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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      



      
      And the seven angels which had the seven trumpets prepared themselves to sound.

      
      And the first angel sounded, and there followed hail and fire mingled with blood, and they were cast upon the earth: and the
         third part of trees was burnt up, and all green grass was burnt up.
      

      
      And the second angel sounded, and as it were a great mountain burning with fire was cast into the sea: and the third part
         of the sea became blood; and the third part of the creatures which were in the sea, and had life, died; and the third part
         of the ships were destroyed.
      

      
      And the third angel sounded, and there fell a great star from heaven, burning as it were a lamp, and it fell upon the third
         part of the rivers, and upon the fountains of waters; and the name of the star is called Wormwood: and the third part of the
         waters became wormwood; and many men died of the waters, because they were made bitter.
      

      
      And the fourth angel sounded, and the third part of the sun was smitten, and the third part of the moon, and the third part
         of the stars; so as the third part of them was darkened, and the day shone not for a third part of it, and the night likewise.
      

      
      And I beheld, and heard an angel flying through the midst of heaven, saying with a loud voice, Woe, woe, woe, to the inhabiters
         of the earth by reason of the other voices of the trumpet of the three angels, which are yet to sound!
      

      
      —Revelation, viii, 6-13

   
      
      Where is the fair     assemblage of heroes,

      
      The sons of Rudra,     with their bright horses?

      
      For of their birth     knoweth no man other,

      
      Only themselves     their wondrous descent.

      
      The light they flash     upon one another;

      
      The eagles fought,     the winds were raging;

      
      But this secret     knoweth the wise man,

      
      Once that Prishni     her udder gave them.

      
      Our race of heroes,     through the Maruts be it

      
      Ever victorious     in reaping of men.

      
      On their way they hasten,     in brightness the brightest,

      
      Equal in beauty,     unequalled in might.

      
      —Rig-Veda, vii, 56

      (Max Müller, tr.)

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      ‘Full moon tonight,’ he said. ‘Come up on deck with me. It should be beautiful.’
      

      
      ‘No, I’m tired,’ she answered. ‘You go. I’d rather stay here’

      
      Duncan Reid made himself look squarely at his wife and say, ‘I thought this was our trip.’
      

      
      Pamela sighed. ‘Of course. Later, dear, please. I’m sorry to be such a rotten sailor, but I am. All the bad weather we’ve
         been having till now. Oh, the pills kept me from getting actually sick, but I never felt quite good either.’
      

      
      He continued to regard her. A dozen years ago, when they married, she was well endowed. Later a waxing plumpness became her
         despair, dieting her anguish. He had tried to say, ‘Don’t weep over it. Take more exercise. Mainly, remember you’re still
         a damned attractive woman.’ And she was, fair-complexioned, blue-eyed, with soft brown hair and regular features and gentle-looking
         mouth. But he was less and less often able to say it successfully.
      

      
      ‘Seems I made a mistake, booking us onto a ship.’ He heard how bitterness tinged his voice, and saw that she did too.

      
      ‘Well, you knew I can’t go on your sailboat,’ she retorted. ‘Or backpacking or—’ Her head drooped, as did her tone, ‘Let’s
         not start that quarrel again.’
      

      
      His glance went past her, across the impersonal coziness of their cabin, to the picture of their children on the dresser.
         ‘Maybe we should,’ he replied slowly. ‘We don’t have to worry about them for a while, what they might overhear. Maybe we should
         bring things out into the open at last.’
      

      
      ‘What things?’ She sounded almost frightened. For an instant he saw her immaculate gown and grooming as armor. ‘What are you
         talking about?’
      

      
      He retreated. ‘I … I can’t find words. Nothing obvious. Spats over ridiculous issues, irritations we learned to live with
         very early in the game, or imagined we had – I’d, uh, I’d hoped this could be, well, I told you, a second honeymoon—’ His
         tongue knotted up on him.
      

