardly be otherwise than in our
favor, provided we can pay our costs for it. The words were said, the witnesses
witnessed. But now you understand why | consider myself free enough to
accompany Edward."

"Y ou are not easily thwarted," said Geronde.
"| am nothing compared to Edward. Y ou will see!™

Privately, Angie thought that Edward himself might see something in the un-
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thwartable department when he came up against Jim.

Chapter Eight

Finally, the gathering of women left the Solar and went their different waysin
the castle, and Jim was able to get at his own bed.

Theory had been fine, but reality had to win sometimes. Jm had begun hisride

back to Malencontri full of plans to be put into action beginning the moment he
arrived. Instead, he found himsealf just ableto fall into the big bed in the Solar in
time to be dead asleep as his head hit the pillow.

So much for heroic actions in emergencies.

He woke abruptly. Angie was moving quietly about the Solar. As he stared at her
with amind still fogged by sleep, she brought him a cup of just-made tea.

He drank it, careful not to fall back to sleep and spill it, continuing to watch her.
Gradually he ascended into full wakefulness.

"You'retired," he said to her.
"A little," she said, making another cup of tea.

"You stayed up all night after the guests were asleep to get things done in the
castle."

"There wasn't much choice. Besides, it helped impress the servants, who all had
to stay up with me, with how important cleaning and fixing the castle against the
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plague was. | think | scared them silly—move over."

She had come back with the second cup of tea. When he shifted away from the
edge of the bed to give her room, she sat down beside him, took a deep drink
from the cup she carried, and let her head fall back against the headboard.

"Anyway," she said, "everything that's got to be done is underway, except for the
Nursing Room. What do you think of using the lowest level of the tower rooms?"

"No," he said. "I thought about it, coming home. Ground floor, servants quarters
—knock aholein the outside wall..." He reeled off the ideas he had matured on
horseback.

They argued amicably for afew minutes.

... Never mind," said Angie. "I'm too tired to think up any more answers, and
you're probably right, anyway. What are you going to do about the quarantine for
people who come to the castle and want in?"

"I thought we'd set up the big tent—the pavilion—with some kind of small tent
or a shack the carpenter could construct, where food and water could be set out
for them to pick up. But, just in case, I'm going to throw award around the
whole castle, too."

He grinned at her, reaching across to put his empty cup down on the end table,
but saw that her eyes had closed and the half-empty cup she now held was about

to spill.

Gently he rescued it from her lax fingers, put it also on the end table, and rolled
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quietly off the other side of the bed. She was breathing deeply and did not wake
as he undressed her and covered her up. That done, without waking she turned
on her left side, sighed once, and went back to her deep breathing. He dressed in
the same formal clothes he had worn the day the Bishop arrived, and tiptoed to
the door that opened on the hall running around the curve of the tower.

Rather ridiculous, tiptoeing, he told himself as he shut the door behind him. A
cannon—if there had been such things here—going off next to the bed probably
would not have wakened her.

"Where's Carolinus?' he asked the man-at-arms on duty outside the door. "He's
still here, isn't he?"

"Think so, my lord," the man answered. "But where..." he looked at the servant
on duty with him. "But where... ?'

"He'sin his room—doing terrible magickal things," said the servant, a skinny
recent recruit in her mid-to-late teens and eager to be noticed by Authority, so
she would be kept on. "Shall I go fetch him for you, my lord, forgive me
suggesting it?"

"The suggestion's perfectly all right,” said Jim. "But he's a Mage—much higher
in magickal rank than I am. I'll go to him. Y ou can show me which roomiitis."

"Yes, my lord. Thank you, my lord. Thisway, my lord."
He followed her down two levels and around the curve of the hall there,

"Well, there you are," said Carolinus, who was doing no terrible magickal things
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at all, but examining a spider who was holding up a couple of itslimbs for
inspection. “"No, no damage done at al. They'll be perfectly all right in an hour
or so—seeif they aren't. Jm, | thought you were going to sleep all day."

"No need. I'm fine," said Jm. "I'm glad you're still here even though the Bishop's
aready gone. Sorry about getting you here like this—I didn't know he'd leave so
suddenly. But since you are here, | need your help."

"Who doesn't?' Carolinus glanced back at the spider, which was just
disappearing over the edge of the table. "Actually, | stayed because | have
something I've been meaning to speak to you about."

"I'm in an awkward position—" Jim began hastily before Carolinus could get off
on whatever he was about to launch into.

"I hope not!" said Carolinus. "Just when I've put your name up—as| just said,
that's what I've been meaning to tell you," he broke off to cough, "that isto say, |
haven't had timeto tell you. I've put your name up for graduation to full
Magickian, and you're going to be expected—under observation, of course—to
do something noteworthy if you expect to be voted into full membership.”

Jim had not originally been expecting ever to be voted into full membership in
the Collegiate of Magickians. In fact, in his early days here he had wanted
nothing better than to have nothing to do with Magick, let alone the Collegiate. It
was his view then that he and magick would be best off traveling in different
directions.

But that was before his victory over the Dark Powers at the Loathly Tower while
wearing a borrowed dragon body had turned out to have a side effect. Which was
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that he had acquired an active balance in magickal energy with the mysterious
Accounting Office, and unless he learned to use that magick—Iike breaking a
horse to wear a saddle and work with a rider—it would use him.

Now, having learned a great deal about the presence of magic in thisworld
which was developing almost—but not quite—along the same historical lines as
the Earth on which he and Angie had been born—five hundred years later—his
point of view had come full circle to the opposite opinion.

He had come to the decision that not only must he gain acceptance in the
Collegiate, he must manage to grow in it to a place where he was finally one of
its important voices.

But not yet—above all, not at this particular, critical time.

"Wdl, I'm not going to worry about that now," he said, deliberately brushing off
Carolinus announcement. "Not with all the other troubles I've got piling up here
—and it's the most immediate of these | desperately need to talk to you about. It
has to do with the Prince, and it can't wait."

"Young Edward?" said Carolinus, with unusual agreeableness. "Yes, | noticed he
was here. Trouble with his father again?"

"Trouble with Cumberland, you mean?' said Jim.
"Hmm, well, yes. | suppose| do."

"Yes. Outside of afew small explosions, | don't think the two of them would
ever have fallen out if Cumberland hadn't been deliberately stirring the pot to
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keep it boiling over al the time. No, it's something else. Now the Prince has got
himself mixed up in a sort of harebrained scheme to win himself back into his
father's affection while Cumberland's not around. Y ou won't have known, but the
King's been moved from his court at the Tower of London, down to a place
called Tiverton, to get him away from the plague in London."

"Of course | knew!" said Carolinus. "Give me credit for knowing at least afew
thousand more things than you do!"

"The scheme tries to take advantage of that by setting up a situation where the
two can get together and find out they still really like each other."

"Nothing wrong about that," said Carolinus. "Giving human nature a chance to
work, that's all."

"Theoretically, no. Anyway, that's not what's giving me a problem. Tiverton's
only ashort day's ride from here. The Prince wants to use Malencontri for secret
meetings with a man named V erweather, to talk over things about his plan that
he can't talk about in Tiverton itself—and he also wants to come visiting the Fair
Maid of Kent, who came here with him. I've got to find a diplomatic way of
turning him down. | thought of using the fact I'm bound by some rule or other of
the Collegiate that gives me no choice about saying 'no—and | thought you,
knowing the rules better—could suggest something."

Carolinus might be bone, flesh, heart and soul a Magickian, but he was not
unworldly where the politics of his day were concerned.

"I see," he said thoughtfully. He eyed Jim.
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"Y ou've looked for your answer in the Encyclopedic Necromantic?' he asked.

"To tell you the truth,” said Jim, looking the senior Magickian hard in the eyes as
he spoke, "I've found the Encyclopedic turned out to be almost compl etely
useless for my purposes. Y es, the directions about the ssmple spell-forms for
beginning apprentices were useful for me at first. But from there on, everything
seemed to head off in adifferent direction from the way | was beginning to use
magic."

"But you did get to the Rules and regulations enjoined upon all Members of the
Collegiate of Magickians, their apprentices, familiars, and all other dependents
for which they are responsible while active in the use of Magick?"

"Wedll... no," said Jim. The truth was, he had never looked beyond the middle
part of that massive tome.

"And here," said Carolinus, "l've just finished putting your name up for avote on
becoming a full Magickian!"

"| thought the rest of the book beyond where | stopped was just more of the
same."

"Hah!" said Carolinus. "Well, disabuse yourself of that notion! Cough your copy
up—yYyou remember the pattern of coughs to do so, | hope."

Tight-lipped, and without aword, let alone a cough, Jim extended his hand, palm
upward, with a minuscule, thick volume, the print of which would require a
microscope to read, in the center of it.
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"Very pretty!" said Carolinus. "A very pretty little bit of magick to be sure. But |
hope you don't think this makes up for your despicable failure to read and
memorize the rules and regulations in the first place!"

"I merely wanted to show you how | had developed some things," said Jim, still
coldly. "In more than one way, my use of magic has gone beyond most of the
sort of stuff in the Necromantic—including some of the advanced forms."

"Every worthwhile Magickian discovers that. Turn to the Rules. Number one
hundred and eleven.”

Jim opened his mouth again, closed it. Deeds spoke louder than words. In his
hand, the tiny volume swelled to the size of alarge wedding cake, but with its
forty-pound weight no longer bearing down on his palm—instead, it floated in
midair, a fraction of an inch above his hand.

It opened itself at its last page, flipped back several more pages, and lay open to
be read.

"No member of the Collegiate will at any time also he a member of any other
organization, establishment or group, but will at all timesremain freein
allegiance only to our own world-wide association in which any other member
who has violated none of these laws will be regarded, if a man, as a brother, and
if awoman, asa sister," heread aloud.

"Well," said Carolinus, "make your choice—give young Edward the cooperation
he asks for or continue being a Magickian. | need hardly add that since your
name has been proposed in full assembly, you are already considered to be ruled
by the laws written down here. So actually you have no choice but to tell him
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what he wants is forbidden to you to grant."

A great sense of relief took possession of Jim. If this problem fell so easily, why
shouldn't al the others turn out to be so quickly solvable?

But then common sense took over, and he realized turning down the Prince
without making an enemy of him was not quite a problem of the size of
defending against the plague.

"Thank you, Master and Mage," he said, "for coming to my rescue once more.
And thank you for putting me up for full Magickian membership. But can we
talk about that later? There's all sorts of things | should be overseeing to protect
Malencontri's people against the plague—oh, and it was the plague | think the
Bishop particularly wanted to consult with you on. But with him having to go
back to Wells—"

"Never mind," said Carolinus, once more in the strangely agreeable tone he had
used before. 'There are ways—vulnerable to the sickness myself, you know."

"I hadn't thought! Y ou've got to come stay with us here, once we get set up."
Carolinus had always seemed invulnerable to anything, but, Jim remembered
now, they had seen him sick and helpless before.

"We'll see," said the Mage.

Jm went in search of the Prince and was told that royal figure was in hisroom
with the Countess, so he headed for the room. As host, theoretically he could

walk in anywhere in his own castle. But that was theory—this was practice. He
knocked.
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Ashedid so, aline from a poem by Kipling that Angie had quoted to him along
time ago came back to him. "... they sought the king among his girls and risked
their livesthereby. ..." The memory stirred the unease within him at having to
break his present news to Edward. But this was a Prince, not an Eastern King,
and there was only one "girl" with him. But Angie had said she had liked Joan of
Kent, and if that was so, the Countess was likely to be a sensible sort of person.

The door opened and Edward's head |ooked out.
"James!" he said happily. "I will join you in a moment."

The door closed. Jim waited, feeling even more uncomfortable following
Edward's cheery welcome. The minutes stretched out. Finally the door opened
again and the Prince stepped out, quietly closing it behind him.

"Well, James," he said, "what word do you have for me?"

"One beset with many problems, Y our Grace. Unfortunately, my lady wifeis
asleep in the Solar at the moment after afull night directing the servantsin their
preparations against the plague—"

"There is no plague here yet, James, any more than there isin Devon—which
was the reason my father was moved there."

"The very reason we are rushing to complete our defenses before arrival of it.
But, as | was about to say, the day is not inclement and no place could be more
privy than the tower top, once | have sent the watchman away."

"Very well," said the Prince, "though | must say thisis much of acoil over a
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simple matter. If you would lead the way then."

They went up to the tower top, and Jim sent the man-at-arms on duty there down
until he should be called back. The day was not, as Jim had promised, inclement.
The sun shone brightly, and there was hardly a cloud in the sky. However, a tiff,
cold breeze—very noticeable up there in the open—whipped the loose ends of
their clothing about them, and Jim was thankful for the cloth linings of his hosen
and the medieval thickness of his green cote-hardi. Edward, more lightly—if no
|ess fashionably—dressed seemed to pay no attention to the brisk air.

"Y ou may remember, Y our Grace, | said yesterday your small request might
conflict with the rules of the Collegiate of Magickians, to which I am bounden in
duty—"

"I remember very well, and I—" The Prince checked himself. "But as the
Countess later pointed out to me, we all have a number of obligations and duties
which may not lightly be put aside. Continue, James."

"What | thought might be a clear and simple answer to the question turned out to
require knowledge | had not yet acquired. The matter was like those rules that
keep monks from falling into worldly ways. | was forced to consult with my
Master-in-Magick, the Mage Carolinus, of whom you may have heard."

"Heard and spoken to, James. Get on with it!"

"He directed me to the relevant passage in our Great Book." Magically, Jm
produced his copy of the Encyclopedic Necromantic, and the Prince, not easily
given to startlement in Jim's experience, widened his eyes and stared at the sight
of the great tome floating weightlessly above Jim's palm. Both these solid pieces
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of evidence seemed to impress him more than anything Jim had said so far.
"And—" Edward said.

"And Mage Carolinus directed me to the relevant passage. | can't, of course, read
it to you—the words of this Book are forbidden to anyone not a Magickian. But
essentially it's like the rules | mentioned that keep monks from dlipping into
worldly ways."

The Prince nodded, alittle impatiently.

"Briefly, it amountsto the fact that you can visit Malencontri any time you wish
—in fact, Viscount Verweather could also visit here if he wished—but not both
of you at the same time."

Edward exhaled a heavy breath.

"| can't tell you, Your Grace," said Jim, "how sorry | am that | can't fall in with a
wish of yours, but this oneis not allowed."

"No, James. | seeit can't be," the Prince said with sudden, astonishing
reasonableness. He straightened up, squaring his shoulders and taking in as deep
a breath as he had breathed out a moment earlier. "Very well. What cannot be
cured must be endured."

He turned and started down the stairs from the tower roof. Jim went after him
and caught up with him on the Solar floor as the Prince was hesitating at the top
of the interior staircase to the lower levels.
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"Isit three floors down, or two, James? | didn't think to count on the way up."

"Two," said Jm. "I can't tell you how unhappy | an—" he was just beginning to
add as they came to the door of the room the Prince shared with the Countess.

"Have done with apologies!" said Edward. "The fault was mine in jumping to
conclusions. | will need to leave early tomorrow to get back to Tiverton well
before suppertime. If | do not see you again before we go, farewell, my lord, and
thank you for your hospitality—as well for providing for the Countess here
while | am away. Y ou—can understand. | dare not take her with me to my father
until we are on stronger terms. I'll say farewell myself for the moment now,

then.
"Farewell," said Jim. "Would you want some men-at-arms as escort?"
"Hah! | can guard myself—and better | ride into Tiverton alone."
The Prince went in, shutting the door behind him.

Back at the Solar, Jm found Angie still slegping. But Hob was standing in front
of the fireplace, and he stiffened up as Jim came toward him so they could talk
with lowered voices.

"My lord," said Hob, standing very straight, indeed, "1 need a sword!"

Chapter Nine

A sword?' Jim was startled enough to raise his voice. He looked quickly at
Angieto seeif he had wakened her, but she was continuing to slumber
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peacefully. He spoke more quietly. "For you, Hob? What would you want with a
sword?"

"To diewith it in my hand with those | have dain in aring around me. They
have said hobs cannot fight! They will learn it is not that we cannot, but that
ordinarily we choose not!"

Jm looked at the little Natural closely. Was this another of the grandiose
speeches he had learned from the strolling player and ballad-singer he had at one
time hidden for months at Maencontri? The fellow who promised to teach him
how to "talk like the gentry," and who as aresult had stuffed Hob full of
vainglorious stage speeches.

No, Jim decided, this time Hob was serious. Dead serious.
"] still don't understand," Jim said.

