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    Dragon’s Progress




    A travel in comparative religion from Europe to Cathay and the Heart of Asia in the end of the thirteenth century, when Khubilai ruled and died a Mongol Khan and Emperor of China; when Western dragons were fiery but Eastern dragons reigned over the inland waters and when a man’s creed determined his fate after death




    as revealed to F.V.




    


  




  

    An Introduction




    For those who want their history accurate some preliminary information is hereby offered. When one thousand two hundred and forty-five years had passed since the birth of Jesus Christ, the pope Innocent IV – of no ignorant innocence in the affairs of this world – sent a friar from the order of Saint Francis to spread the gospel in the realms of the East. Thus John of Plano Carpini travelled to the Khan of the people of the Mongols and he dwelt in the city known as Karakorum. The knowledge acquired by diligent investigation was presented in John’s work “Liber Tartarorum”, which means the book of the Tatars; and they were also called the Tartars as though they had come out of the infernal Tartarus, the Hell of the Ancients. He also wrote the “Historia Mongolorum”, which is a description of the acts and deeds of this people that had attained great power unforeseen.




    Later another friar of the same order – richly blessed in faith and zeal – William of Ruysbroek, or Rubruquis (Flemish orthography is vacillating) had visited the Khan and spent more than six months at his court. The manifold impressions he had received were conveyed by letters to the saintly king of France, Louis IX, and this knowledgeable and useful work was read widely among lettered men.




    Less than fifty years after the first travel it so befell that another John, called of Monte Corvino, also a friar of the Franciscans, was sent to the Great Khan of the Mongols. At this time, however, the Khan no longer dwelt among the steppes of nomadic Mongols. He lived in the luxury of the Silk Country, China itself, which had been conquered by his horsemen, by then invincible, and he had taken up residence in the city of Cambalec. Later ages have known it by the name of Peking, The Northern Capital, and nowadays Beijing. Great honour was shown to John, and after some fifteen years of successful mission he was made an archbishop of the city. Then thirteen hundred and eight years had passed since the divine Birth.




    So far recorded history goes. What has not been transmitted to posterity will be told here, namely how John in his service had a friar who was called Celestine, a man skilled in his tasks and also well versed in the lore of demons and their works. Now Celestine brought a servant of his own, and this story will begin by telling how he became engaged to the service of the friar, most unwillingly, being himself of the order of those beings who dwell between soil and sky. His true name remains hidden but he used to be addressed as Firebrand.




    All the events are historically accurate or at least they would have been credible to the belief of their times; anachronism is not to the taste of this story which is a novel of comparative religion – and some other things besides.




    


  




  

    Confrontation on Sanctified Soil




    A pig may be happy in its sty but man is born an unhappy animal, ever singed by a spark of the divine. In a life where all feel misunderstood, not without reason, many have raised their heart towards more starry aspirations. This is the force driving seekers and pilgrims onwards so here the paths filled with people going to a place that had been sanctified by belief and by hope. They had gathered from all walks of life on the way to one common goal, old and young, wise and foolish, healthy and crippled, respectable and criminal. Words of something above them promised a pattern to their life as glorious as that of the stars in the night sky. They sought for a model who had achieved


    serenity.




    Blessed is he who loves everybody alike and who is bound by nothing.




    This was Franciscan soil and people were getting together to celebrate his day. Some oldsters had been born before his


    death (in 1226) but they could hardly remember him from their own experience; a few had perhaps been given his blessing as babies. Yet Francis was never far-off from his own land; all this country of hills set with small towns seemed steeped in his memory. He was a man who loved everything and wanted nothing of it for his own. His celestial birthday – his day of death, to put a less assertive name to it – was a day of general joy and his friars were wont to preach their very best for his feast. It was this expectation which drove people from cottage and manor, from toil and leisure, to his church renowned for sermons. Pleasures were rare at the time and none of them was allowed to go to waste.




    “It will be Brother Illuminate this year, too”, an old woman said out of the linen around her face. “I have heard him many times and he always lifts my heart on high. Sursum corda, as they say in the mass.”