      
      He wanted to cry something like: Have we simply been losing interest in each other? Then how? Nothing physical, surely; not to such a degree; why, I’m a mere forty, you thirty-nine,
         and we still have enough good times to know how many more we might have. But they’ve been getting steadily more rare. I’ve
         been busy and you, perhaps, have been bored in spite of your assorted bustling around; after dinner I’ll read a book in my
         study while you watch television in the living room, till the first who grows sleepy says a polite good night and goes to
         bed.
      

      
      Why won’t you come on deck with me, Pam? What a night it must be for love! Not that I feel hot especially, but I want to feel
         hot, for you. I could, if you’d let me.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated, and patted his head. He wished he could tell how real the gesture was. ‘I am tired, though.’

      
      Of me?’ came out before he could stop it.

      
      ‘No, no, no. Never.’ She came to him, laid arms around his waist. He patted her back. To him both motions felt automatic.

      
      ‘We used to have adventures,’ he said. ‘Remember? Newly wed and poor and making do.’

      
      ‘I didn’t think scrimping along in that horrible cramped apartment was an adventure.’ She broke off her words, but also from
         him. ‘Let me get my coat, darling.’
      

      
      ‘Not as a, uh, duty,’ he protested, knowing that was the wrong thing to say but: not sure what would have been right.

      
      ‘I’ve changed my mind. I could use a stroll.’ Her smile was extremely bright. ‘It’s stuffy in here. And the ventilator’s noisy.’

      
      ‘No, please. I understand. You do need rest.’ He stepped to the closet and fetched his own topcoat in one hurried motion.
         ‘And I’ll be kind of galloping. Want to stretch my legs. You don’t enjoy that.’ He avoided seeing her face as he departed.
      

      
      Topside he did in fact stride himself breathless around and around the main deck. Once he went up to the forepeak, but left
         it after he came upon a young couple necking there. Presently he felt somewhat less churned and stopped by the rail for a
         smoke.
      

      
      The wind, rain, fog, and heavy, hacking waves of springtime in the North Pacific had died down. The air was cool, alive with
         unnamed sea odors and a low breeze, and it was clear; despite the moon, he had seldom seen as many stars as glittered in that lucent blackness. The light lay in a shivering road across waters whose crests it made sparkle and whose troughs it made
         sheen like molten obsidian. They murmured, those waters, and rushed and hissed and lapped, most softly in their immensity,
         and took to themselves the throb of engines and gave back the slight trembling of hull and deck.
      

      
      His pipe started, Reid cradled the bowl in his hand for a bit of warmth and hearthglow. He had always found peace on the sea.
         Lovely and inhuman. Lovely because inhuman? He’d attempted to make Pam see that, but she didn’t care for Robinson Jeffers
         either.
      

      
      He stared at the moon, low to aft. Does it make any difference to you that four men’s footprints have marked you? he wondered.
         Recognizing the thought as childish, he looked outward and ahead. But yonder lay the seemingly endless war. And behind, at
         home, was the seemingly endless upward ratcheting of hate and fear; and Mark, and Tom (as he, a proud nine years of age, now
         insisted on being called), and little, little Bitsy, whom there was so short a time to cherish before they must walk forth
         into a world breaking apart beneath them. When you considered those things, what importance had two people, middle-class,
         slipping into middle age, other than what was conferred on them by the inverse square law?
      

      
      Reid’s mouth quirked wryly around the pipestem. He thought: Too bad you can’t quantify the statics and dynamics of being human
         in neat vectors, or develop a tensor calculus for the stresses in a marriage. – The smoke rolled pungent over his tongue and
         palate.
      

      
      ‘Good evening, sir.’

      
      Turning, Reid identified the moon-whitened shape: Mike Stockton, third engineer. Aboard a passenger-carrying freighter, acquaintanceships
         developed fast. However, he hadn’t chanced to see much of this particular officer.
      