"| own | acted like a usual cowardly hob when we ran into them, last night. | hid
down in the back of your shirt, shaking like aleaf. But now I've had timeto
think things over, and I'm not afraid! Also, I'm not any run-of-the-mill hob. I am
your hob—and you are a paladin! Would the hob of a paladin cower in a corner
when his lord fights for hislife? No, he would fight alongside and, when the
time came, die as a hob should, sword in hand!"

"But who are you going to fight?' Jim stared at him.

"Why them, m'lord! Y ou know. Those we encountered when we went with the
Bishop to Wells."
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"The little Naturals with the spears, riding the ratlike animals? We may never
run into them again."

"Oh no, m'lord! With the rats—they were rats, M'lord—a herd of plague flea-
ridden rats being ridden into Somerset to spread the sickness. They're determined
to win thistime. They'll kill off as many of you as they can and rule the rest—
and kill off all of us hobs, too. It'd be one of them my lady would be left with,
instead of me."

"Therats are trying to win? What?"'
"Not therats, M'lord. THEM™

"Hob," said Jim. "I'm not making head or tail of this. Where did you pick up
such awild story?"

"It'sno wild story, m'lord! It's the truth. It's history—their history and mine and
the history of every hob thereis. They're goblins, m'lord, just like we are—only
we're adifferent kind of goblin, and always were. Maybe | should tell you the
whole story, right from the beginning."

Jim glanced over at Angie, but she was still slegping undisturbed. If their voices
hadn't wakened her before this, it wasn't likely they would now.

"Go ahead," he said. "But keep your voice down."

"It'san old, old story," said Hob, low-voiced but earnest, "hundreds and
hundreds of years old. But once all the goblins were part of the Kingdom of
Demons and Devils."
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"Including hobgoblins?'

"We weren't called by that name, then. Then, we were just goblins like the rest of
them—only now and then one of us would be born different. | mean, we were al
part of goblin-kind, but mixed in with the rest, except we didn't want to do mean
and terrible things to everyone else. Like the others did. And the other kind of
goblins hated us for it. But they weren't doing too much to us about it—at least,
not then. But they said we kept giving goblin-kind a bad name among the devils
and demons—and they had to bear that because of us."

Jm sat down. Thiswas evidently going to be anything but a short story. Hob
remained standing, shoulders squared.

"It was a bad place, that kingdom, m'Lord. A terrible place,”" he said. "It held—
and still does—those like that Ahriman we faced when we brought back Lady
Geronde's father..."

His voice softened for amoment, and for that movement his gaze became absent.

"... It must be wonderful to be afather. A hob almost never is—or a mother. But
the other goblins—that's why there's so many of them—"

He broke off, pulled himself together and went on.

"I never thought then, long, long ago, that I'd ever find myself actually face to
face with Ahriman—Iet alone pushing him back the way we did, back into the
kingdom. In the early times, he and those with him were called the Great
Demons. Below them came rank on rank of the Lesser Demons, like that djinn
we met on the same trip. And then at the very bottom there were us, the goblins,
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and we were called the Least Demons by all the rest. The kingdom swarmed,
earth, water and air filled thick with all those wanting to get out into the world,
hurt and kill... too many of them to count."

Jim found his mind boggling. That many individual entities with only one wish.
It wasn't believable.

"They must have had some other aim besides just doing harm," he said. "That
many couldn't al just live for just that alone!"

"Not al, m'lord. There were we few hobs—though not called that yet, as| told
you, m'lord. But all the rest, m'Lord—they liked being cruel. They lived for it.
The Great Demons had very terrible powers of magic. With those they'd work on
one man, say, who was very powerful or ambitious among humans—aKing or
an Emperor, or somebody who just for the moment was able to do great harm.
And because of the demon-work, that person would end by doing what the
demon wanted to happen, and hundreds or thousands of you humans starved, or
suffered and died—so that the demon who made it happen could watch and
enjoy what he saw happening.”

Oh, my Lord! thought Jim. A kingdom of sadists? | can't believe it!

"... but the moment that was all over," Hob was going on, "the Great Demon
who made it happen was all sour and unhappy and upset again as usual, and he'd
stay that way until he could do something like it again. And so it was with all the
L esser Demons, including even we goblins—though we were so weak in magic
all we could hope to do was creep into houses and play cruel tricks that weren't
strong enough to kill, inside. Like making maidservants spill boiling water on
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themselves."
Hob paused.

"But then trouble came!" he said, and stopped, and Jim realized these were
dramatic pauses, not the end of the story.

"—AIll over the world humans started making shields of what they believed in—
whatever their faith was, m'lord. Aslong as they really had faith in it shielding
them—all at once, goblins couldn't creep into houses, anymore. The L esser
Demons began to be stopped, too. Even, finally, the Great Demons found there
were places they couldn't go, people they couldn't touch or harm. Some humans
could walk right at as great a demon as Ahriman, like we did. Of course, they all
had to believe in something. | believed in you and your magic staff, m'lord—and
the demon had to back up, just as Ahriman had to when we walked at him on
that same trip to bring home Lady Geronde's father—"

I'll be damned: thought Jim. | knew it was the strength of spirit in each of us
holding hands as we walked toward that demon that was pushing him back, not
the staff, hard asit was for meto get it. The staff only focused what wasin all of
us. But never in a million years would | have dreamed Hoh could have known
that at the same time.

"—the Kingdom of Demons and Devils was all upset when they found they were
kept out,” Hob was continuing. "Everybody blamed everybody else for not
thinking, and doing something wrong. The Great Demons blamed the L esser
Demons, and all the Lesser Demons, down their ranks, blamed the L east
Demons for getting into houses and other buildings in the first place.”

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ight%2009%20-%20The%%20Dragon%20and%20the%20F.html (110 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:13



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

Hob paused again.

"And the Least Demons, the goblins, turned around and blamed us hobs!" he
said. "That is, m'lord, they blamed those of us who didn't want to do cruel
things."

"That's how it usually goes," said Jim.

"So they drove us out of the kingdom, killing those of us who wouldn't go, and
there we were, adrift in the world."

"How'd you survive?' Jim asked. "l know you really don't seem to need to eat,
hardly at all, but I'd think the loneliness, the cold—all the weather, in fact—"

"We discovered a wonderful thing, m'lord." Hob's eyes all but literally shone at
Jm. "All the things that kept the others of the kingdom from getting into human
buildings didn't stop us!"

Jim stared at him for afull fifteen seconds.

"Well, of course!" he said at last. "There was no desire to do harm in you—
nothing there to be kept out."

"Was that it, m'lord? Anyway, we crept in at first, into some building or other,
just to get out of that weather you mentioned. We hid very carefully at first, but
finaly all of us started exploring the buildings we were in—and we found
fireplaces, sometimes with fires in them. Warmth, m'lord! It was always warm to
hot in the kingdom, for all the other goblins couldn't stand fire, itself, and now
we had heat, and chimneysto hidein!"
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"And, of course," said Jm, "in time the people in the house began to catch
glimpses of you, and eventually they got to know you, so here you are today."

"Y es, m'lord, and how lucky | am to be your hob! The one thing I'm sorry for is
that the only magic we had as goblins was the little magic, and the only part of
that they didn't think to strip from us as they drove us out was the one they no
longer could use themselves, the ordinary magic for entering strange houses and
other places. My regret is| no longer have any magic at all to usein your
service, as even aone-time Least Demon should.”

"No magic?' said Jim. "What about your being able to ride the smoke halfway
around the world—and being able to thin yourself down so much you can go
through the crack of atight-fitting, locked door?"

Hob stared at him for a second.

"Oh! forgive me, m'lord," he said. "But are those truly magic—I mean magick
like you do—is that the way | should say the word?"

"You say it any way you want."

"Oh, then I'll say it the way you do... magick. Thank you m'lord. But all our
hobs can do those things. How would we get them?"

"My guessis,”" said Jim, "you were used to making magic—small magic, if you
say so0—and when what you had was taken away, you simply made morein its
place. Only, thistime it was magic that helped you in your new life, asthe magic
you had before was built to help goblinsin your old."

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ight%2009%20-%20The%20Dragon%20and%20the%20F.html (112 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:13



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

"You really think so, m'lord?"
"l do."

"I'm magic! I'm magic!" cried Hob happily. More than you think, thought Jim,
remembering how Hob had warmed the icy heart of the Witch Queen of
Northgales, down in Lyonesse. In his excitement Hob was now turning a perfect
cartwheel—Dbut then he instantly sobered up.

"Oh! Forgive me, my lord. I'm so sorry—"
"It'sal right."

"Thank you, m'lord, but | must be serious. It's so important you understand. To
make along story short, in the end the other demons drove all the goblins out of
the kingdom, and persecuted them once they were out. In defense, the goblins
went deep—very deep in the earth, where demons and devils don't like to go.
There, their only enemies are the gnarlies, though the gnarlies, being so tough
and strong, it usually costs them more than they win to fight them. But that's
why they're called the deep-earth goblins to this day, and now there's thousands
and thousands of them. But their greatest hatred still isn't on the demons that
threw them out, or even on us quiet hobs. It's you humans they hate, blaming you
for doing things to your houses so they couldn't get in. For along, long time
they've wanted to pay you all back, and now with the sicknessto help, they're

trying."
He stopped. Jim looked at him.

"But what's all thisto do with you wanting a sword?' he asked.
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"Last night was just the beginning, m'lord," said Hob earnestly. "But | know
goblins. I'm the only one here who really does. They've let us see them, they'd
never have done that unless they had at last thought they could finally pay
humans back for locking them out of their human places. Either now they can
get around the faith that's kept them out before, or they've found out how they
can get into houses and buildings in spite of it. We will have to fight them for
our lives, m'lord, and | must fight with you. They must see a hob matching them,
weapon for weapon. | need a sword—areal sword!"

"Y ou don't know how to useit."

"I will learn."

Jim stared at him. The little fellow meant what he said.
"Comeon," he said. "We'll go talk to the castle blacksmith."

"Of course," said the blacksmith, aimost cheerfully. He could not quite manage a
real cheerfulness, being the kind of person who usually went about growling at
people—so much so that the rest of the staff visited his open-sided smithy in the
courtyard only when they had to. But it did not pay for the most skilled artisan to
growl at hislord. "I'll make him a pretty little sword."

"| want areal sword!" said Hob. "A killing sword."
" 'Course you do," said the blacksmith, winking at Jim.

Jim did not wink back.
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"That'sright," said Jim. "A sword just like my own, but his size. Harkye, Master
Blacksmith, that means a working blade."

The blacksmith, stared, open-mouthed.
"Y ou heard me," said Jim.

The blacksmith literally wrung his hands.
"But, m'lord, | can't do that!"

"Youcanif | tell you to."

"But | can't—I mean, m'lord, | would do so, right now, right willingly. But | just
can't! | haven't the metal. | haven't the Mystery. | haven't the skill in my hands.
My lord—it takes a swordsmith to make a weapon such as you ask for!"

Jim stared back at him. The man was right, of course. The "Mystery," the exact
method by which the blade must be shaped and tempered, was a guarded secret—
many guilds had such—and the guild of Swordsmiths would have been careful

to keep the knowledge hidden from someone like an ordinary blacksmith.
Experts were needed at this point.

"Get me Theoluf!" Jim snapped.

"Get His Lordship his squire—and be quick about it!" snarled the blacksmith to
his closest journeyman-assistant, who had been standing by, staring and
listening, up to this point.

"At once, m'lord! At once, Master!" The journeyman went off at at arun, still
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wearing his leather apron.

He was back in no time at all, unexpectedly followed by two others. one was
Brian, and the other was obvioudly the knight who had been his guest and come
down to Malencontri with him on Jim'sinvitation. They had plainly been out
hunting. They both wore the heavy-leather outer clothing useful to men who
might need to gallop or run through brush, and both were wearing their poniards
aswell astheir swords.

However, Jim got ajolt on seeing the guest. He was one of the last men Jim
would have expected to find visiting with Brian—Sir Harimore Kilinsworth,
whom Jim had met for the first time at the Earl of Somerset's castle. He was a
little taller than Brian, but moved with the same lean, eager, supremely confident
manner. He sported one of the little mustaches that were fashionable at this
period, but was otherwise as clean-shaven as Brian.

The two men obviously respected each other for their strict adherence to their
knightly vows and military skills—in which they were a class by themselves.
But Jim had always understood that otherwise they were at swords points.

But they came up now behind the panting journeyman-hel per, who came running
ahead to unnecessarily announce the arrival of Jm's squire, Theoluf—
unnecessarily, since in fact Theoluf had already arrived ahead of him.

"No proper metal to make a sword?' demanded Theoluf of the sweating
blacksmith. "Don't tell me you have no store of broken swords or other weapons!
Get them out!"

"Get them out!" barked the blacksmith at the journeyman-apprentice. "Don't just
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stand around there all day!"

"Y es, Master—yes, m'lord" gasped the journeyman, and plunged through a door
to the back room of the smithy.

There was a grunting and a jangling of metal as the journeyman brought out
armloads of old iron in the shape of damaged swords, daggers—from brasards to
poniards—spear points, half-cracked halberds, pikes and other damaged or worn
fighting equipment, and spilled them up in front of the smithy in the courtyard,
along with a broken saw and some reaping hooks—rusty, nicked, or otherwisein
bad shape.

Brian and Sir Harimore immediately plunged into the pile, searching and
examining like boys on atreasure hunt—and incidentally betraying at least one
reason why they had followed Theoluf here. The blacksmith and the journeyman
stood as they were, making no move to interfere. These two were belted knights,
if they chose to take precedence in rummaging through the pile before them,
who was to say them nay? But Theoluf, who had been a chief man-at-arms for
years before the rare lack of anyone else suitable had raised him to the
gentlemanly rank of squire, had dealt with the higher ranks before.

"By your great grace and pardon, sirs," he said, and he did not keep a note of
asperity completely out of hisvoice, "my lord is engaged in a matter of some
importance here, and it is necessary that | examine the old iron myself as soon as
possible."

Both Brian and Harimore were completely aware of the fact that either one of
them could handle Jim with one hand tied behind his back, and the elbow of the
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other tied to his side—plus a blinding hangover to boot. But they both backed
away instantly.

Jm was their host. It was his castle, hisiron, and they were here only by his
courtesy in inviting them. Theoluf dug into the pile and began to come up with
his own choices fromit.

"Y ou say you lack the metal to make a sword, Master Blacksmith?' Theoluf
said, waving arust-streaked blade with the last third of it gone near the tip end.
"Herein this heap is good striking metal enough to rearm all our castle's fighting
men—once it has been recut, sharpened and fastened to a new hilt and hold! But
you are not being asked to rearm us all, merely make one good, battle-worthy
sword for a hob less than half aman's size... and perhaps a dagger and shield to
go with it!"

"Well, | doubt a shield, now..." began the blacksmith, gathering his courage but
sounding remarkably timid in spite of all that.

"Use your wits, man! Shields are not solid iron—if they were, the weariness of
shield-arms would make many encounters much shorter than they are. Also, the
function of the shield isto turn ablow. To be sure, it isafine thing to have that
well-polished, shining surface on which isacoat of arms. But thereisno
guestion of coats of arms here, any more than there would be for one of our
common armsmen, and strips of iron, laid close together, will turn a sword edge
aswell asasolid cover. True, a spear point may catch on the line between two
strips, but there is no question of the hob riding with couched lance, either!"

"What you say is true—" began the blacksmith.
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"Then get on with it. Y ou may need the help of Master Carpenter and others, but
| leave the small parts up to you."

“I'm glad you're here," said Jim to Brian and Harimore. "l was going to find you
and ask you about this. Brian, you know our hob well, but of course, Sir
Harimore, you know nothing about him—that's him, standing right over there."

He gestured at Hob, who had backed off some little distance so as not to intrude.
He had been looking excited, hopeful, worried—and showing half a dozen other
emotionsin a sort of kaleidoscope of reaction as he listened. He was resisting his
frequent tendency to stand on one leg, however, and still had the squared-
shouldered, upright stance he had shown Jim in the Solar.

"Indeed, Harry," said Brian unexpectedly. "He has been with James and myself
on many a dangerous expedition, and shown great bravery as well as sharp wits.
| do not believe there is another hobgoblin living who has had such adventures
and carried himself so well."

"It'strue. Thanks, Brian," said Jim gratefully. Brian had unknowingly given him
the excuse to speak, and now was the time to follow up with the information. "It
just happened that today he was able to tell me something that touches all
England—perhaps touches the whole world. | can't, unfortunately, tell you the
details because it involves magic. But it's the reason we now need him not only
armed but able to fight with the rest of us."