    Her friend nodded. Her teeth were bad but her eyes were full of vigour which drove the thin body onwards under layers of dark clothing. “Yes, he speaks of our shortcomings in such a way that you feel able to rise above them and really achieve something. Life is not always easy, leading a goodly life is certainly no joking matter, but one really needs the feeling every now and then that it is possible. Or at least possible to try it.”




    Some children took up a song which praised the saint and many of their elders recognized the melody, an old dancing tune, and joined in it. The steps were made easier by the rhythm.




    A merchant with his face wrinkled by many lines of care turned towards his wife. Their cloaks were rough and hid all the finery underneath, so none should envy them their furs and gold chains and rich cloth. They were generous with their money, though discerning in their giving, but a burden seemed to lie heavily on him. “We give so many alms, yet we are told that they are of no avail if we do not also give our hearts. It is truly difficult to love the miserable of the earth more than riches and business achievements. Charity should lift the soul but mine seems ever more clogged to the soil. Yet when I listen to this Illuminate I manage to feel that I do serve Our Lord himself with whatever I part with to the poor.”




    A small group of cripples moved on with some of the arrogance of professional fighting men still left. They had once been warriors, eagerly sought for by many a state but now they had long out-lived their usefulness. “Will there ever be a time when swords are made into plough-bills? Think of how the saint managed to reconcile the hostile factions of our city in his time! One could truly wish that our old profession would be coming to shame, or at least to a stop, when men fighting for hire would not be in demand any more. But I don’t think this will be achieved as long as this earth is still in existence. I hope his prayers may help to get my sins forgiven, though. With what we have done we will have a long and hard time in purgatory, if not in a worse place.”




    “Don’t think so much on your death”, another man growled. “God is great, and good to those who repent sincerely. But age and illness are bad companions for men who once were outstanding in valour.”




    Finally they had all arrived, flocking outside the church, which was far too small to house them all. Through the open door they could hear the song and the words of the liturgy. When the time for the sermon came, the friar went up on a small stand erected for the purpose. Like a wind, a murmur of expectation drew through the multitude. Brother Illuminate opened his mouth. What he said, however, did not turn out in the way expected.




    He started with reviling the vices of the rich and powerful, a fair game this, but suddenly people heard him saying, “So why do you obey them and look up to them? Evil they are and evil are all their ways. It would be better to turn away from them in utter disobedience. Do not let yourselves be made servants to bad masters for you will be judged for their faults.




    “All their possessions are wrung from your toil and so by right should be yours. Every coin of gold is congealed from your sweat neglected. Then rise in rebellion and overthrow them, let the parched soil drink of their accursed blood! Is such thirst from The Evil One? Well, it may be, but why do you not serve Him willingly? You are anyhow condemned to His rule. Do you really imagine that filthy sinners, the likes of you, could ever be admitted to the presence of The Almighty? What would heaven be worth if it were to contain you and your likes, low with lust and mean with greed? The only place fit for your inner rottenness is hell, the only angel who could welcome you is The Fallen One! And He is great in power on earth, He will reward those richly who serve him freely. But about your clinging to your petty goodness and your small loyalty to The Good One? You will be abused in life and rejected after death. Whores and cuckolds, cravens and liars, how can you ever hope for the mercy of Him who is enthroned upon the cherubs? Sink to the lowness of the worm where your home is and then sweeten your misery by pulling down those who have profited from it!




    “You have heard fine words, no doubt, on morality, listening to a skulk of friars in your days, or a superfluity of nuns, forgetting what you are in reality, an ingratitude of children and a fawning of courtiers.” (These forms of the plural could be heard on many lips but even when far less disrespectful they were not fit for Sunday speech.) “How the venom and the filth of your minds are stinking in my nostrils, still worse than your vile bodies! If there were at least any pride in you, or any strength, you would rise against your masters and triumph in their downfall. Then at least your death would not be totally ignoble and the historians of the future might devote some words in their chronicles to you and your deeds.”




    He could have continued in this vein for a long time still, for he was just beginning to warm to his subject – and sermons were habitually long at the period, when listeners seldom had anything more exciting to turn their attention to – but by now people were recovering from the first shock of surprise.