      
      ‘Why, hello,’ he said reflexively. ‘Nice night, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Sure is. Mind if I join you? I’m due on watch in a few minutes.’

      
      Am I lonely for everyone to see? wondered Reid. And then: Cut that out. You’re at the point of sniveling. A bit of talk may
         well be precisely what you need. ‘Do stay. Think the weather will hold?’
      

      
      ‘The forecasters do. The whole way to Yokohama, if we’re lucky. Will you and your wife be in Japan long?’
      

      
      A couple of months. We’ll fly back.’ The kids will be okay at Jack and Barbara’s, Reid thought; but still, when we walk in
         that door and Bitsy sees her daddy and comes running on her stumpy legs, arms out and laughing—
      

      
      ‘I know the country just enough to envy you.’ Stockton scanned Reid as if, in an amiable fashion, he meant it.

      
      He saw a lanky, rawboned, wide-shouldered six-footer, a long craggy head, jutting nose and chin, heavy black brows over gray
         eyes, sandy hair, no-longer-fashionable turtleneck sweater beneath the coat. Even in the tuxedos he must sometimes wear, and
         after Pamela’s most careful valeting, Reid managed to appear rumpled.
      

      
      ‘Well, a business trip for me. I’m an architect, you may remember. Quit my job recently to form a partnership.’ Pamela didn’t
         like the risk. But she’d liked less the drabness of semi-poverty in their first years, when he refused to accept a subsidy
         from her parents; and she’d stuck that out, and now they were in the 20-K bracket and if his try at independence failed (though
         he was bloody well resolved it wouldn’t) he could always find another position somewhere. ‘Considering the strong Japanese
         influence in homebuilding nowadays,’ Reid went on, ‘I figured I’d sniff around after, well, all right, inspiration at the
         source. In provincial villages especially.’
      

      
      Pam might holler. She wanted her comfort. … No! He’d fallen into an ugly habit of doing her injustice. She’d joined his outings,
         and apologized afterward for spoiling them with a humbleness that came near breaking his heart, and finally stayed behind
         when he went. Had he tried as hard to interest himself in her bridge games, her volunteer work at the youth center and the
         hospital, even her favorite TV programs?
      

      
      ‘You’re from Seattle, aren’t you, Mr. Reid?’ Stockton asked. ‘I’m a native myself.’

      
      ‘I’m a mere immigrant, as of five years ago. Chicago previously, since getting out of the Army. Before then, Wisconsin, et
         cetera, back to dear old Boston. The American story.’
      

      
      Reid realized he was babbling of matters that could not imaginably interest the other man. It wasn’t his usual behavior. If
         anything, he was too withdrawn unless a few beers or a couple of Scotches had relaxed him. Tonight he was seeking to escape
         his thoughts. And why not? If he’d shaken off the Presbyterian theology of his boyhood, did he have to carry around the associated conscience?
      

      
      ‘Uh, I’d visited Seattle before and liked the place,’ he continued almost helplessly, ‘but at first the only halfway decent
         job offer I got was in Chicago. A concrete monstrosity, that town. They said there you’d better wear glasses, whether or not
         you needed them, or somebody would unscrew your eyeballs.’
      

      
      He’d kept remembering people who were relaxed and friendly, and boats white-winged on Puget Sound, and Mount Rainier’s snowpeak
         floating high and pure above, and virgin forest a couple of hours’ drive from downtown. To Pam, of course, Chicago was home.
         Well, Evanston was, which made a difference. When he finally landed a position in Seattle and they moved, she found the city
         a backwater, where the weather seemed to be mostly leaden skies, or rain, or fog, or rain, or snow, or rain. … Had he, waiting
         happily for the next cataract of sunshine, failed to notice how the rain gnawed at her?
      

      
      ‘Yeah, we’re lucky, I guess, living where we do,’ Stockton said. ‘Apart from those medieval liquor laws.’