"Armed? Fight? A hobgoblin?' Sir Harimore stared at Jim.

"Yes!" said Jm. "As| say, | wish | could tell you more so that you could see the
need of it, but as a Magickian my lips are sealed.”
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Mentally, he crossed his fingers, remembering that Brian had told him Sir
Harimore's respect for his knight's vows and obligations were as strict as those of
Brian himself. Would they, in this case, tip him toward acceptance of an armed
and battle-ready hobgoblin—or against the very idea? Jim could not directly lie
to the man, but—he was suddenly inspired.

"As| said," Jim went on, "my lips are sealed. | can only give you my word he
must be armed and learn to fight."

"| accept your word of course, Sir James," said Harimore stiffly. *"No more need
be said."

"Weéll, there'sjust one thing more," said Jim. "l was going to try to give him a
lightning-swift course in how to use his sword and shield—"

"James, there is no thing such!" said Brian, looking embarrassed. 'The art of
arms cannot be taught in an hour or a day—"

"I know that," said Jim hastily. "But there are afew necessary things to know,
such as how to hold your sword and how to strike with it, regardless of what
your enemy might be doing in the same movement. I'd hoped | could at least
show that much to Hob." Mentally he crossed his fingers again before going on.
"And then—if you will forgive me, sirs—it came to me that two gentlemen like
yourselves, learned in the art, might be willing to at least teach such ssmple
things correctly, where | could likely not..."

He let hisvoice trail off hopefully. Brian, he knew, loved to teach, but Jm had
never heard of Sir Harimore Kilinsworth educating anyone in the skills he was
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so good at himself.

"Hah! No doubt!" said Harimore. "But there must be something of a makings of
aman to start with—catch that!"

With the last words, and so swiftly that Jim had barely time to realize the knight
had done it, he had drawn his needle-sharp, razor-edged poniard and thrown it
tumbling through the air toward Hob.

Hob, looking puzzled, watched the approaching weapon until it was almost upon
him, then took one step aside, picked it out of the air by its hilt and started
carrying it back to Harimore.

"Hmpf!" said Harimore, in an obvious tone of surprise, then lifted his voice to
speak to Hob again. "No! Hold to it! Go back where you were."

"Yes, m'lord." Hob obeyed. Harimore poked through the pile and came up with
the amputated handle of a diseased-looking half-pike.

"Come," he said to Hob, and when Hob came, he handed him the handle. "L et
me see you cut that—with my poniard."

"Yes, m'lord."

Hob lifted the poniard and brought its blade down edgewise on the old, dark
wood of the handle. A little of the dry, hard wood chipped off, but that was the
only result.

"Soitisreveaed," said Harimore, turning to Jm and Brian, who had drawn
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close to watch. "Natural speed of eye, hand and body make for a good
swordsman, but what isit of worth if he has no strength of body?"

"Forgive me, my noblelord," said Hob in asmall voice, "but did you mean you
wished me to cut the staff in two?"

"Of course."

"Oh!" Hob picked up the ancient half-pike handle with one hand and lifted the
poniard. He brought the weapon down again—>but this time with a difference.
This time his whole body arched to the blow and his feet | eft the ground as blade
met wood. The hard, dry pike handle opened up—not completely, but the
handle's two end-pieces fell apart, all but perhaps half an inch of wood clinging
to both ends at the bottom of Hob's cut.

Brian and Harimore stared at each other in what was plainly amazement.

You see what he can do if hetries! Jim was about to say, when he discovered
there was no need. Brian exploded as Harimore stared. "A drawing cut! He used
adrawing cut—you saw it yourself, Harry!" he cried.

A drawing cut was where the blade was pulled along the surface it contacted, so
as to make a deeper wound. Brian had mentioned it from time to time, but it was
never one of the things Brian had attempted to teach Jim.

"| saw," said Harimore. "I still believe he will make the equal of afighting man
only by an Act of God—" he crossed himself"—»but | own you were right, Brian
—and my Lord Sir James. The makings of asmall fighter at least may be there.
If you will adventure, Brian, to teach him some simple matters of weaponry, so
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will | also."

Chapter Ten

Cheerfully, Jim left them all and went on hisway. Now, finally, for alook at
how they were coming with the Nursing Room—al so the chance to get some
idea of how the people of Maencontri were reacting to this terrifying shadow of
plague creeping upon them. He found the place in the servants' quarters which
had been chosen—almost certainly by Angie, who knew these precincts much
better than he did.

It had already been walled off to make alarge separate room—that was what had
probably kept Angie awake and up while he slept. She would have wanted to
supervise the work closely until it was done.

The door in the new front wall was wide open, and a considerable din was
coming from within. Instead of simply walking straight in, he stepped to one side
of the door and peered inside. The room reeked of pennyroyal—the herb that
fleas did not like.

The men and women at work there had already knocked out a hole for a window
in the stone outside wall of the room, but the glassto put in it had not been
fetched from the storage room on the Solar floor, where an eye was kept around
the clock on something so precious and expensive—and, above all, so breakable.

The eight spare beds Malencontri had had been placed in arow, along with a
number of pallets. The single fireplace that had existed there before this section
of the larger room was walled in was being enlarged to three timesits original
size, with achimney to match. A sort of platform about the height of the daisin
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the Great Hall that held the high table—but about half its circumference—was
being built.

But among all this activity was a strangely merry air. To Jm's surprise, the
workers were responding ailmost as if what they were preparing for was the
wedding dinner that was to be held at the end of the week. Nobody was sick yet,
seemed to be their attitude, and this break in regular routine was an occasion for
games, practical jokes and general buffoonery.

Jim stopped snooping and strode into the room.

"What isthis, agame of some kind?' he roared at them in his best autocratic,
dominating voice.

There was instant silence, instant stiliness. Nobody moved. All faces were
completely sober, completely humorless.

But he was not fooled. In spite of their appearance of being struck dumb and
motionless by the mere appearance of Authority, he knew perfectly well the
moment he walked back out of the door, the joking and general merriness would
be going full-blast again. The cheerful glint of their eyes gave them away. They
knew him too well. Angie might not spoil the servants as Geronde claimed, but
by now all those at Malencontri knew Jim's bark bore the same resemblance to
his bite as the gentle mouthings of an adoring domestic dog to the driving fangs
of awild wolf.

He walked further into the room.

"Isthisall that's been done so far?' he said in the same hard voice. "We may
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haveto do it all over again!”
He saw the glints go out in afew of the eyes—but not many.

"M'lord," said the Master Stone Mason, whose graying hair, age and authority
gave him something of alicense to ask questions. " Tistrue the plagueisin
L ondon?"

"Yed!" said Jm.
" Tisagreat distance London is from here."

"Perhaps not to the plague," said Jim. "Last night, escorting the Bishop home, we
were attacked by demons, riding on gray rats and carrying lances tipped with
diamonds."

Instant reaction on the part of everyone at the word "demons." Clearly the men-
at-arms had been following the custom among the staff of taking an unofficial
day off after they had returned from atrip, and had made a suitably spine-
chilling tale of their adventures.

But Jim went on quickly before Malencontri's Master Stone Mason could hint at
other arguments. "What's this?"

He kicked the edge of the platform.

A number of people who were standing on it decided to get off, revealing the
fact that it was completely carpentered, but so far had neither paint nor any kind
of superstructure on it. It was simply an elevated platform holding achair, a
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small table, two busy women and what looked like a sawn-off lower half of a
small wine barrel. Sitting in the chair was the Serving Room Mistress, Gwyneth
Plyseth. Standing beside her was May Heather, officialy her apprentice—though
lately May had been acting more like an auxiliary Serving Room Mistress
without title.

Jim stepped up on the platform and strode ominously toward them (just in case
one or other of them had been exceeding orders—neither he nor Angie had
spoken of this sort of structure). Mistress Plyseth got up—awkwardly, because
of her arthritis—and curtsied to him. May followed suit. She had grown a good
deal more expert in that polite maneuver lately, Jim noticed.

"Sit down, Mistress!" Jim growled at Gwyneth. With gratitude plain on her face
—her joints as a'ways pained her in the fall—she sat. "What is all this?"

He waved his hand in the general direction of platform, barrel-half, and the two
of them.

"Please you, m'lord," said Gwyneth, " 'tisfor the Chief Nurse, and all the things."
"All the things? What things?"
"Oh, amort of things, m'lord. The pair of terriers from the kennels—"

Jm had to admit to himself that it had never occurred to him that the terriers,
kept for following asmall prey down into its den, and feisty as the day was long,
would be sure death to any surviving rats that followed their noses toward the
smell of food in the Nursing Room. But Gwyneth was going on listing what
seemed to be innumerable items.
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"—more pallets and bedding, fast as we can make or sew them together, a
sandbox to reheat the soup that comes from the kitchen for our sick ones—"

"I takeit," Jim interrupted, "you're going to be the Chief Nurse herein the
Nursing Room?"

"Yes, mlord, if you can spare me from my duties in the Serving Room for some
hours aday—and if | do say it myself, being older and some wiser than any
other for the work. May Heather will take over my place either there or here if
I'm gone, if sobeit that meets with your approval."

She started to struggle up from her chair to curtsy again.

"Sit!" said Jim, adding as she sank back with a breath of relief, "Just tell me one
thing more. What's this barrel for?"

"Why, for the tar, m'lord."
“"Tar?'

"Oh yesindeed, m'lord. 'Tis said when they sicken with the plague they get these
great swellings upon them, and there's nothing like heat to take your swellings
down. To put hot compresses on awhole roomful of sick and keep they
compresses warm and in place would take as many nurses as sick. But a great
spoonful of hot—well, not too hot—tar put on each swelling would keep the
warm on it for some time, nor be like to dlip off as a compress would. So welll
keep this barrel warm and ready for each new one as he comesin. All in all,
everything will be kept here on this platform, close to hand, and a nurse can call
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to me from anywhere in the room, and I'll see we have what else is needed."
She beamed up to him, plainly waiting for a word or two of approval.

Jm cleared his throat. The thought of the stricken patients—or at least those
among them who would have the buboes, or "swellings' (not all forms of the
plague produced them)—and already suffering from those exquisitely painful
lumpsin groin or armpit—having hot tar poured on them while trying to endure
it with the stoicism of the age, was beyond imagination. It robbed him of words
temporarily, and left him without any of the quick excuses that usually came so
easily to him.

Gwyneth would have to be stopped from trying that barbarous, useless treatment
on her patients, but right now he could not think of away to do it that would not
wound her. Well, he could think about it, and maybe Angie would have a
suggestion.

He turned back to the room and raised his voice.

"You've all donewell!" he told them. "But we need more done, and done faster!

L et's get that window in, and the glass in the window—and remember, | want the
window to open so we've got fresh air, too. Get back to work now, all of you. I'll
have some beer sent over."

The castle staff considered itself above cheering such an announcement, but a
strong murmur of gratitude went through the room as he dropped down to floor
level and made his exit.

If Angie had only been awake, it would have been useful to find out from her
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what she had done while he was gone, and what she had intended to do. But if
anyone ever needed sleep right now, it was she. Waking her up was unthinkable.
It didn't matter. The servants would tell him what she had done to further her
plans—or he would ssimply have to guess. Somewhere not too far off, she
seemed to have located a large supply of the pennyroyal. This room reeked with
its mint-like, musty-unpleasant smell.

One thing was certain. Running around to see what had been accomplished, the
way he had started to do with this visit to the new Nursing Room, was not the
way to get things done. The center of command at Maencontri had always been
the High Table in the Great Hall—the servants had taught him and Angie that
from the beginning. In situations like this, the procedure for him was to seat
himself at the High Table and call for conferences with his lieutenants.

Accordingly, he dropped by the Still Room to leave his order for the promised
beer, and headed for the Great Hall by the fast route through the servants
guarters. But when he was halfway through the now-empty Serving Room, he
heard the sound of women's voices from the area of the High Table. One was
Geronde's—sounding rather fierce at the moment—one was the voice of
Danielle, and one a voice he did not recognize.

He stopped, irresolute. It was his table, of course, and if he merely walked in,
looked surprised, and then stood hesitating for a moment, the owners of the
voices would take the hint and make an excuse to go elsewhere.

But his early training in twentieth-century manners disagreed with the practical
purpose for which he needed the table. So he hesitated where he was, and the
words from those at the table came clearly to his ears.

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ight%2009%20-%20The%20Dragon%20and%20the%20F.html (129 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:13



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

"... they'redl alike!" Geronde was saying, with what seemed to be considerable
venom. "Dependabl e as weather in springtime! He makes agreement, this
husband-to-be of mine, that | shall pass by Maencontri on my way from
Malvern, to ride up to Smythe Castle for alook at my future home with Brian!
But, when | get there he has gone and taken a guest of some sort. | ride hard to
get back here and find him and his guest—where?"

She paused, evidently to take a breath, and amost snarled the last word.

"Hunting!" She took another breath. "Of all things, with a wedding we've both
waited years for—hunting! As soon as he's back and | can say aword or two to
him, I'll tell him—"

Jim sneezed.
Damn pennyroyal! he thought. Maybe I'm allergic to it—
Then heforgot all about allergies.

There had been nothing he could do about the sneeze—no warning at all, and no
time to stop it even if he could have. The voicesin the Great Hall had fallen
suddenly silent.

There was no way out of this situation now. The faster he moved the better.

He strode the last few steps to the Great Hall as noisily as he could, and stopped
there suddenly, staring at those at the table as if startled to find them there.

"Forgive me, my ladies," he said, panting discreetly. "l didn't know you were
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here.

"Nay, forgive me, James," said Geronde. They were al rising. "I suggested we
get something solid to eat down here and we got to talking. Y ou haven't seen
Brian, | suppose?"

"Just afew minutes past,” said Jm. "In the courtyard. He and Sir Harimore had
just come from hunting. Just happened to run into them, while setting up things
for the plague—and getting things ready for your wedding with Brian."

"Wedding!" muttered Geronde between her teeth. "Oh, forgive me, James. May |
name to you Lady Joan Montacute, Countess of Kent. My lady, thisis Baron Sir
James Eckert, our host."

"Indeed, | guessed it might be so," said Joan. She made no attempt to give her
voice any particularly warm intonation, but the lightness of it, combined with the
young-looking Plantagenet features under the blond hair, gave it a quality of
friendliness that Jim could not help feeling. "It is an honor and my great pleasure
to know you, my lord, but it is clear you have much on your hands at present.
We must make haste to withdraw."

And so they did.

Jim seated himself at the table, which still held severa plates of foods and part-
empty wine cups. A small mouse of a servant—another recent recruit, looking to
be about ten or twelve years old—crept out of wherever she had been hiding to
stand beside his chair.

"May | fetch you something, Y our Lordship?"
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"M'lord can do for everyday purposes,” said Jim kindly. "Nothing to eat or drink.
But get me my sguire—you know Theoluf."

"Oh yes, your m'lordship."
Jim sighed internally. She would learn.

"I want him. | also want my Master of Hounds, my Stable Master, and | want
Mistress Plyseth of the Serving Room—no, not Mistress Plyseth, she's needed
where she is—get me her apprentice, May Heather. May Heather will help you
to get used to things here—tell her | said she was to help you."

"Y es, your m'lordship.”
"Run along then." She ran.

Who could tell? In twenty years she could turn out to be one of the most
valuable members of the staff.

"At your service, mlord," said Theoluf, appearing.

"Theoluf," Jim said, "what's our strength of men-at-arms right now in the castle
—I mean of healthy men?"

"Frank Short's still not full healed, m'lord—of those cuts he got from his fight
with the Bishop's armsman—~but they're nothing to stop him if he's needed.
Counting him, we've got twelve, counting Y ves Mortain as chief man-at-arms.”

"If the plague gets this far west and word gets out we're plague-free here, there
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could be alot of people outside the castle trying to get in. Maybe even neighbors
—perhaps men of rank. We're setting up a pavilion outside for a quarantine
station, but those of rank and others may demand to come in directly."

"Very true, m'lord."

"They must be refused, Theoluf!"

"Aye, my lord!"

“Now, should we try to get more armsmen while we can still get healthy ones?"

"I like to watch each one amonth at least, before | keep him. Have we that time
—pardon my plain speaking, my lord?"'

"No. | don't think we have."

"Then no, I'd rather not. In the field, maybe. But we've got stout walls to stand

behind and servants who've borne steel cap and spear before. | could drill them
some on the way they run up the steps to the wall and take their place there, so
their caps and spears make them look like better-trained fighters."

"Do that," said Jim. "Now, | may be gone when you have trouble—or sick myself

"God forfend, my lord!" Theoluf crossed himself.

"But | may be. How well will you and my lady work together defending the
castle? Speak your mind on this."
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"I will, my lord. My lady and | have faced attack here—though they were mostly
mere brushes—when you were gone. We are of like mind in such a defense. |
would rather have her over me than many a belted knight I've known. She is not
rash—and that is athing of value."

"Good."

"Good itis, my lord, and, if | might be so bold, it may well not come to this. Sir
Brian or the Master Bowman may be here when you are gone. Also neither Lady
Geronde nor Mistress Danielle lacks some experience to command as | would, or
better, should any mischance befall me."

"It's good of you to remind me of that—"

Jm broke off in mid-sentence and rose to his feet, seeing Prince Edward was
approaching at a swift pace through the Serving Room.

"Your Grace!" said Jm. "l thought you had left us this morning early."

"| had so planned,” said Edward brusquely. "But—James, come down from
there, will you, and let uswalk aways. | must talk to you."

"Certainly, Your Grace," said Jm, inwardly grinding his teeth at the interruption.
"Theoluf, we will continue our talk later. Wait me here."

He stepped down from the dais and walked off with the Prince through the
Serving Room, where he now saw his Master of Hounds, his Stable Master and
May Heather, with the mouse at her side, also waiting for his attention.
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"Damned nonsense, dealing with the routine running of a castle," said the Prince,
noticing the direction of his glance, then dismissing the three waiting in the
Serving Room as if they did not exist. "But never mind that, James—Ilet us find
someplace privy, in which to talk—"

They had passed through the room, and the Prince turned right toward the foot of
the stairs that wound up the inside of the tower. There was no onein sight.
Edward stopped and turned to Jim, who stopped al so.

"Y ou dealt me a shrewd blow yesterday, James," the Prince said. "l do not blame
you for being bound by the laws of your order—but it was a shrewd blow, a
shrewd blow nonetheless. Where | had asked for help and never doubted it
would be forthcoming, there was none—but enough of that. We Plantagenets
know how to take misfortune, James—"

Not without a lot of talk about it, thought Jm.

"—3S0 | was determined and ready to take horse this morning to Tiverton and
look elsewhere for what was needed. But last night Joan—the Countess—made a
suggestion at which the very saints would marvel. She has great wits for such
coils asthis. Much better than mine ever were—though | doubt not she would be
sadly lost about what to do with an army on the field of battle. Whereas [—but
that is not the point here. It was quite simple—so simple. Y ou will go back to
Tiverton with me to meet with my father for the first time! Y ou have never met,

| understand—nhaving merely written him for permission to rid the land of the
evil inthe Loathly Tower—and received his gracious agreement back by letter."

He stopped abruptly.
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"Y ou do not see the cleverness of that? Neither did I, James, neither did |—at
first. But then she explained—" The Prince failed to notice that Jim had clamped
his teeth at that mention of hisletter to the King. There had never been such a
letter, and the story of it had been a complete fabrication on the part of one or
more of the ballad singers who went about the land making their living by
embellishing the latest news for entertainment. They had thought it afar more
heroic reason for such a deed than the mere rescue of the woman Jim intended to
marry.

"Well, then," said Edward, "you are long overdue for aroyal audience, and with
my father nearby, why not now?"

"Why should my meeting him help you?' said Jim, driving to the heart of the
matter.

"Why, once you are known by His Majesty, al but near neighbors, guesting back
and forth is natural. Further, it will turn out that | discover one of your guestsis
my old playmate Joan of Kent, for whom | have afondness. | can then go back
and forth between Tiverton and Malencontri frequently. Sir Verweather may
come to you when | am not here to tell you of your audience with my father, and
on that trip find one of your castle wenches attracts him. He, too, then, will go
back and forth as opportunity presents, but never at thetime | do so. Asthereis
little to do for the gentlemen of His Majesty's wardrobe at Tiverton, it may often
pass that he and | must cross paths as | come and he goes—or otherwise."

Edward stopped and looked at Jim triumphantly.

"And on those crossings,” he said, "we will find opportunity to stop and discuss
—what we must discuss! What could be wrong with all that?"
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Just the whole practical universe! thought Jim savagely. Clearly, Edward did not
take the danger of plague seriously. But changing his mind in that would not be
done with an impromptu word or two now. At the moment, the best tactic would
probably be to pretend to accept thisidea—at least until he could talk it over
with Angie.

"[t's certainly worth considering, Y our Grace," he said, "but there may be some
necessary difficultiesif the plague movesin on us—"

"Come, James!" said Edward. "1t will get no further west than London, and if it
does, and this plan matures, | give you my word to get you, your wife and ward
and the families of your companions, Sir Brian and that archer fellow, his name
dlips my mind at the moment—something not English—all to safe haven at
Tiverton, where Verweather assures me the servants keep thingsin such a
perfect state of cleanliness that no disease could dlip past the gates.”

He turned to mount the stairs.

"But now | must dress and to horse, if | wish to be back at Tiverton before deep
dark."

Chapter Eleven

Jm returned to the High Table, along the way collecting the three patiently
waiting for him in the Warming Room. He sat down at the High Table,
beckoning the huntsman to him first.

"That idea of a couple of terriers to take care of any rats that get into the Nursing
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Room was a good one, Master Huntsman," he said, sitting down. "Whose idea
was it?'

"Mine, m'lord. My father was a miller, and we always had terriers around for the
rats."

"How many more have we got?"

"None, m'lord. Craving your pardon for saying it, but it was last March |
mentioned there was a litter of at least four more new pups at Sir Hubert's for the
having."

"Last March there was no plague in England, Master Huntsman." Jim had
learned almost never to admit afailing on his part to any of his underlings. Not
only didn't they expect it, but it actually made them uncomfortable. They
preferred to think of him as always trustworthy, never wrong. But the Master
Huntsman was annoyed at Jim for almost never going hunting, and in addition
he had strict ideas as to what was proper in the kennel of a castle this size.

"Where can we get some more terriers now, then? Or could we use the hounds
instead?"

"No, m'lord. There are no more terriers to be had now, and hounds will chase, of
course, but they rats are so nippy on the turns only aterrier can catch them."

"Very well. Y ou can go. Send the Stable Master to me."

"Yes, mlord," and the Master Huntsman went back to growl among his charges,
who all crowded around, licked his face and tried to calm him down.
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"Stable Master," said Jim. "We could end up in something like a six-month
siege. How are we supplied for fodder for the horses?"

"Six months—aye, twelve if necessary—" said the Stable Master, who was a
small, wiry man. "Harvest hay just in and granary's full."

"Good," said Jm. "Who'd take over at the stables, if anything—well, if anything
took you away from them for awhile?"

"You mean if | was to catch plague, m'lord? I've two good lads been coming
along for some time now. They could even do shoe-work if the blacksmith was
like-taken. The great thing for stable-work isto be able to get to know horses—
each horse and its own ways, | mean—and both these have that now. Would
m'lord care to look at them?"

"Maybe later," said Jim. "Thank you, Stable Master. That's al for now."

"Well, May," Jim said, asthe last of those who had been waiting came before the
High Table, "and what do you think of the Nursing Room?’

"I think it both wise and good, m'lord."

"Have you got any opinion—anything you'd say, one way or another—about
how it's being built?"

May looked alittle strange for a moment, staring at him—a split-second only—
then answered firmly.

"No, m'lord. None!"
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"Good," said Jm. "You know, May, my lady paid you a great compliment once,
gpeaking to me. She told me that I'd always get a straight answer from you.
You'd always tell me the exact truth, no matter what it might cost you to do that."

"I speaks my mind, my lord. Always have."

"I believe that, and so I'm going to ask you a question. If you can't answer it, or
don't want to answer it, that's al right. But if you have an answer to give me, it
might help with a problem I've got."

"Yes, my lord?

"What do you think of the Countess of Salisbury—the Fair Maid of Kent, as
most of the world still knows her?"

"Sheisagreat lady, my lord."

"But what is she otherwise being a great lady? What sort of person—what sort of
woman is she?"'

May hesitated, her face screwed up in thought.

"She's no weakling, m'lord. She's afighter, and not afraid of getting hurt if she
chooses wrong. But she's nice, too."

"Nice?"

"Yes, my lord. Y ou know—nice."
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Jim pondered. Angie had used that same word to describe Joan of Kent, and it
was not aword she used often. Now that he stopped to think of it, he had never
heard it used by one woman about another, here in this fourteenth-century world
—and also come to think of it, he could not remember hearing it used often, if at
al, by women of his and Angie's own original world.

What did the word mean to awoman's mind here? Men did not call each other
"nice," and if they had, it might well not have been a compliment—as it sounded
asif it was, here. Strange...

"Well, thank you, May," he said. "Y ou lived up to what my lady said about you.
Y ou can go now."

But she hesitated, her eyes searching his face.
"Was what | said any use to you, m'lord?"
"You were agreat help."

"Good!" said May, and went off.

L ater on he got a chance to ask Angie. By that time, though the late end-of-
summer twilight still lingered outside the windows, they were together, back up
in the Solar, getting ready for supper down in the Great Hall, and Angie was
slept up and awake.

"Y ou said Edward's Joan was 'nice,' " he said to her without working up to the
subject. "This afternoon May Heather used the same word to describe her. What
did you and she mean by 'nice'?"’
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"What May meant by it—" said Angie muffledly through the gown she was
pulling over her head. Her face emerged, speaking clearly, "—I've no idea, of

course. | just meant 'nice.

"That doesn't help me much," said Jim. "I'd like to know if she's somebody who
can control the Prince."

"In some ways she probably can. | think so, anyway. But you have to make up
your own mind, and you haven't even got to know her yet. Why not? And why
do you want her to control the Prince?"

"I don't want to know if she can do it. | want to know how much of what he's
doing is her doing. He and the Bishop blow up at each other, she promises helll
be al over it in the next morning—and heis. | tell him | can't let him involve
Malencontri and us in what Cumberland could claim was a treasonable plot. He
amost blows up again. But the morning after that he shows up reconciled to it,
but with a brand-new plan she suggested to him. She sounds more like an

experienced con woman than someone 'nice.
"What plan?' asked Angie.

"For me to drop everything here and go meet the King at Tiverton." He told her
about it in all the detail Edward had given him.

"What atimeto ask you to go!"
"I know."

"Particularly with all this plague preparation, to say nothing of the wedding. If
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her marriage to Brian gets delayed any more, Gerondeisgoing to go up in
smoke!"

"She would, too," said Jim, thinking of Geronde.

"You can count onit," Angiesaid. "I've aready had to tell her it's got to be put
off at least one more week, and you ought to have seen her! | think for two
seconds she was ready to kill me—if she'd had a weapon to hand at the time."

"Another week? | don't blame her. Why that?"

"The plague preparations, for one. Neighbors from all over Somerset will be
coming. If we've got everything in place and finished by that time, it'll give them
achance to get used to all of it ahead of time. They'll just tell themselves we're
alarmists, or that maybe they ought to start fixing up their own places against the
sickness coming this far west—never thinking of the possibility they might be
among the people asking to be let into Maencontri, and finding themselves
being sent to the garantine pavilion instead."

"Well, yes, but—"

"All that to be done—plus the fact no one knew the Bishop was going to come
by here and bless the chapel, in the first place. But now he's done that, the place
has to be cleaned out and set up properly—and we've got to get Geronde's own
priest from Malvern to hold Mass after the wedding."

"She doesn't have to have Mass after her marriage on the chapel steps, does she?
Most people don't."
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"But not when there's one suddenly available, like this—as if the place was
blessed specially for the wedding!"

“"Never did understand all that fuss over the chapel being unclean," grumbled
Jim. "Nobody ever was able to tell me why it should be. It was just saddles,
grain and other ordinary stuff that'd been stored init."

The fuss he spoke of had arisen during and after the period of Sir Hugh de Bois
occupation of Malencontri. As Jim had just said, the chapel, unused, had
gradually become a storeroom. It was only later that stories began to transform it
into a place of devilish worship and practice—Vvirgins abducted and raped, black
artsindulged in, and so forth.

But if the arcane filth of the stories had no basis in anything but the imaginations
of the countryside, more than afew years of dirt, grime and ordinary filth had
undeniably done its work. Jim could believe the wedding would have to be put
off to clean that out—on top of the additional labors of preparations against the

plague.

"But about the King wanting you—!" said Angie. "If the Prince just left, and if
his father wants to see you—come to think of it, he'll want you there ailmost
immediately) Four hours from now Edward could be telling him to expect you...
Jm—on second thought, you've got to go right away, as soon as you can."

"Right away? After you just finished reminding me of all the things needing to
be done here?"

"| can handle them! It'll be that much more impossible for you to go later on.
How can you leave if the wedding's just afew days away—or the day it's
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happening—or for that matter the next five or eight days while most of the
guests make a week-long celebration out of it. Kings don't like it when people
dawdle about coming when they're summoned! And that's what you've just been,
remember? Not invited—summoned!"

"Yes," said Jm, suddenly remembering. "Also, | wouldn't put it past Brian and
Harimore to organize a sort of tournament where the two of them could ride
against each other to show how it was done properly. Then all the young squires
and gentlemen could try some spear-breakings between them."

It was true. The fourteenth century did not lack for ideas when it came to
entertaining themselves.

"—And don't forget," whispered Angie as they finally entered the Great Hall,
fully and properly dressed. "Get to know Joan for yourself—there sheis," she
went on, like a mother coaching her small and bashful son, "you're the host—
you're supposed to say 'hello’ to her!"

"Hello," said Jim, going up to Joan—and checked himself, "which isto say, in
the language of the far-away land from which my lady-wife and | come—forgive
me for not welcoming you more properly to our small castle, but | only got back
late last night, and of course with this news of the plague there were matters |
should have seen to myself, had | been here—which required attention
desperately. None of which, of course, excuses my not waiting on you until now
to offer you al that Malenconti offers and contains—"

She smiled widely, unselfconscioudly, at him. The smile went well with the
fresh, young face under the blond hair. He noticed it made two dimplesin her
cheeks, one at each corner of her mouth.
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He was not someone who usually noticed dimples, and he had almost forgotten
that in this historical period the word "fair" meant blond first, and beautiful only
second. Joan of Kent seemed to merit both meanings—or was it her voice, the
easy charm of her attitude, that was making him think of her as beautiful ?
Dafydd's wife, Danielle, was an undeniable beauty—and knew it—but
somehow, Jim now found himself sure that if she and Joan were side by side,
Joan would win hands down—

He came out of hiswelter of thoughts with ajerk. She was talking to him.

"There is no need for such an elaborate apology, my good Lord Baron. | know as
well asyou that it is Edward with his special needs that has multiplied your
burdens at thistime. It is rather for me to apologize for adding to those burdens
by being here myself."

"No. Not at all—"

"Come, come, my lord—and may | speak you simply as Sir James, as all else
around you seem to do—Iet us speak plainly to each other."

"Certainly, my lady—"
"And you will address me simply as Lady Joan."

"I will be honored," said Jim, reflecting for the first time that it would indeed be
uncomfortable for someone socially sensible to speak formally to al around her
when they chatted comfortably among themselves on a casual level, "—and |
agree about speaking plainly, too. That aways makes things easier for everyone."
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Again she smiled, and the dimples were even deeper thistime.
"Asfor His Grace's specia needs—"

"L et us agree not to speak of them." It was remarkable the way she could
interrupt like that, thought Jim, without seeming to break in rudely. "I came with
him, because my Lord Salisbury isin France for four months yet, and Edward
needed someone who had faith he could defy Cumberland. What he has spoken
to me about his plans, and what he has said to you may be different parts of a
whole. If he had wished the two of us to know the whole itself he would have
told us so, | am sure. Since he has not—"

For once, it was she who was interrupted. The last two guests due to meet with
the rest of them for dinner had finally arrived. The latecomers were Brian and Sir
Harimore.

"Y ou are somewhat late, Sir Brian!" said Geronde with a curiously grating
undertone to her voice. Discomfort woke in Jim. Evidently the two had not had
time to iron out Geronde's upset even yet. Hastily, he spoke to Harimore.

"Sir!" he said. "The Countess Joan of Salisbury has not yet had the chance of
having you named to her. Perhaps | might do that now. My lady, may | name to
you Sir Harimore Kilinsworth."