      
      Reid chuckled. ‘Come, now. No medieval king would have dared pass liquor laws that barbaric’

      
      Then, as his mood was lifting a trifle, Stockton told him, ‘I’d better go on to the engine room. Nice talking,’ and was quickly
         out of sight.
      

      
      Reid sighed, leaned elbows on rail, and drew on his pipe. The night sea went hush-hush-hush. Tomorrow Pam might feel happier. He could hope for that, and hope Japan would turn out to be a fairytale as advertised, and
         beyond—
      

      
      Beyond? His mind, free-associating, conjured up a globe. Besides excellent spatial perception, which he’d better have in his
         profession, he was gifted with an uncommon memory. He could draw the course if the ship continued past Yokohama. It wouldn’t.
         The owners knew better. Reach Southeast Asia, or pretty close. Hard to understand that at this moment human beings were maiming
         and killing human beings whose names they would never know. Damn the ideologies! When would the torment be over? Or had every
         year always been tragic, would every year always be? Reid remembered another young man who died in another war, a lifetime
         ago, and certain lines he had written.
      

      
      
         The way of love was thus.
         

         
         He was born one winter morn

         
         With hands delicious,

         
         And it was well with us.

         
      

      
      
         Love came our quiet way,

         
         Lit pride in us, and died in us,

         
         All in a winter’s day.

         
         There is no more to say.

         
      

      
      Rupert Brooke could say it, though. Thanks for that, Dad. An English professor in a tiny Midwestern college hadn’t had a lot
         of money for his children – wherefore Reid, earning his own, needed an extra year to graduate – but he gave them stubbornness
         about what was right, wide-ranging curiosity, the friendship of books – maybe too close a friendship, stealing time that was
         really Pam’s. … No more brooding, Reid decided. A few final turns around the deck, and probably by then she’d have fallen
         asleep and he could do likewise.
      

      
      He clamped the pipe between his teeth and straightened.

      
      And the vortex seized him, the black thunders, he had no moment to cry in before he was snatched from the world.

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Where the Dnieper snaked in its eastward bend, grassland gave way to high bluffs through which the river hastened, ringing
         aloud as it dashed itself over rocks and down rapids. Here ships must be unloaded and towed, in several places hauled ashore
         on rollers, and cargoes must be portaged. Formerly this had been the most dangerous part of the yearly voyage. Pecheneg tribesmen
         were wont to lurk nearby, ready to ride down upon the crews when these were afoot and vulnerable, plunder their goods and
         make slaves of whoever were not lucky enough to be killed. Oleg Vladimirovitch had been in one such fight as an apprentice.
         In it, by God’s grace, the Russians sent the raiders off bewailing their own dead and took many husky prisoners to sell in
         Constantinople.
      

      
      Things were far better since Grand Prince Yaroslav – what a man, cripple though he was! – trounced the heathen. He did it
         at the gates of Kiev, so thoroughly that ravens afterward gorged themselves till they could not fly and no Pecheneg was ever
         again seen in his realm. Oleg was in the host on that wondrous day: his first taste of real war, thirteen years ago, he a
         fuzzy-cheeked lout of seventeen winters. Later he rode against the Lithuanians, and later still sailed on the ill-fated expedition
         against the Imperial city. But mainly he was a trader, who wanted no troubles that cut into profit. (Tavern brawls didn’t
         count, they nourished the soul, if you made sure to clear out before the Emperor’s police arrived.) He was happy that the
         Greeks were likewise sensible and, soon after throwing back the Russians, resumed business with them.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ he said to the bumper of kvass in his hand, ‘peace and brotherly love, those are good for trade, as Our Lord preached
         when he walked this earth.’
      

      
      He stood on a clifftop overlooking the stream and the fleet. It was beneath the dignity of a shipowner to haul on cables or
         lug bales; and he had three vessels by now, not bad for a boy who in birchbark leggings had run traplines through northern
         woods. His skippers could oversee the work. But sentries were needed. Not that anyone expected bandits; however, the furs,
         hides, amber, tallow, beeswax being transported would fetch a price down south that just might draw many masterless landloupers together for a single swoop.
      