Harimore turned for the first time to look squarely at Joan, and a remarkable
change took him over as he did so. He straightened up, took three steps toward
Joan and bowed—a bow that might have graced an introduction at court, but so
distorted by a sudden stiffness of al his body and a certain jerkiness with which
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it was performed that it became almost a parody of the polite gesture.
When he straightened up, his face had gone bony and grim.

"A great honor to be named to you, m'lady," he said harshly. "1 shall treasure the
moment in my memory."

Joan did not seem at all put out. She smiled as warmly at him as she had at Jim.
The smile, however, did nothing to soften Harimore's stiffness and grimness.

"It will be only fair, then," Joan said, "that | treasure it, too," she said. "I know of
you by reputation as afamous jouster."

"My lady," grated Harimore, "l have had some small success."
"You must tell me about it at dinner. | love to hear of such martial exercises.”

A light went on in Jim's mind. Of course, the two must sit together. That would
solve two problems at once: where to place each man to best fit in socially, and
how to separate Harimore from Brian, so that the table could avoid hearing the
two of them talking weapons all evening long—which might well lead to an
increase in Geronde's till lively anger.

"I shall look forward to it, my lady," said Harimore, with the demeanor of a
knight just told he was about to be tortured.

"And so shall 1." Joan glanced at Jim. " So, perhaps, with all of us being here
now, our host—"

"By al means!" said Jm. "Oh, my lady, | did not name to you aswell Sir Brian
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Neville Smythe—of the Nevilles of Raby."
"I encountered Sir Brian earlier in the day, and we are now acquainted."

"And," said Jim, looking at those at the table with hard eyes and no lowering of
hisvoice, "Master Archer Dafydd ap Hywel and his wife—"

"| have not yet met Master Dafydd, but | have already had the chance of meeting
for amoment only with hislady wife—" there was a delicate but precise
emphasis on the "lady" in Joan's clear voice. "l will be deeply pleasured to sit at
table with the paladin known as the Master of all Master Archers."

"Then," said Jim, relaxing with afeeling of relief, but with his eyes still holding
those of the other guests, "there is no need for further talk. If you will take this
chair here at the top of the High Table, Lady Joan..."

And they settled themselves to supper.

However, it was not a very successful dinner, though the quality and variety of
dishes served, the promptness of service and the best of high formal mannersto
avoid contention at table tried hard to make it so. Geronde and Brian were
plainly still not back on good terms, and the best efforts of Joan of Kent failed to
thaw by a degree Sir Harimore, who seemed to grow even more stiff, grim and
uncomfortable,

Jm watched him for along moment as the last of the meat courses was carried
off to make room for the desserts, then swiveled his gaze to catch Angi€e's
attention and raised his eyebrows. She answered with a slight shrug of her
shoulders, and with amomentary sideways glance directed his wordless question
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to Brian.

But Brian was not by nature or training accustomed to deciphering facial signals
aonein adelicate social situation. He paid no attention to Jim's attempts to catch
his eye.

Finally, the unhappy supper came to an end and the women went off together, at
Angie's suggestion that the men should be left to talk about theoretically more
important matters. Thisway of considering it hinted at some special, secret
reason for the gathering beyond eating—ypossibly an explanation as to why
Gentlemen and Ladies had found themselves sitting down to table side by side
with a common archer and hiswife... on the other hand, under the circumstances
—imaybe not.

One thing Jim was sure of was that the odd behavior of Sir Harimore would not
be discussed—not with Harimore still sitting at the table straight as an arrow,
upright and potentially as deadly as that same arrow shot by the Master of all
Master Archers from atable's length away. But as the women disappeared
toward the stairs leading to the Solar, Harimore gave a barely audible sigh, and
very visibly relaxed. He filled his mazer with wine, ignored the water pitcher
right beside him, and drank deeply.

"Nothing much larger than arabbit turned up on our hunt this morn," he
announced to the table. "In spite of the fact now is still the season for stags. But |
have found them strangely scarce elsewhere as well this year. | venture to say
none of you—" His eye checked on Dafydd, who had sat quietly through the
meal, having no one to talk to but Danielle, or Jim, who was at the far end of the
table from him. But then, Dafydd had never been the talkative sort, anyway.
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"—Venture none of you all had much luck this season," Harimore wound up.
"Woas that not so for you, Sir Brian?"

"What? Oh, stags. More or less," jerked out Brian, whose head was apparently
full of things he had not thought of in time to say to Geronde.

"Doubtless, it isall thisrain that is responsible," said Harimore, taking another
great swallow of wine and stretching out his legs under the table while leaning
back in his chair. "It meseems a matter of—"

He became visibly aware, suddenly, that the other three men at the table were
watching him intently, none of them drinking, and showing no indication of
picking up the conversation. His face stiffened again.

"Gentlemen—" he cleared his throat "—my lord, if you and these others would
be kind enough to forgive me, | find myself taken by an old malady for which
the only remedy isto lie down. It comes on suddenly and unexpectedly, as you
see. So, if you will graciously excuse my leaving you at thistime, | would
appreciateit."

Polite murmurs of agreement from the rest at the table. Harimore rose to his feet,
looking indeed somewhat wobbly and pale, descended from the dias and walked
off unsteadily in the direction of the tower stairs.

"Strange," said Brian, looking at the corner around which Harimore had
vanished. "In alesser man | would have said he was overcome with taking his
wine too quickly."

"I believe," said Dafydd, speaking for the first time, but in a courtly voice and
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with no tinge of deference, "the noble knight may be one of those uncomfortable
with women."

"Uncomfortable with women?' Brian stared at Dafydd, then frowned darkly.
"Dafydd, I'll have you know Sir Harimore cares—"

"Y ou mistake me, Sir Brian," said Dafydd, "indeed | would believe that he cares
for women very much. But the more he cares the more he is afflicted by the
curse of not being sure how he should act and speak in front of them—except in
certain instances wherein he has learned what to say and do. In al else, he knows
not what to do beyond making great show of not caring."

ANh? said the faces of the others.

"But in truth,” Dafydd went on, "the greater his care for awoman, the greater his
show of uncaring—to the point where he might seem offensive. | am afraid he
has been greatly taken by the Countess."

"Indeed?' said Brian. "I have never seen or heard of such athing. What makes
you so sure your thoughts are right?"

"| have seen at least two other gentlemen so afflicted—and one lady."
"A lady?' Brian stared.

"With her, of course, it was different. She wished much for a gentleman who
would care for her, but feared all men so greatly, she would never adventure
even a close friendship with anyone not awoman. A sad matter."
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"James?' said Brian. "Were you aware of such things—and what will cure
them?"

"I've run into one or two," said Jim, stoutly backing Dafydd, "but I've never seen
aman or woman as unhappy with that curse as Sir Harimore."

"What can be done for Sir Harimore, then, James? He is a highly respected
knight and debater with all weapons—but | would see him freed of this strange
curseif | could."

"If you mean amagical cure, Brian, there's none | know of," Jim said. "He may
only pray to be freed."

"I would not say otherwise," put in Dafydd. "Y et, there are forms of mannersin
speaking with alady in which he might avoid uncertainty, and in that way, with
practice come to be more at his ease. He could practice easy conversation with a
number of ladies until such talk comes naturally to him—it is no different than
practicing with bow at a mark, or practice with any weapon. In royal courts, such
as the one | have some familiarity with, many such conversations take place as a
natural course of things. It only requires the courage to begin."

"I will go surely for his courage," Brian said. Dafydd said nothing.
"I think Dafydd was speaking of another kind of courage,” said Jim.

"Nonetheless, if it would please you, Sir Brian," said Dafydd, getting to hisfeet,
"I do not know if he would listen—I am not a man of great estate or of
persuasion, look you—nbut if you think it might aid him, | would venture to ask
his permission to speak him on the subject, now."
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"Do you think now is the proper time?' said Brian. For while Harimore was a
fellow knight and a respected competitor, Dafydd had fought side by side with
Brian on severa occasions since the assault on the Loathly Tower, some years
back now. There was no question where Brian's loyalty lay if it came to achoice
between the two men. Furthermore, Harimore had no idea—because Dafydd had
asked his friends to keep his secret—that Dafydd was a Prince in his ancestral
Kingdom of the Drowned Land, and so Harimore might well dismiss any
approach by the bowman offhand.

"Sir Harimore is a'so among the most skilled in knightly weapons of all | know—
except perhaps Chandos," Brian added. "And while no one can touch you with
bow and arrow... also heisnot likely to be in the best of temper at the moment

"Be not concerned, Brian," said Dafydd, leaving the dais in the same direction in
which Harimore had departed. "While not a man of great persuasion, as| said, |
have some small skill of words. Our talk should not lead to anything more than
talk, and aswe all know, the best time to explain to arider what he did wrong is
just after hisfall from his horse."

He also walked off, tall and as self-contained as usual, and vanished behind the
corner beyond which the steps of the tower began.

There was an extended moment of silence at the table in the Great Hall.

"Thisis not the place for any further discussion on such a matter," said Brian to
Jm. "And, since supper is now over, |, for one, will beg forgivess. My Lady
Geronde will be with the other ladies in the Solar—I have not had a chance to
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say two words of ex—that is, two words to her—since she got back here. Come,
James, let us go up to my room where we can sit close and talk as friends
should.”

At this none-too-gentle hint, delivered in Brian's usual straightforward fashion,
Jim rose when he did.

Chapter Twelve

In honor of their status as the soon-to-be newly wedded couple, Brian and
Geronde had had Maencontri's largest spare bedroom set aside for them by Jm
and Angie. At least in part this had been done with an eye to the number of
guests who would want to crowd in after them when it came time for them to go
to bed on their wedding night.

Angie had been al for ruling out this raucous crowd who would seek to follow
the newlyweds up the stairs to be witnesses at their bedding. Jm had finally
managed to convince her that in fact Brian and Geronde would want those
followers along—even though the curtains around the bed would be drawn shut,
those people would be the required legal witnesses to testify to the
consummation of the marriage vows, which was necessary to make the marriage
legal in the eyes of the Church.

With the women who had |eft the table of course in the Solar now, as Brian had
suggested, Brian's room on the floor just below the Solar should be empty. Brian
and Jim reached the door—unlocked, of course, like every other bedroom door
in the castle—and Brian pushed it open and led the way in... and they both
stopped.
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Geronde was there, after all—alone, standing beside one of the arrow dlits that
looked out on the same area Jim had seen before sunup that morning. She turned
her face to them, then, and it was a face Jim had never seen on her before.

"Geronde!" Brian said, walking toward her. "We—I thought you would be with
the other ladies, talking in the Solar."

She held up aforbidding hand, and he stopped. They were only asingle long
step from each other, but now the distance was marked.

"Forgive me, my lord," she said, in a curiously harsh voice, "had | known you
might wish the use of this chamber—"

"It but happened James and | were left, the two of us, alone at the High Table
and were merely seeking some other place to talk."

"No doubt. As men talk. | have noticed, my lord, your partiality for the
conversation of men all your life, over that of women—or at least of the woman
who is myself. But | shall vacate this room immediately for your use. Excuse me

"Geronde!" said Brian. "Wait—there is no reason the three of us cannot sit and
talk. James and | had nothing in mind for conversation such as one wanders into
after agood dinner. Please... join us."

"You aretoo kind, Sir Brian. But | am sure my presence would only be an
intrusion..."

It was an exquisitely painful moment for all of them, including Jim.
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"No, | beg you. James, I'm sure, would be not averse to leaving the two of usto
ourselves—" Brian suddenly exploded into his full roar—"Damn it, Geronde,
what's wrong? Why won't you tell me?"

"Our wedding is put off at least aweek!" shouted Geronde. "A lifetime of
working, and loving and waiting—I break my neck only to get to Smythe Castle
and not find you there so we can go over the grounds together and | can plan
how to make the lands pay! And you—Yyou are down here! Out without acarein
the world—hunting!"

Without warning, she suddenly hurled herself into his arms, and Jim saw tears
rolling down her face, over the ugly scar left by the knife of Sir Hugh de Bois.

"How could you do thisto me?' she cried.
Jm slipped discreetly out the door, shutting it softly behind him.

Going away along the curving corridor with the sweat cooling on his face, he
swallowed, thinking of those tears. He had never thought of Geronde as someone
who could cry. This was the woman who had spat in Sir Hugh's face when he
had slashed that |eft cheek and threatened more of the same.

He cameto a halt in the corridor. Once again, he had had Carolinus at his side
and forgotten to ask the Mage if there was not some magic that would take away
that scar completely—it was beyond his own apprentice powers—Ileaving
Geronde untouched and beautiful, for she, too, was beautiful in adelicate, fine-
boned way. He had sworn to himself he would get that scar healed if he could
before her wedding to Brian.
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"Hell's bell's!" he told himself. He would do it yet. He would do it now—
whatever Carolinus was busy with.

"Carolinus!" he said loudly—and his voice rang enormousdly, strangely, off the
blank stone walls, floor and ceiling of the curving corridor, without as much as
an arrow dlit on its sheer outer side, forty feet to the ground.

"What isit?' said Carolinus, appearing immediately.
"Sorry to interrupt you—"

"Sorry to interrupt me—" began Carolinus, his gray eyebrows flying up his
forehead and hisvoicerising. "Did it ever strike you | might be involved in—
well, never mind what | wasinvolved in. You do not call me unlessit's an
emergency! One you can't handle!"

"Wéll, it is something | can't handle," said Jim awkwardly. "It's about a scar on
someone's face | don't know how to take off, magically."

"A scar? Already? Who do you know with a scar?"

"The same person you do!" said Jim, nettled as he so often and easily was by
Carolinus attitude. "Geronde has one."

"Hmm," said Carolinus, "so she has."
Jim stared at him.

"You never paid any attention to it?' he said.
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"|—waell, of course | noticed. It's been there..."
"Some years," said Jm harshly.

"Some years. Well, there you are. Of course | noticed, but with so many other
desperate things, this and that on my mind..." Carolinus eyes avoided Jm's and
his voice descended into an unintelligible mumble. "But why call me now, of all
times?' he wound up, his voice stiffening—but he still avoided Jim's eyes.

"I think we both forgot," said Jim, feeling much better the moment he had
admitted it. "But you see there's that ugly scar spoiling her face, and she's just
about to be married..."

"Oh, yes," said Carolinus in more normal tones. His eyes came up to meet Jim's.
"Then, of course—just how old is this scar?"

"She was cut by Sir Hugh de Bois right after Angie and | got here. Four? No,
fiveyears ago."

"Then | can do nothing with it. Fresh wounds you can handle yourself, of course.
But a scar, particularly an old one, is part of the living flesh around it. Maybe a
specidist... there must be some Magickian in the Collegiate who's taken an
interest in working with older wounds, or other disfigurements. Let me inquire."

"Time's short," said Jim.
"How short?"
"A little over aweek now, | think," said Jm. "It was to be three days away, but it
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may be put off a bit."
"Thank all good spirits!" said Carolinus. "Well, I'll do the best | can—"

"Any ideawhat it'll cost?' asked Jim uneasily, remembering the high price he
had paid for the white silk he and Angie had given the Bishop, and which
Carolinus had got from some Far Eastern Magickian intermediary. It was the
first time he had become uneasily aware of the soaring amounts of magical
energy changing handsin any deal between Magickians.

Usually the supplying Magickian had a monopoly on what was wanted and
intended to make the most of it.

"Never mind that. Y ou've only got an apprentice's resources, and | forgot, too,"
said Carolinus, vanishing.

Jim went on toward the tower stairs, feeling somewhat lighter of heart—but only
somewhat. If Carolinus could have handled it, removing the scar would have
been a great deal easier. Now it was surrounded by question. Could Carolinus
find the specialist? And if he found him, could the specialist do it—above all,
could he be found and do it in time?

But in any case it was out of Jim's hands now. He had reached the stairs and the
choice. Up or down? Upstairs, the odds were the other women were still in the
Solar. Downstairs one flight was the room of Sir Harimore, but he might not be
welcoming visitors just now, and if Dafydd was with him, then the two would be
best |eft alone together for what good Dafydd's words would do him—if
Harimore listened to them at all, that was.
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In the end Jim decided to return to his command post at the now abandoned High
Table and get a status report of how work was progressing from those who had
been put in charge of the various jobs of preparing against the plague. By the
time he had dealt with that, it would be late enough so he could reasonably go up
to the Solar, and by the ssimple fact of appearing there, hint that it was time for
the chamber to abandon its present role as a salon and return to the more private
one of being hisand Angie's bedroom.

It was a clever thought and he felt rather pleased with it until, halfway down the
stairs, his conscience accused him. Angie had little enough opportunity at the
company of other women. It was rare that Malencontri held at the same time so
many other talkable-to females. Therigid rules of rank of this historic period
dictated that it would not do for her to make close friends with those of lower
class. In any case, her position as Chatelaine of Maencontri made it unwise for
her do anything that would give the appearance of favoring one servant more
than another among the staff.

Some years of early-to-bed and early-to-rise habit had made him ready to fold up
much earlier than he had once been used to. He came to the bottom of the stairs
and plodded on, undecided, to the Great Hall. Perhaps he would just sit there
until Angie came to fetch him. It was usually the wives on these occasions who
had to look for, find, and drag their more-or-less drunken husbands off to bed.

The Great Hall was just as he had expected: clean, with fires blazing in all of its
three large fireplaces, and a fresh, white tablecloth on the table, with afew
dishes of cold finger-foods at one end, together with a couple of large pitchers of
wine, another of water, and half a dozen ordinary wine cups. It was, of course,
now doing duty as atable dormant: a twenty-four-hour source of food and drink
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if any guest woke hungry or thirsty in the night, or if some latecomer should
arrive, needing sustenance. True, the gates were closed, but this castle was the
home of a Magickian and anything could happen.

A whole castle, Jim said to himself, sitting and staring at the far end of the table,
with its food and wine—neither of which attracted him. Here |'ve got a whole
castle with no placein it for meto lie down or no oneto talk to...

He woke up suddenly to the fact he had been sitting here for several minutes and
no one had come to see what he wanted—which was unnatural. There was
supposed to be someone on Serving Room duty night and day.

Normally there would be a man-at-arms and a servant outside any room he was
in, and he could not go out without the word being passed that he was out and
about. But the last room he had been in was Brian and Geronde's, and evidently
no armsman or servant had been posted there yet.

Still, it was odd.

He got up, descended from the dais and walked into the Serving Room. At first
he thought it was deserted, and then he discovered the mouse, curled up asleep in
the little niche between the smaller stove and the wardrobe holding the mazers
and other tableware. A warm spot—both stoves were banked for the night, ready
to be fired up if serious heating of food was required. He stood for a moment
looking down at her, so completely childlike, tucked into that small space.
Something turned over inside him at the thought of waking her up.

But wake her he must. This was no way to pass a night's Serving Room duty—
particularly with guests in the house and a table dormant. She was probably not
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only the newest but the youngest recruit, and the least able to fight for her rights,
and so she had been stuck with the job. But it would have gone hard with her had
anybody but Angie or himself caught her like this. He would have to wake her.

He leaned over and gently shook one narrow shoulder.

She did not respond for along minute. Then her eyes opened sleepily, and she
looked up at him with no recognition at al for along second—until they flew
wide open and she scrambled to her feet.

"My—my lordship!" She smoothed her short gown, which had been washed to
the point that there was no telling what its original color had been.

"Just 'my lord," said Jim, still gently. "If you keep calling me 'lordship' the
others will make fun of you. Areyou all the way awake now?"

"Aye, my lordship—my lord!"

"Well, you run down to the servants quarters and get either May Heather or the
first servant you see—asleep or awake. Tell whoever it isto get to me here as
fast as she or he can—don't tell them you were asleep and | woke you."

"No, m'lord."
"Well, get going, then."

He watched her scoot off. He did not feel like going back to the High Table, so
he wandered around the Serving Room, looking at the stoves, the other
wardrobes, which held everything from clean, neatly folded tablecloths to certain
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dried or otherwise cookable-on-short-order foods, and racks holding cooking
tools and tableware. It really, he decided, packed a great deal into aremarkably
small space.

May Heather came out of the passage to the servants quarters, looking asif she
had been up for some time. The mouse tagged along behind her.

"M'lord?" said May.

"May! Thereyou are!" he said, asif she had just materialized out of thin air with
the unexpected suddenness of Carolinus. "l can't have this. Thiswon't do at all—
particularly with guests in the house—" He pointed toward the mouse who had
started to dodge behind May, then checked herself just in time. "She's far too
inexperienced and too young for night duty alone in the Serving Room."

"Certainly, my lord," said May. "But when | was her age, |—"

"How old are you now, May?"

"Thirteen, please m'lord."

"And how old is she?"

"I don't know," May turned to the mouse. "What years have you, Lise?"'

"Don't know," said the mouse, shrinking. Did this question mean she might be
too young to have ajob in the castle? "Please m'lord, please mistress. Maybe
eleven years?"

"At eleven you were half a stone more than sheis, May, and already able to give
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Tom Kitchen a hard fight. Can you imagine Lise doing that? And already you're
practically Mistress Plyseth's right hand."

" Tisonly because of her knees and the fall damp, m'lord."

"Nonetheless," said Jim, "we aren't all made alike. I'm giving you an order, May.
| want you—yYyou personally—to keep an eye on Lise here. Don't let the others
bully her—"

"Got to have some of that in life, m'lord."”

"Y ou know what | mean." He turned on Lise. "If you were named for Serving
Room night duty, you were supposed to be let sleep during the day. When you
tried to sleep, did others keep waking you?"

"|—" Lise glanced at May.
"Tell m'lord!" ordered May.
"Well, yesthey did, m'lord—alittle,” said Lise, glancing uneasily at May.

"What did they do? Throw cold water on you? Put things on your pallet so you'd
roll over in them and wake up? Did they try to make you drink extra beer when
suppertime came?"

"Well, yes, m'lord—and other things," said Lise, now squirming with
embarrassment.

"You hear, May?"' said Jim. "No more of that until she's settled in here. Tell
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them it's my orders. It disturbs my magic-making! Y ou don't want that
happening, do you—either of you?"

He glowered at them.
"Oh, no, my lord" they both said, in perfect chorus and perfect sincerity.

"Then that's settled,” said Jim. "And, May, teach her how to fight while you're at
it. Lise, you take a nap here in the Serving Room for the moment." As he spoke,
he walked back toward the High Table, with May Heather, perforce, following.

"Now, May," Jim went on, "whao's in charge of setting up the pavilion for the
guarantine place outside the gates? | want to talk to him. Now!"

"The carpenter, m'lord," said May, hesitantly. The Master Carpenter was one of
the civilian officers of the castle—a somewhat crotchety old man, and miles
above May in the hierarchy of the civilian castle staff. "But | doubt not he's been
asleep these three hours past.”

"Now, my lord," came the voice of Angie, approaching behind him, "don't go
waking up Master Carpenter at this hour after one of the hardest days he's had in
years. All my guests are gone from the Solar, and it's time we two were getting
some rest for tomorrow."

"What's tomorrow?" asked Jim, turning to see her approaching from the
direction of the corner next to the tower stairs.

"Tell you when we get upstairs,” said Angie. "May, handle it anyway you want,
but make sure someone's on duty in the Serving Room—and take that child in
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there now off to her pallet before she falls over sideways."

Chapter Thirteen

It wasn't Lise's fault,” Jim finished explaining. He was already in bed, watching
Angie go through her last few moves before doing the same. "Because she was
little and didn't know the ropes, the older servants were having fun—their idea of
fun—rpicking on her. | just had her bring me May because | wanted May to take
care of her until she was able to take care of herself. But what was all that about
tomorrow? You said it was going to be afull day."

"Oh, that was mainly to start arumor among the servants that something even
more might be expected of them. They're all going to be big days, even with an
added five days to be ready."

She crawled into bed.
"So Geronde's reconciled to waiting another five days?

"| wouldn't say reconciled—abut she knows as well as anyone else that if it's not
this weekend, it's got to be on another. That means more time for even more
neighbors to get here, and two Masses instead of one—a Sunday Mass as well as
the wedding one, since the chapel will be in shape and the priest from Malvern
here to celebrate it—not many of our neighbors have household priests, and none
locally have anything resembling a chapel... | do have something to tell you."

"Good news or bad?' said Jim, preparing himself for the worst.

"Both, | think," said Angie, wriggling around to get herself into her favorite

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ight%2009%20-%20The%20Dragon%20and%20the%20F.html (167 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:13



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

position under the covers and plumping up her pillow. 'There's the matter of this
idea of all of us going to Tiverton with you. Geronde wasn't happy about an
added wait for the wedding—not happy at all. The only thing is—though | don't
think that Geronde suspects it, not knowing as much as you and | do about kings
and their courts, it might make her wait even longer than she expects. She thinks
it's going to be just afew days so you can have your audience with the King—
with the rest of us maybe having to show up once, briefly, so His Majesty can
get alook at us."

Jim propped himself up on one elbow to stare down into her face.
"Make it longer? Why? What do you mean?"

"Ah, that's better," said Angie, lying happily still at last in her nest. "Well, you've
got to understand it was Joan who came up with the idea, then did the real job of
talking Geronde into going along with it. She's avery clever woman, Jim—a
very clever woman!"

Jim snorted. "All right. But what's this idea you were talking about?"

"The idea of you having an audience with the King, of course. Well, as usual,
she first had to talk Edward—young Edward—around to it, and she did that
before he left. Since you can't let him bring this Verweather fellow here, he's
been fretting about how to get Joan into Tiverton with him, without sending old
Edward into one of hisrages. Y ou know—"

"I know," said Jim. 'The famous Plantagenet temperament and all that. It
happens | must know a dozen knights that're just as temperamental, or worse, but
they're not royal, so nobody makes a big thing of it. But—the idea?"
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"I'm getting to it. Before young Edward left, she pointed out to him that the King
had never met you, in spite of giving us Malencontri to hold directly in fief from
him, and the coat of arms he gave you, and letting us have dear little Robert as
your ward—"

"It's all because of those half-witted ballad singers,” growled Jim.

"Weéll, old Edward's aking and used to being at stage center... Anyway—the
point is, he actually was impressed with what you did, and since then he's heard
other stories about you, Brian, and Dafydd. Joan pointed out to young Edward
that Tiverton Castle may have the best service in the world and be safe from the
plague, but it's still afar cry from the King's Court in the Tower of London, with
intrigues, duels, fresh noble visitors with good-looking young daughters and
ladies-in-waiting coming and going, and Cumberland talking to him all the time.
At Tiverton the King's only got his servants, and nothing to do but eat, sleep,
drink, and sign the few papers sent to him by Cumberland. In short, he's
probably bored to death, and that's one of the reasons he'd be more ready to
make it up with young Edward himself."

"We've had jugglers and dancers and what-all in the way of entertainers showing
up here for the celebration of the wedding. | suppose we could send some of
them to him."

"Much better than that. Y ou remember he was quite the warrior when he was
young. There was the sea battle of Sluys—and for that matter, his chevauche into
Normandy not too long ago, that ended with the victory at Crecy."

"What isthis?' demanded Jim. His right elbow was beginning to ache from
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bearing all the weight of his upper body. "The water torture of deliberately
withheld information? What was her bright idea?"

"That instead of just summoning you—which would only be good for an
interview or two—and me, because of course it was perfectly reasonable for you
to assume your lady-wife would accompany you—Yyoung Edward could bring
Brian and Dafydd, with Geronde and Danielle, and he could have the whole
team there and hear firsthand stories from all the men who wereiniit."

"Good God! Right now?"

"Right now," said Angie, "or rather, as soon as young Edward gets back and we
hear how hisfather liked the idea—and, of course, there's the side benefit that,
since it would be awkward for you to empty Malencontri of gentlemen and
ladies, leaving a Countess of Plantagenet blood all aone there—maybe Joan
could come, too. She said old Edward knew her very well and always liked her. |
believe her—people always like her, and as a girl she had lots of opportunity to
cultivate the goodwill of the King."

"But how about Geronde? Don't tell me she was happy with a plan that could put
her wedding off indefinitely—a plan Joan just went ahead with on her own
without asking her?"

"She wasn't a first," said Angie. "But Joan—I told you she was clever—had her
excuse set up ahead of time. She admitted it was a scheme to get her into
Tiverton with young Edward, but pointed out to Geronde that everybody won
with this, if it worked and the King liked them all. Brian's got aterrific
reputation as awinner of tournaments, but he's never been in areal war. The
result is that when war captains are talked about, he isn't even mentioned."
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"He wasjust alittle too young for Crecy," said Jim, "and he didn't have the
connections to get taken on as a squire by any knight of reputation—they were
aready loaded with squires from noble houses. There's a reason Chandos,
Audley, and the rest are all about the same age. Y ou can't make a name as awar
captain if there's no war going on when you're the right age to shine in them—
anyway, how's this going to help Brian?"

"Why," she said, "if the King meets Brian and takes aliking to him—and | don't
know how he can fail—it'd give Brian status at court. Then, if he and Geronde
ever want afavor from the King, like we got the wardship of Robert, his chances
are good. | think Brian knows more about weapons and their use than anyone
else the King's seen in along time—and remember, Chandos himself called
Brian one of the best swords of the kingdom. It's a chance for her husband
Geronde can't pass up."

llI %.ll

"I don't need to point out,” she went on, "that it wouldn't hurt you either to make
apersonal friend of the King—and | can't imagine that not happening when he
gets to know you."

"Evenif it does," said Jm—herealized that he felt deadly tired, more tired than
he could ever remember feeling, "if Cumberland can turn him against his own
son, his oldest son, the heir to his throne, Cumberland can turn him against any
liking he develops for me. But in any case | don't want him to like me too much.
I'm only one promotion from full Magickian, and |'ve decided to become active
in their Collegiate and try to push myself up to a position where | can help steer
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them on a different course than the one they're on—"
"You didn't tell me that!" said Angie.

"I'll tell you about it—just as soon as we have some time to ourselves. There's no
choice in magic—or magicks, however you want to pronounce it. It was talking
in the dark to Merlin in Lyonesse that made me finally see that. If you stand still,
you're done for in the long run. Y ou've got to keep going, and know where
you're going—nbut never mind all that now. The point is, | don't want to get
tangled up with the Collegiate and the King's court, with all its plots and
rivalries."

"Just as soon as you can tell me more about that, you'll do it?"

"The first minute, but for now we're in our own small piece of space—this Solar.
L et's forget plagues, and Princes, and Kings and magick and this whole
impossible, medieval world. I've got to get some sleep!”

He dropped down from his aching elbow and buried hisface in his pillow. He
heard Angie say something indistinct, something he could not quite make out—
but he was already plunging deep, deep into slumber.

He woke with a start. It was daylight, though it seemed to him that only a second
before he had heard Angi€e's last, incomprehensible words.

He looked around and she was nowhere to be seen. The Solar was ablaze with
sunlight, he had slept hours beyond his usual waking time. He raised his voice—
It was an effort.
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"Ho! Servant here!" he managed to get out of his dry throat.

The door opened a crack. Ellen Cinders, the Room Mistress, put her long, sharp-
boned facein.

"Can you make tea?' he demanded.

"| can, please you, m'lord!" said Ellen. "My lady showed me how, some years
past, in case of your need. Would you wish one now, then, m'lord?’

"l would. The sooner the better."

"Yes, m'lord. Soon as the water boils." She came in, a hawklike, unusually tall,
rawboned, middle-aged figure, with a plump, brown-haired girl in her teens
following her, someone Jim did not recognize. Another of the new recruits, of
course. The coming wedding might have something to do with that. All the
upper ranks among the servants would be busy as bees by this time—as Ellen
Cinders probably should have been. Angie must have given her a special order to
be on hand for Jim's waking. He added a few more pillows to the one behind his
head and sat up.

"—All right! Watch now!" Ellen was saying sharply to the girl. "Watch
everything | do and how | do it, so you can do it, too—watch, | say!"

"Yes, Mistress!" said the girl hastily. "I've been watching everything. | have,
too!"

She had also been stealing quick glances at Jim sitting up in bed. He and Angie
had long since fallen into the medieval habit of sleeping naked, and Jim, sitting
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up as he was now, had his bare upper body showing above the covers. To seea
famous Magickian with no clothes on was something for the girl to tell her
relatives about when at last she should be given the time and freedom to visit
them.

The tea came. It was hot and sweet, the two elements that had finally brought
Jim to accept it as at least something of a substitute for the morning coffee he
had once been used to. Under Ellen's direction, the girl brought it to him on a
small tray, with Ellen watching like the bird of prey she resembled. The girl
curtsied rather clumsily, and backed off.

"If you'll excuse me, m'lord," said Ellen, "there's a mort of work for my people
to do, and | needs be with them to get it all done right. Maybe I could go now,
then? Lettice will do for you in my stead.’

"Certainly," said Jm, though he knew it would not work. The door shut behind
Ellen. "So your name's L ettice?"