      
      ‘To you, Ekaterina Borisovna,’ Oleg said, raising his cup. It was for traveling, wooden, albeit silver-trimmed to show the
         world that he was a man of consequence at home in Novgorod.
      

      
      While the thin sour beer went down, he was thinking less of his wife or, for that matter, various slave and servant girls,
         than of a tricksy little minx at journey’s end last year. Would Zoe again be available? If so, that gave him an added reason,
         besides extending his connections among the foreign merchants resident in Constantinople, for wintering there. Though Zoe,
         hm, over several months Zoe might prove painfully expensive.
      

      
      Bees hummed in clover, cornflowers blazed blue as the over-arching, sun-spilling sky. Below Oleg, men swarmed about the bright-hued
         swan- and dragon-headed ships. They must be longing for the Black Sea: in oars and up mast, loaf and let the wind carry you
         on, never thinking about the currents, never caring that that was when the poor devil of an owner must worry most about a
         wreck. Their shouts and oaths were lost across a mile or two, blended into the clangor of great Father Dnieper. These heights
         knew quietness, heat, sweat trickling down ribs and soaking into the quilted padding beneath the chainmail coat, which began
         to drag on the shoulders, but high, high overhead a lark chanted, and the joy floated earthward while a mild buzzing from
         the beer rose to meet it. …
      

      
      Oleg smiled at everything which lay in his tomorrows.

      
      And the vortex took him.

      
      Winters were less strong here than on the plains over which Uldin’s forebears went drifting and storming. Here snowfall was
         scant, most years, and a man had no need to grease his face against the cold. But he could nevertheless lose livestock to
         hunger and weather if he did not ride the range and take care of his beasts – especially when lambing time drew near.
      

      
      Uldin’s followers numbered only half a dozen, including two unarmed slaves. The East Goths had fled into a Roman realm which
         would not likely prove hospitable. Some stayed, of course, the slain and those who were captured and beaten into meekness.
         For the past three years the Huns had lived in peace, settling into their newly conquered land.
      

      
      It lay white beneath low gray clouds. Here and there stood leafless trees. The snags of a garth sacked and burnt were the
         last sign of farming. Fences had been torn down for firewood and grain had yielded to grass. Breath smoked on a raw wind.
         The hoofs of the ponies plopped in snow, clattered on ground frozen hard. Saddle leather squeaked and bits jingled.
      

      
      Uldin’s son Oktar edged alongside. He was barely old enough to ride along, his father being young, but already he showed in
         height and pale skin the Alanic blood of his mother. She had been Uldin’s first woman, a slave given him by his own father
         when he reached an age to enjoy her. He finally lost her, gambling with a man of another tribe at a Sun Festival meeting,
         and didn’t know what her life became afterward, though for a while he had idly wondered.
      

      
      ‘We can reach camp tonight if we push hard,’ the boy said importantly. Uldin half raised his quirt and Oktar added in haste,
         ‘Honored sire.’
      

      
      ‘We won’t,’ Uldin answered. ‘I’ll not weary horses for you to sleep earlier in a warm yurt. We’ll stretch our bags at he made
         a nomad’s quick estimate – ‘Bone Place.’ Oktar’s eyes widened and he gulped. Uldin barked a laugh. ‘What, afraid of wolf-scattered
         Gothic skeletons? If they alive couldn’t stop us slaughtering them, who fears their thin ghosts? Say boo to them.’ He jerked
         his head in dismissal and Oktar fell behind with the rest.
      

      
      Uldin would, in truth, also have liked to make the main encampment. Riding the range at this season was no sport. In summer
         the entire tribe traveled with their herds, and a man could nearly always be home at eventide after a day’s work or hunt.
         That was good: creaking ox-drawn wagons; smells of smoke, roasting meat, live horseflesh, fellowmen’s sweat, dung and piss,
         closeness within the huge grass-rippling horizon, beneath huge hawk-haunted heaven; noise, laughter, gluttonous eating; after nightfall,
         gatherings about the fires, flames whirling and crackling aloft, picking the faces of trusty friends out of unrestful shadows;
         talk, perhaps thoughtful or perhaps bragging, maybe a lay of heroic times to inspire the young, ancient times when the Middle
         Kingdom itself feared the Hunnish Empire, or maybe a jolly bawdy song howled forth to the thutter of drums, and tweedle of
         flutes while men stamped a ring-dance; and kumiss, bowl after bowl of rich fermented mare’s milk until a man became a stallion
         and sought his yurt and his women…. Yes, barring lightning storms (Uldin made a hasty sign against demons, taught him by the
         shaman at his initiation), summer was good, and to arrive home now would be to have a foretaste of it.
      

      
      However, no softness could be allowed. It was bad for discipline if nothing else, and what was a tribe without discipline?
         Uldin drew from beneath his saddlegirth the tally stick on which he had recorded the size of his flocks, and made a show of
         studying it.
      

      
      Not small. Nor big. He was no clan chief, just the head of a household, so-and-so many younger sons and the like who had given
         him their pledge, together with their dependents and his own children, wives, concubines, hirelings, slaves, horses, cattle,
         sheep, dogs, wagons, gear, and plunder.
      

      
      Plunder. He had won little of that when the Huns were overrunning the Alans east of the Don River, for in those years he was
         but a youth learning the trade of war. The sack of the Gothic holdings had enriched him somewhat. Now, when grazing had been
         made ample, he would do best to trade silver and silks for livestock and let natural increase bring him the only wealth that
         was really real.
      

      
      But his gaze drifted westward. Beyond this rolling plain, he had heard, were mountains, and beyond the mountains were the
         Romans, and it was said they paved their streets with gold. A man might carve himself an empire there, great as the ancestors’,
         so that folk a thousand years hence would tremble at his name.
      

      
      No, that chance would hardly come in Uldin’s lifetime. The Huns had no reason to conquer further nor would until their numbers
         waxed too large. To be sure, without some battle the skills of war would rust and the tribes become easy prey; hence the West
         Goths and others would at least be raided pretty often, which could bring opportunities.
      

      
      Abide, he told himself. Honor the Powers and the ancestors, stand by your Shanyu and do his will as you expect your household
         to do yours, steer your affairs wisely. Then who knows what may come your way?
      

      
      And the vortex took him.

      
      Again Erissa must seek the heights alone.

      
      She did not know what sent her forth. It might be the whisper of the Goddess or, if this was too bold a thought, a lesser
         Being; but no vision had ever come to her on those pilgrimages. It might be nothing deeper than a wish to be, for a while,
         one with the moon, with sun, stars, winds, distances, and memories. At such times the house, Dagonas, yes, even the wide fields
         and woods that were hers, even the dear tyranny of her children, became another slave kennel to escape from. So relentlessly
         was she driven that she seldom believed there was nothing of the divine about it. Surely this was a sacrament she must receive,
         over and over, until she was purified for the reunion promised her these four and twenty years ago.
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow dawn I leave,’ she told Dagonas.

      
      Though he had learned the uselessness of protest, he did answer in his mild way, ‘Deukalion could well return meanwhile.’

      
      For a moment her spirit overflowed and stung her eyes, at thought of the tall sea captain who was her oldest son. He was gone
         from Malath more than he was on the island; and when home he spent most time with his comely wife and children, or his young
         male friends, and this was right and natural. But he had come to have so many of his father’s looks—
      

      
      The stinging made her aware, too, of how Dagonas had always been kind to the boy who was not his. Of course, he was honored
         in having for stepson the child of a god. Nonetheless, his goodness went beyond duty. Erissa smiled and kissed her husband.
         ‘If he does, pour him a rhyton of Cyprian wine for me,’ she said.
      