"Aye so, m'lord." Lettice curtsied. She was having lurid, impossible daydreams
of having caught the eye of this great Magickian and Knight at hisfirst glance...
and him being already there in his bed, with his clothes off ...

"How long have you been at Malencontri?"
"Three weeks less a day, please m'lord."”

"I hadn't seen you before." In the back of her head, her imagination, he was
saying... | command you! Come to me now...
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"| been in the fine rooms here, cleaning and such when just us servants are
around, please, m'lord." Greatly daring, she added, "Would m'lord want another
cup, now?"

Ellen's tea had not been bad—~Dbut it was not a patch on Angie's. Lettice's could
only be worse. Besides, he was awake now and felt like getting up.

"No," he said. "Wait outside, of course, so you can hear me call."
Pop went the daydreams.
"Yes, m'lord," said Lettice sadly, going out the door.

He rose and dressed. He was surprised to feel so totally rested and full of energy.
The combination woke his usual optimism even more strongly than usual. For
some reason he felt more than able to deal with anything the day might throw at
him.

He started to order his usual breakfast sent up—then caution laid a hand on him.

"Ho! Servant here!" he called. Lettice put her head in the door. "Do you know
who's in charge in the Serving Room right now?"

"No, m'lord."
"Never mind, then. Y ou can go."
"Yes, m'lord." She withdrew.

He picked an apple—good ones were hard to find thisfall, with all the rain—
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from the shelf where Angie stored a small supply of eatables that could keep
fairly well, and went out the door, eating it.

"Morning, Adam," he said, munching cheerfully, to the man-at-arms, paired with
L ettice on door duty at the Solar.

"Morn, m'lord," said Adam, concealing agrin, for Morn was a good four hours
past.

Jm paused and swallowed.
"['m going down to the Serving Room, Adam."
"Yes, mlord."

He finished the apple and threw the core out an arrow dlit as he went by,
regretting the move immediatel y—he was becoming more of amedieval man all
the time. The core would end in the moat. They had been at great pains, he and
Angie, to teach the castle staff to keep the moat clean—with only partial success.
At least Malencontri did not stink quite so badly as other castles.

He was mulling over how to improve this situation, when two more turns of the
stairs around the inside of the tower brought him face-to-face with Harimore,
resolutely striding up toward him with a determined face.

They met one step apart—which left Jim looking down into the face of the other
knight—but that sort of symbolic gap in their social ranks had never seemed to
bother Harimore in what little contact Jim had had with him. In a sense Harimore
seemed something like Dafydd, too secure in his knowledge of his earned
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position in the world to bow very deeply to anyone else's.

But in this particular situation there was a difference in the knight's demeanor
Jm had never seen before. His face was pale with determination, mixed with
something that looked to Jim rather like embarrassment.

"My lord," he said. "I have not had the opportunity heretofore to make my
apology to you—aregrettable thing in aguest. Y ou will remember |ast
Christmas at the Earl's celebration of that holy time, it happened that we spoke
briefly, and | saw fit—to my shame—to make some personal remarks to you
about the way you wore your sword and such. | was aware at that time of your
being a Magickian, but took you for one who merely eked out little knowledge
of arms with some equally small knowledge of magick. | have since |learned—
not merely from Sir Brian, but others—that indeed you are a true Magickian, and
one of great skill and accomplishment. It was unthinkable that | so took the
attitude | did."

"Well, it's good of you to tell me all this—" Jim began.

"Pray, hear me out. | honor over all any man who cares for one art above all
others. For aMage it is understandable that, if he must carry and use arms, he
may not show quite that care and style with them that another might think he
should.

He has plainly given al to hisfirst and chosen art, but wishesit plain that heisa
gentleman and will defend himself. Consequently, in such arare gentleman as
yourself, a certain unpolished manner of carrying and using weaponsis entirely
permissible, and should be understandable. Whereas, in my eyes, at least, if a
man only plays with two arts, but expects a name in both, it would not be."
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He paused, but before Jim could speak, went on.

"Consequently, | do crave your gentle and gracious forgiveness for my early
words, and | will quite understand if you would rather | left your castle, making
such excuses to others as will keep this whole matter privy between the two of

usS.

Jm winced internally. Harimore's face was looking even more bony than usual,
and he was breathing harder than someone in his superb physical shape should,
after merely climbing the tower steps. Also, hislast words had al thering of a

prepared speech.

He did not want Harimore to leave—particularly if trailing excuses which must
clearly ring false to the ears of the other guests—but most of all in Brian's. Brian
would be the first to feel that matters were not right, to read Harimore's
emotional state more intuitively and correctly—and the first to come and ask Jim
what he knew about the sudden departure. Brian's own honor could be at stake
here. He was the one who had introduced Harimore to Malencontri—in effect,
according to the manners of the day, guaranteeing him to be a gentleman worthy
of acceptance.

If Harimore for some reason turned out not to be so, Brian was responsible. Or,
if someone else in the castle had offended him, that offense automatically also
became the concern of Brian.

"Sir Harimore," said Jim, with all the warmth he could muster, "1 can't tell you
how warmed | am, by not only your understanding of the state of one who must
act both as Magickian and Knight, but the sensitive way in which you have told
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me of it. Your apology, of course, is as unnecessary asit is gentlemanly to one
like myself who has often been offended by the clumsy misunderstanding of my
necessary concern with magic. Give me your hand, my dear Sir, and | pray you,
do not think of leaving for any reason other than your own desire to be gone!"

"Hah!" said Harimore—that handy single syllable used by the gentlemanly class
(and a good share of the gentlewomanly one as well) to express the otherwise
not easily expressible. In this case Jim suspected both bafflement and relief.
Harimore's hand in Jim's was as hard as arock, and a sudden realization of what
the apology had cost him suddenly occurred to Jim. Harimore had made this
offer to leave in spite of knowing it could take him out of sight and sound of
Joan of Kent, who, if Dafydd was right, had possibly stolen Harimore's heart
away. This man would boil himself in oil on a point of honor, Jim told himself.

Their handshake ended, the topic of conversation was now past and sealed, and
both men hurried on in their original directions of travel, relieved to have the
matter over with.

In Jim's case, his goal was still the Serving Room and whatever was best and
available in the way of breakfast. But rounding the corner that would have
brought him into it, he literally ran into Angie, coming just as fast from the
opposite direction.

"Areyou al right?' he asked anxioudly, after catching her from falling.

"Fine," gasped Angie. "Battered and bruised, of course. You're like hitting a
stone wall nowadays. But never mind that. The Prince islooking for you."

"The Princel" Jim stared at her. "He can't be! He'd have to have ridden out of
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Tiverton at three o'clock in the morning!"

"Maybe he did," said Angie.

Chapter Fourteen
He'sin the Great Hall," said Angie, "getting something to eat."
"Eat," echoed Jim, his mouth beginning to water at the word.

"And he wants to speak to you urgently," she said. "Urgently and privately.
Y ou'd better take him up to the Solar. It'll be cleaned and the bed made up by

now.
Jm thought of a High Table already laden with food.

"That fast? Anyway, the Solar tempts him to talk too long," he said firmly. "I'll
try and find out what he wants first. Pass the word to the staff—no listening in
on pain of Magickal Penalty."

"Don't eat too much yourself," said Angie. "Dinner'sin three hours."

He ignored the implications of that, already heading toward the Great Hall. Sure
enough, he found young Edward there, stuffing himself on pastries and cold
beef, and washing it all down, of course, with wine.

"James!" he said with his mouth full, then swallowed. "They found you speedily.
Good!"

"| was on my way here for abite," said Jim, helping himself to pastries, beef and
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wine.
"Mph!" said Edward, his mouth too full for more extended conversation.
"Mhrnph!" said Jim, nodding his head vigorously while in the same condition.

Finally, Edward gave over eating, took alast swallow of wine, and sat back in
his chair.

"Hah!" he said. "No, no, James. | pray you, continue to break your fast."

“I've had al | can hold, Y our Grace," said Jim, also sitting back. "Y ou must have
been in the saddle a good three or four hours before daybreak to get here this
early in the day."

"And so | was. Time was of the essence—strike while theiron is hot, as they

say. My father has always been of aless than good humor on waking—though
later in the day he becomes merry enough—under ordinary circumstances. There
was a chance, though only a dlight one, that he might have rethought his
invitation. But | was gone before his eyes could be open. Great success, James.
All are summoned."

"All?' said Jm. "Summoned?"

"To Tiverton, to audience with your King—»but | take you by surprise, James.
Y ou know nothing of this." The Prince laughed. 'The Countessisasdly one,
James, her wits forever at work, and this time she has come up with a ruse that
has great possibilities for us all.”
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"Asamatter of fact, Your Grace, | do know about it. At least about the plan for
you to speak to the King. So it went well, did it? | was only surprised to hear you
say all wereinvited. Y ou do mean—everyone?"'

"| do mean dll, even that stiff fellow—though | understand he is a more than
ordinary man of his hands, and like Brian a winner of tournaments and such. My
father was in somewhat of more than ordinarily... cheerful... mood last eve
when he spoke of whom he would care to see. All gentlemen and ladies
presently beneath your roof—this, you see, includes Joan—that is, the Countess.
| bear his command to you all to present yourself to him at Tiverton without
further delay."

"Remarkable!" Jm said automatically, his mind spinning with the possibilities
that immediately presented themselves, now that the trip was to be certain.

"Isit not?' said Edward, with well-fed self-satisfaction. "I can think of no one
else who could have accomplished it. He is my father, and in my way | know
him better than any other Christian soul—though it was only a matter of talking
you all up and then choosing the right moment to ask which of you he wished
most to see.”

"Not asmall thing at al, Your Grace," said Jim, still automatically. "We will be
overjoyed, all of us, I'm sure, to obey the King's command." But now his mind
was beginning to work to some purpose. "We can come in abody in ten days or
S0, as soon as the wedding is over."

"Ten days!" Edward suddenly sat rod-stiff upright in his chair. "No, no! Two
days! Three at the outside! The King summons you, man! What is this nonsense
of some wedding?'
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"I assumed Y our Grace knew—that the Countess would have mentioned it. The
Lady Geronde isto be wed to Sir Brian, and they've both overcome years of
troubles since they were playmates as children and first fell in love—just asyou
and the Countess knew each other as children, and now the moment's come. It'd
be cruel to delay them any longer."

Jm had gambled on that last bit about Edward and Joan as children. Angie had
not told him that part of their lives had gone exactly asit had gone in the history
of the world they had come from—but his graduate studies as a medievalist had
made him well acquainted with what the books had to tell him. Not to have it the
same here asin the histories of hisworld would have skewed the present
situation in this older England to the point where some fairly large mends would
have had to be made—and there was no sign of any such.

"Cruel be—" Edward caught himself. "Ten days is absolutely beyond all
guestion, James—jparticularly that much of adelay for such areason. If a
wedding they must have, they can have it at Tiverton, with the honor of the
King's blessing and presence. Tell them that—I vow they will leap at the chance!
Then let us hear no more of it."

"Much as | would like to ease your mind, Y our Grace," said Jim cautiously. 'The
matter of Holy Church entersinto the place of the wedding. Y ou recall the
Bishop of Bath and Wells from your previous visit I'm sure—"

"The overweening prelate—" Once more the Prince checked himself in the nick
of time. "What has he to do with this?"

"Wedl, you see," said Jm, "the banns were read, as you know is customary, at
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Malvern Castle, the home of the bride-to-be. But afire so damaged the chapel
there that it was unsafe to hold the ceremony there, to say nothing of afollowing
Mass which was planned. So it was decided to hold it here at Malencontri,
instead."

"Joan said something of this..." muttered Edward.

"Unfortunately, though, the chapel here at Malencontri had been mistreated by a
previous owner—not only in common ways but with certain unholy activities
which made the chapel unclean for any Churchly use—"

The Prince absently crossed himself.

"—and would have been useless as a substitute if that same good Bishop of Bath
and Wells had not come to Malencontri and not only cleaned and blessed the
chapel but gave the Lady Geronde his permission to reread the banns for a
marriage at a place not her home. So now the Church is somewhat concerned
with the marriage.”

"Hah!"

"Y ou have met the Bishop," Jm went on, "and you'll be as capable as| am to
judge of hisreaction to the idea of a second removal of the wedding and Mass—
let alone athird reading of the banns."

"Only too well, James!" said Edward. "Only too well! And while I, myself, am
not adverse to dealing with that Bishop on the matter, there is my father's
attitude to Holy Church to be considered, he having some little argument on
other points with Her at the moment..."
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Edward abruptly got up from his chair, turned and paced along the narrow foot-
space on the the dais behind the side of the table.

"Well, James," he said sharply, turning again and pacing back to look down on
Jm. "What are we to do?"

Jim got hastily to hisfeet. In the narrow space behind the chairsit was alittle
ridiculous, the two of them standing face-to-face to talk. But he could not in
manners sit while the Prince stood.

"It isindeed a problem, Y our Grace," he said. "What complicatesit is the matter
of the wedding being put off twice already—otherwise | might suggest we all
make our visit to Tiverton before the wedding. But since the banns have been
read for the second time, and the wedding date itself is now hard set and less
than a week away—"

"James!" said the Prince sharply. "l did not ask you to rehearse for me the
difficulties that seem to make obedience to aroyal command alaggard matter, if
not impossible. | looked to you to tell me what will make it possible. Asa
councilor, you leave much to be desired."

"Of course,”" said Jm. "Pray forgive me, Y our Grace. It isjust the shortness of
time between now and the wedding that preys on my mind. A visit to the King,
of course, can hardly seem courteous if—counting the time to ride there and
back with baggage—it could only make possible a stay for a mere three days and
nights—"

"True," said Edward grimly. "A stay of only three days is unthinkably short.
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|mpossible."

"So | thought myself, Y our Grace," said Jm. "Only to be considered if there was
some powerful reason—or person, such as the Earl of Cumberland—who could
convince the King the visit had to be that short."

"Are you mad, James?' said Edward.
His face had hardened at the moment of Jim's mention of Cumberland's name.

"It may be true that Cumberland can, upon occasion, make black seem white to
my father," the Prince went on. "But he is not the only one—nor the best at
achieving that. Y ou should understand that, James!"

"| crave the gentleness of your forgiveness, Y our Grace. Out in the country here
aswe are—"

"Naturally. Y ou have forgotten who | am and the fact that | am now gaining my
father's ear in some respects. The problems of the Bishop, the banns and so forth
—if | explain them to him, together with other perfectly reasonable reasons
which may occur to me between now and when | talk to him—plus a promise of
aquick return of his guests after the wedding—yes, | could arrange the visit for
as short atime as that. Even better, when you and the others leave at the end of
three days, the Countess could stay to console and amuse him, thus achieving at
least one of our ends. My father has always had a strong liking for her."

"Indeed, Y our Grace," Jim said, making areal effort to have admiration sound in
his voice. "Y ou have solved the problem yourself—and with a solution only
possible because of who you are."
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"I'm glad you see that, James," said Edward. "Never underestimate one such as
myself. The skills of awar captain apply to much of human life. It is our duty
and skill to take a shard of athought and make a full battleplan of it."

"Yes, Your Grace."

"Wedll, then," said Edward, good humor completely restored to his face and
voice. "l must take a small nap now, because of my early start from Tiverton,
and meanwhile you can inform the others of my decision that they make a three-
day visit before their wedding weekend. Then | will stay the night and start out
fresh tomorrow morning to tell my father—or rather, on second thought, | may
delay and make the trip with the rest of you tomorrow. He can hardly argue with
their coming if they are already within gates where he is now staying."

Cheerfully, the Prince turned, stepped down from the dais and went off in the
direction of the tower stairs. Jim watched him around the corner and out of sight,
and then raised his voice in the direction of the Serving Room.

"Ho!" he shouted. "Servant here!"

There was no immediate scurry of feet on the stone floor, no appearance of what
he had called for. He took a moment to glance once more toward the corner that
hid the tower stairs, and listened. But there was no sound in the silence of
anyone going up or down. Thiswhole area of the castle seemed to have become
deserted.

It was probably the best of signs—meaning everybody was busy as a beaver at
something to do to get the castle into protective shape against the plague. But it

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ight%2009%20-%20The%%20Dragon%20and%20the%20F.html (187 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:13



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

gave him a sort of ghostly feeling, along with more than a slight touch of
unreasonabl e suspicion. Dammit, when the lord of a castle shouted, things were
supposed to happen.

"May | be of service, m'lord?"

They were the right words, but the wrong voice. He jerked his head back to see
Angie standing by the dais, grinning up at him. He took along step down from
the stair and confronted her.