      
      Dagonas was eager that night, knowing she would be absent for days. He had never cared for other women. (Well, he must have
         had them in foreign ports, seeing how long a merchant voyage could become, just as she had taken occasional men in his absence;
         but after he retired from that life and went into brokerage, it had been entirely they two.) She tried to respond, but her
         dreams were on Mount Atabyris and a quarter century in the past.
      

      
      – She woke before the slaves themselves were up. Fumbling her way in the dark, she got a brand from the hearthfire and lit
         a lamp. When she made her ablutions, the water lashed her blood with cold until it raced. She dressed in proper style before
         kneeling, signing herself, and saying her prayers at the household shrine. Dagonas had made that image of the Goddess and
         the Labrys above, with his own clever hands. Cradling Her Son in Her arms, Our Lady of the Ax seemed by the uncertain light
         to stand alive, stirring, as if Her niche were a window that opened upon enormous reaches.
      

      
      Religious duties performed, Erissa made ready to travel. She shed long skirt and open-bosomed jacket for a tunic and stout
         sandals; her hair she wound in a knot; at her belt she hung a knife and a wallet to carry food. She swallowed a piece of bread,
         a lump of cheese, a cup of mingled wine and water. Softly – no need to rouse them – she stole into the pair of rooms they
         had and kissed her four living children by Dagonas farewell. Two boys, two girls, ages from seventeen and soon to be a bride
         (O Virgin Britomartis, her age when the god found her!) to chubby sweet-smelling three. She forgot until she was on her way
         that she had not saluted her man.
      

      
      Westward a few stars still glimmered in sea-blue depths, but the east was turning white, dew gleamed and birds twittered.
         Her house was actually not far outside the harbor city; but steeply rising land and dense groves of fig, pomegranate, and
         olive trees cut off view of anything save her own holdings.
      

      
      Dagonas had demurred when she chose the site: ‘Best we live in town, behind its walls. Each year sees more pirates. Here we
         would have none to help defend us.’
      

      
      She had laughed, not merrily but with that bleak noise which ended argument, and replied, ‘After what we have lived through,
         my dear, are we afraid of a few curs?’
      

      
      Later, because he was no weakling, no mainlander who could not cope with a woman unless he had a law making her inferior,
         she explained, ‘We’ll build the house stoutly and hire only men who can fight. Thus we can stand off any attack long enough
         for a smoke signal to fetch help. I do need broad acres around me, if I’m to breed the sacred bulls.’
      

      
      Having left the buildings behind and taken an inland trail, she passed one of the meadows where her cattle dwelt. The cows
         drowsed in mist-steaming grass or stood with calves clumsily butting their udders. The Father of Minotaurs was also on his
         feet, beneath a plane tree whose upper leaves snared the first beams of the unseen sun. She stopped a moment, caught on the
         grandeur of his horns. His coat was softly dappled, like shadows on a forest floor, and beneath it his muscles moved like
         a calm sea. Oh, holy! The wish to dance with him was an ache within her.
      

      
      No. The god who fathered Deukalion had thereby taken away her right to do it in Her honor; and time, slowing her down, had
         taken away her right as wife and mother to do it for the instruction of the young.
      

      
      Otherwise she had lost little from her body. Pebbles scrunched beneath her mile-eating stride.
      

      
      A swineherd, further on where the unpeopled lands began, recognized her and bent the knee. She blessed him but did not pause.
         Strictly speaking, she was not entitled to do that. She was no priestess, simply a wise-woman, skilled in the healing arts,
         in soothsaying, and in beneficent magic. This let her behave as she chose – faring off by herself, clad like a mainlander
         man – without unduly shocking respectable folk; but it did not consecrate her.
      

      
      Yet a wise-woman must needs be close to the divine; and Erissa had taken the lead in restoring certain forms of worship among
         the Malathians; and she had herself, when a maiden, danced with the bulls for Our Lady; and, while she made no point of having
         once been chosen by a god, neither did she make any bones about it, and most people believed her. Thus she was no common witch.
      

      
      The awe of her, waxing over the years, helped Dagonas in his business. Erissa grinned.

      
      Her muscles flexed and eased, flexed and eased, driving her always further inland and upward. Before long she was in ancient
         pine forest. At that height, under those scented boughs, the coolness of autumn began to grow chilly. She took her noontide
         meal beside a rushing brook. It widened into a pool where she could have handcaught a fish to eat raw, were she not bound
         for a shrine of the Goddess and therefore prohibited from killing.
      

      
      She reached her goal at dusk: a cave high in the highest mountain on Malath. In a hut nearby dwelt the sibyl. Erissa made
         her offering, a pendant of Northland amber which enclosed for eternity a beetle. The Egyptian sign being very potent, that
         was a valuable donation. Hence the sibyl not only gave Erissa routine leave to pray before the three images at the front of
         the cave – Britomartis the Maiden, Rhea the Mother, Dictynna the Rememberer and Foreseer – but led her past the curtain to
         the spring and its Mystery.
      

      
      The hut was well stocked with food brought up by country-folk. After they had eaten, the sibyl wanted to gossip, but Erissa
         was in no mood for it and, because she too had powers, could scarcely be compelled. They went early to bed.
      

      
      —Erissa was likewise up betimes, and on the mountaintop shortly after daybreak.

      
      Here, alone in stillness and splendor, she could let go her tears.
      

      
      Beneath her the slopes fell away in crags, cliffs, boulders, stone strong and dark against the green of pines, which finally
         gave place to the many-hued fields and orchards of men. Overhead the sky soared altogether clear, holding an eagle whose wings
         sheened gold in the young light of Asterion, the sun, the Son. The air was cool, pungent with sage and thyme, and cast a breeze
         to lift the hair off a wet brow. Around the island reached the sea, blue and green shading afar to purple, streaked with a
         dazzlement of foam. Northwestward, fellow islands stood like white-hulled ships; northward reared Asia, still hazy with night
         dreams. But southward hung the peak of Mount Ida, where Asterion was born, upon Keft the lovely and forever lost.
      

      
      There was no sign of Kharia-ti-yeh. There would never be again in the world.

      
      ‘God Duncan,’ Erissa wept, raising to heaven a hand that gripped a piece of earth, ‘when will you call me back to you?’

      
      And the vortex took her.

      
      They stood in a land that the sun had burnt barren. On brown rock-strewn ground, scored by gullies, grew scattered thorn-bushes.
         Heat shimmers danced on the southern horizon. To north the desert met waters that shone like whetted metal beneath an unmerciful
         glare and three wheeling vultures.
      

      
      They looked upon the land and upon each other. They screamed.

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      In the instant beyond time when he was seized and borne off, Reid’s terror cried out: Oh, no! Not a stroke this soon in my
         life! Then he stumbled back from the desolation that filled eyes, ears, lungs; but it was everywhere around him, it had him.
         The words flashed through: I’m dreaming. I’m delirious. I’m dead and in hell.
      

      
      A wind boomed, mummy-dry, furnace-hot, hissing with grit that whipped his skin.

      
      The voices pierced his own and brought him jerkily about. Three! A yellow-bearded man in spike-topped helmet and chainmail;
         a short, leather-coated, fur-capped rider on a rearing pony; a tall, slender woman in a knee-length white dress. And Duncan
         Reid. They shuddered, twenty or thirty feet apart and equally distant from the thing that lay motionless.
      

      
      Thing … a tapered cylindroid, ten yards long by four yards maximum radius or thereabouts, coppery-shining and featureless.
         Or was it? An iridescent shimmer played in the air immediately over the surface, making the very shape impossible to tell
         with certainty.
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