"What's up?' he demanded. "I call for aservant and | get you."

"Please, m'lord,' she said, still grinning, "but there was no other servant in the
Serving Room, so | came. But if | displease m'lord—"

"Come on now, Angie! Stop this! Where's everyone—working on plague
preparations, | suppose—but what were you still doing there if there were no
servantsto direct?"

Angie sobered up.

"Of course they're all working—every one—and the reason | was standing in the
Serving Room was to listen to what you and Edward had to say to each other."

"The whole thing, from the minute you showed up!"

"But after you told me the Prince was here, | thought you were off to oversee—
something!"

"True," she said. "I'd been out to look at how the pavilion was going up.

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ight%2009%20-%20The%20Dragon%20and%20the%20F.html (188 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:13



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

Carpenter said he needed more men to handle the heavy work. So | went to the
Nursing Room to send out some of the men working there, and then the Prince
arrived—and | was heading up to tell you when we met."

"Well, at least | don't have to tell you about what the Prince said. Now the
guestion is getting everyone ready for thistrip."

"We'd better divide up the people we talk to—things are complicated enough
around here right now without both of us talking to the same people and getting
our wires crossed. I'll do the talking to Geronde—that's a full-time job by itsalf,
right now—and you talk to Brian."

"At least | got something to eat,"” Jm said.

"Y ou and the Prince," she said. "The way he was wolfing things down, | thought
he'd be full in amatter of minutes, but he fooled me. The capacity of these
people is unbelievable—"

"So's ours. We live in fifty-degree temperatures and all kinds of weather. We
miss meals and need to make them up—anyway, the point is you stayed and
heard everything," Jim said.

"As| told you in the beginning." Her voice softened. "Y ou did a beautiful job of
talking to him, Jim. That boy's got a swelled head. He's nowhere near being
considered awar captain by any of the real ones. At Poitiers he had Chandos and
others holding his hand."

"Sure—but he was only sixteen years old, then. That swelled head isreally an
insistence on the kind of respect he should have as heir-apparent to the throne—
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and almost nobody who counts gives him that, what with Cumberland doing his
best to destroy his reputation and the King not listening. Anyway, you heard it
al, weleave for Tiverton day after tomorrow—that'll put us back on the
Thursday before the wedding weekend."

"Geronde is going to love this!" said Angie.

"Come down hard on the advantage of the King getting to know Brian
personally."”

"That tune's getting allittle old. By rights, both she and | should be spending all
our time on getting her and the wedding ready—if it wasn't for the plague.”

"I know." Jim softened his own voice. "She's waited so many years for this—
anyway, if you'll take care of telling her, I'll take care of telling everybody else
about thistrip. The guests who don't want to go can stay here or leave."

"They'll al want to go."
"I hope. Where is Geronde now? | haven't seen her this morning."

"| was hoping she would have gone to the Solar—it's the only decent place with
room enough to lay out clothes and things."

"And here | thought awedding in this time, on the steps of the church, was
nothing more than a business transaction."

"Shelll be leaving right from here for Smythe Castle. It'll take at |east three
sumpter horses to carry what she'll need for the first three months or so."
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"She doesn't have to stay there for three months without a break."
"Tell her that."
"Well," said Jim, "that's not my territory. I'll leave it up to the two of you."

"And Danielle and Joan—we can't shut them out of the process. Y ou know, Jim,
you've got to really talk to the Countess and get to know her, first chance you
get. She'swell worth it—and her influence over young Edward's critical. Shel'll
be calming him down tonight, wait and see—but look, I've got to get going up to
Geronde. Luck!"

She kissed his cheek, turned and headed toward the tower stairs.

"And to you, too!" he called after her. She waved a hand without turning her
head and disappeared around the corner.

L eft alone, he mentally debated whether to go to the pavilion or the Nursing
Room first—but his thoughts were interrupted by a small voice from the
fireplace.

"M'lord?"

He turned to see Hob walking out of the flames there with a hobgoblin-sized
sword held crosswise before him in both hands, as if he was about to offer it up
for sacrifice. He brought it to Jim and held it out to him.

"Something wrong with it?" Jim asked.
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Hob shook his head.

"Not it, m'lord," he said, in the saddest voice Jm had ever heard from him. "Me.
The noble lords say I'll never make afighter with it. No, never in thisworld."

Chapter Fifteen

"Sir Brian told you you'd never make afighter with this sword we had made for
you?' said Jim, unbelievingly—for Brian knew Hob well from all their journeys
together and had seen proof of the little hobgoblin's real personal courage. Surely
Brian would have found a kinder way of breaking that news to him.

"Not Sir Brian, m'lord. The other noble lord knight—"

"Just Sir Brian and Sir Harimore, Hob. Neither one is noble. But they're both
knights, and that alone is nobleness enough for most people.”

"But you're noble, aren't you, m'lord?’

"Just barely," said Jim. "But never mind me. It was Sir Harimore who told you,
then?"

"Yes, m'lord. The knight who tossed me his dagger—you remember, m'lord. He
said I'd never make a fighter with this sword, never in thisworld. Sir Brian didn't
say anything, but he looked sad and shook his head."

"Well, this doesn't make sense," said Jim, more to himsalf than to Hob. "What
had you been doing to make Sir Harimore say that?"

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ight%2009%20-%20The%%20Dragon%20and%20the%20F.html (192 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:13



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

"Just what they told meto. They called it exercises, and | thought they liked
what | was doing. They said | was very quick to learn and clever. But then Sir
Brian wanted meto try to hit him with my sword—and | couldn't do that. He
didn't have any armor on, just a sword himself."

"And did you?"
"Oh, | couldn't, m'lord! What if | had hit him?"

"Hob," said Jm. "Both Sir Brian and Sir Harimore are very expert swordsmen.

Y ou could try to hit either one of them all day long, and if either one had a sword
himself, you'd never touch them with yours. His sword would always be in your
way. Sir Brian was just trying to show you that."

"Ont*
"Yes."

"But what if some accident happened, or | slipped, or some thing like that. |
couldn't bear to hurt either one of them."

"Could you hurt a deep-earth goblin?"

"Oh, yes. That would be different. Besides, a deep-earth goblin would be trying
to kill me. I'd like to hit one of them—Iots of them!"

"Actually," said Jim, "they don't seem to be very able to do any killing—being
small asthey are, small enough to ride on rats. Their spears were just very
painful."
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"But the spears will kill, you know, m'lord, in alittle while. That's what they're
supposed to do. The goblinsjust like people to suffer before they die."

"Ah!" said Jm. "I'm glad you told me that. But they're still no threat to aman
wearing armor. The ones we saw were just too small."

"They're shape-changers, m'lord. They just made themselves small when you
were with the Bishop, so asto ride on the rats. Remember how some of them
tried to make themselves like knights? But the fact isthat really they're as big as
me."

"Are their spears bigger then, too?"

"Yes, m'lord. That's another part of their magic. That shape-changing was part of
the magic | told you they took away from us hobs when they drove us out of the
Kingdom of Devils and Demons."

"Where're Sir Brian and Sir Harimore now, do you know?" asked Jim.

"Sir Brian's leading Blanchard up and down in the courtyard to see how he
walks," said Hob. "Blanchard kicked the wall of his stall very hard, and Sir Brian
was concerned he might have lamed himself some, m'lord. Sir Harimore is off
riding with the Lady Countess, now, the two of them together."

"Heig!" said Jim, thinking that Dafydd's counseling must have been loaded with
dynamite to cure Harimore's shyness so quickly and so effectively. "When did
Harimore ask her to do that?"'

It was arather foolish question to be addressed to anyone else in the castle since
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it assumed whoever was asked had been with the two of them at the moment of
asking. But Hob, thanks to the network of chimneys he moved about in—every
room in the castle necessarily had at |east one—and a sort of preternatural
hobgoblin sense of where something of importance was being discussed, seemed
to know everything.

"Oh, hedidn't ask her, m'lord. She asked him."

"Ah!" No sudden dynamite after all, yet. The fact that she had done the asking
was much more in the order of their natures.

"How did that happen?' Jim asked.

The way it had happened, it turned out from Hob's information, had been that
Joan had shown up to get her horse from the stables in the courtyard and go for a
ride—a pleasure for most of the equarian class, plus a good practice for keeping
a penned-up horse from becoming restive in this horse-dependent age.

But then, already mounted, she had hesitated, telling Brian and Harimore that it
was probably womanish of her, but she couldn't help feeling alittle unsafe,
going riding in strange woods without an escort. Sir Brian was obviously very
occupied at the moment with his magnificent horse—Joan felt she could hardly
ask him at this moment—

"Good of you—devastated not to be of service—" Brian had replied in an absent-
minded, irritated sort of tone, barely glancing up from hisinspection of the
walking Blanchard.

"—But if the good Sir Harimore would be indulgent enough..." Joan had gone
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on, smiling at Harimore.

"Honored! Happily!" Harrimore had jerked out in his stiffest fashion. " Stable-
master! My gray gelding!"

So the two rode off together. Definitely no dynamite, but with Joan giving the
matter her full attention, reflected Jm, much might yet be done.

Anyway, for Jim the coast was now clear. He headed toward the door from the
Great Hall to the courtyard. Brian, happily, was just seeing Blanchard back into
his stable stall.

"Better let metalk to Brian about this problem by myself," he told Hob, who was
now back in his favorite place under Jim's shirt—how had he managed that
while holding the sword? More take-for-granted by Hob's magic, no doulbt.

"Better leave us," Jim muttered sotto voce to the little fellow. "Brian wouldn't
like anyone listening in."

"No, m'lord."
Hob made himself scarce.

"Brian," said Jim, as his friend came back out of the stables, looking satisfied, "l
need to talk to you—in some privy place."

"No onein the Great Hall right now, | think," said Brian. "l could use a small
cup of wine—Blanchard had me worried there for a bit..." He continued to
explain until they were seated facing each other at the High Table with wine
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before them. "Well, James, what isit?"

"It's about Hob—Hob and his sword."

Brian winced. He took a swallow of hiswine.
"He told you what Harimore said, then?"

"Y es. But you know how brave, almost fearless, Hob can be at times. Y ou didn't
say anything yourself after Harimore came out with that?"

"What could | say?"' Brian drank again. "1 know—what you say about Hob is
true. Fearless, yes. | know that, of course."

"Then why didn't you speak up?’

"Mainly, James, because | thought Harry was right." Brian pushed the wine cup
aside. "Hearken to me, James. Hob is too small and light to wear armor and
stand up to any of our kind, afoot or on horseback. But in a melee with others no
bigger than he is—or better even an armed brawl with creatures more his own

Size—"
"The goblins are just the size of hobs. They're the same, after all."
"Then," said Brian, "he could be dangerous indeed. But he never will be—"

He took another swallow from his wine cup.

"—Do you understand what I'm trying to tell you, James?"
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"No," said Jim.

"Never will be dangerous. It takes more than skill at arms to make a fighter who
can even hope to survive. He must be ready to finish off an enemy who istrying
to kill him. Y ou and | do not have to be taught that, James. When the knifeis at
our throat, we do not hesitate to thrust back. Most who go on two legs or four
have it naturally. But Hob—he would have such an enemy at his feet and put his
own sword away, saying, 'Oh, I'm sorry. Did | hurt you? Let me help you up'—
and as he was helping him up, the enemy would put aknife in him and kill him!"

Brian stared at Jim.
"Y ou will do him no favor by sending him out to be killed."

"But he'swilling to be killed!" said Jm. "That's the point. He expects to be killed
—but only by deep-earth goblins—and only after he's taken as many of them as
possible with him. He wanted a sword so he could die with aring of his dead
around him."

Brian still stared at Jim, but now with a different expression.

"Thisisin the nature of afeud then—betwixt him and them? He did not tell us
this."

"He probably doesn't even know the word 'feud.' But it's that, only maybe
greater. Hobgoblins are the same peopl e as the deep-earth goblins—they were
the least of the Lesser Devils in the Kingdom of Devils and Demons where
Ahriman comes from—you remember Ahriman from the time we found and
brought home Geronde's father."
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"I remember," growled Brian.

"Trouble started in that kingdom when humans began to block them out by faith
and signs of faith: the Greatest and Greater Devils all blamed the L east among
them—the goblins—who couldn't even enter human houses now without being
invited. And they in response turned on the freaks among them like Hob, who
didn't like hurting anything, and laid all the blame on them. They drove out those
like Hob and stripped them of all the magic they had as goblins. But thrown into
the world, magicless, defenseless, hobs learned new magics of their own. Being
harmless, they could enter houses, sit happily in a hearth fire, ride on smoke. But
they never forgot what the other goblins had done to them."

"Damned if | would either!" said Brian. "Like being betrayed by your own
family!"

"Meanwhile, the Greater Demons were still not appeased. They drove out all the
L esser Devils and the goblins, and those goblins found their own kingdom deep,
deep in the earth, and they never forgot to hate humans and hobs for everything
that had happened to them."

Jim stopped. For along moment neither he nor Brian said anything. Brian slowly
drank hiswine, looking at nothing in particular.

"Still," he said at last, "no telling if Hob—our Hob—will really face up to these
other goblins when the time comes."

"Well, you've seen him stand up to situations like that champion the Witch
Queen of Northgales sent out to kill me, and he would have, too—but Hob spoke

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Gordon%20Di ckson%2...ight%2009%20-%20The%20Dragon%20and%20the%20F.html (199 of 682)16-2-2006 15:23:13



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

up and sent the Queen's champion back into her castle.”
"Hah! But Hob knew he had you and |, James, with him!"

"Do you think he was counting that, at that moment? | don't! And maybe you'll
remember other times—"

"Well, maybe. But it's no use your trying those arguments on Harry. He's turned
his back on Hob, once and for all. Harry thought Hob was afraid to strike at me
while we both held swords, and Harry does not change his mind easily."

"| can believe that," said Jim. "But Brian, it doesn't need Sir Harimore. Couldn't
you teach Hob just one thing—how to fight poison-pointed spears with that
sword of his?'

"You just cut off the spear point first. Nothing to that."

"But what if the spear-carrier knows what he's doing," said Jim, "and is guarding
against the sharp point of his weapon being cut off?"

"Ah, yes. | take your point, James. Perhaps there are some things | could teach
Hob."

"Then you'll doit?"

"Well, yes," said Brian. "So it's an honorable death he wants. One couldn't in
decency refuse to help anyone to that, man or hob."

"I'll tell him," said Jim, relieved. "Wait, on second thought, no. Could | ask your
kindnessin telling him that yourself? | don't want to make it seem asif [—"
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"Certainly. | understand," said Brian promptly. "Mustn't let these retainers get
the ideayou're playing favorites. Geronde always says—well, you know the sort
of thing Geronde always says. No doubt there's some sense to it, but by Heaven,
if | favor one man over another, I'll say so. If the others don't understand it's
because that man's better than they are, they'll come to know—or if they don't
they can go elsewhere. But | understand—don't want Hob thanking you, do you?
No reason why you should have to put up with it. Where are you going?"

"The pavilion—for the quarantine quarters outside the gates," said Jim, stepping
off the dais. "l've been trying to get to that for two days now."

"Looks like any other pavilion to me," said Brian, but Jim was already halfway
down the aisle between the two long lower tables, and pretended not to hear him.

Across the courtyard, over the drawbridge, down into the cleared space around
the castle. At first glance Jim could tell it would never do where it was, beside
the moat, and the immediate question became how was he going to break this
news to the Master Carpenter.

Master Carpenter—no one in the castle remembered his name apart from that—
was, as everyone knew, cranky. Age and authority had made him almost immune
to rank. He would give anyone an outspoken argument.

The Master Carpenter had long since forgotten what his age was: certainly mid-
sixties, and possibly he was actually in his eighties or even older. But he was as
loyal asthe day was long, knew his business like no one else, and would work
until he dropped, rebuilding something half a dozen times if necessary to make
exactly what was wanted.
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Jim found him in the pavilion. It was light and airy within, and would be too
light and airy as the temperature of the late fall nights got colder. Right at the
moment, the old man was supervising the stretching of a cloth partition down the
middle of the large tent, to divide it into male and female quarters.

"Oh, Master Carpenter,” said Jim, approaching him, "there you are!" The
carpenter slowly revolved to see who was speaking to him. "l've got some news
for you."

"Hah!" said the Master Carpenter, recognizing Jm. The common people did not
ordinarily use the gjaculation that was in common practice among the gentry—
but in the case of the carpenter, it meant "Good news? | don't think!"

"... mlord," he added, in his usual growl.

Jim had decided from hisfirst glance at the pavilio