    Whispering started among them as they wondered what on earth could have overcome the friar. Or from below, a whiff of the subterranean realm. Rebels were not unknown but even they never presented their ideas like this and the words were anyhow a shame and an insult to the unwilling listener.




    The friar spoke ever faster, the words mingling with drops of foam at his mouth, but he was interrupted by stout men who came up and dragged him aside forcibly. He was gagged and bound with strong ropes and then he was taken away to the convent lying close to the church.




    Some women raised a song to Our Lady in the hope of restoring the semblance of order but the holiday feeling of the audience was gone. People were uneasy and upset. The most secret thoughts which they had fought hard to dismiss from their waking minds, how had they become living words on the lips of this man whom they had learnt to consider with respect? What devilry had overcome him, sneaking up even in the fragrance of saintliness?




    Brother Illuminate had lost all consciousness. He lay like one dead in the cell. The demon which had taken possession of him obviously had no use for him any more. The friars said prayers over him and they sprinkled holy water on his body but he neither woke nor stirred. Something must be done, but what? Suggestions were made and as soon discarded until one man noted that their neighbours had a guest who was a travelling friar reputed to have much power over hidden beings and occult powers. It might be a good idea to ask him for help.




    Brother Celestine was not eager to accept the summons. He was no physician and this sounded like a doubtful case. Also he was very displeased by the rumour of his knowledge for none knew better than him how dangerous such a reputation might become for the person concerned. Yet after some while he ceded to the entreaties. He could not let a fellow man – and a friar at that – be taken over wholly by the powers of night without even an attempt to snatch him from the jaws of the Black One.




    So he went to the convent and there he was at once taken to the cell where Brother Illuminate had been put. A couple of friars were keeping an uneasy watch over the rigid form. Now Celestine immediately sensed the presence of a malicious entity and knew for certain that this indeed was a case of demon possession. No signs of a violent disposition could be noted for the time being, though, and Celestine took the risk of dismissing the other men. Their presence would hamper his own activities and their fear was filling the cell with a disagreeable odour. They were most relieved to be allowed to go, yet promised to stay near by so they would be ready in a case of emergency.




    He sniffed the air. There was no smell of sulphur nor certain other signs of the minor devils who were as a rule much given to this type of pranks. Nor was there any smell of mould or decay, although one might rather suspect the activity of a ghost. Not all the dead could rest in peace, far from that. Malefactors roamed the undead country and they were able to return to the living and to raise panic and pain in their minds. The speech of the spirit using the mouth of this friar resembled somewhat things uttered by heretics of the past, slain by sword or burnt at the stake. It had been a brief attack, however. As soon as he had been dragged off from the listeners he had lost the use of speech. Ghosts used to be fond of talking once they found a living mouth to use. The silence surrounding them was so very heavy.




    He decided to begin by a standard exorcism: It failed. He tried another, which also failed. Something more unusual seemed called for. This demon could not be frightened away by just being told to get himself off like the legion of his likes had done when they entered the Gadarene swine.




    Celestine saw a shaft of light enter the cell and he said in a subtle voice, with a rare intonation, “I exhort you in the name of the Sun of Righteousness, leave this man. Lift your darkness from his mind, your cloud from his speech, and may he be restored to his true being as a Child of the Light.




    “As darkness must give way to the onset of day, so may your evil recede from this soul which has been cleansed by the Redeeming Blood. If you do not obey me you will be attacked by the rotten hearts, by the devourers of human flesh, by the suckers of man’s blood.




    “Verily true power has been granted to me to draw their anger upon you.”




    Then he heard a snort and an unearthly voice hissed, “A necromancer, is he? A master of the black gramarye or what?” Then utter silence fell.




    This reaction cheered Celestine, as it was a proof that his words had reached his opponent. They did not yet have the effect he hoped for but in such grave matters you cannot hurry. He made the sign of the cross over every limb of the unconscious man, just touching his forehead, his eyes, his mouth and his ears and then his heart, his belly, both his hands, his knees, his feet, saying each time, “May you leave this man by the force of the cross, by the strength of the blood, by the triumph of the resurrection. If you refuse to obey me may Belial summon you and may Astaroth punish you. May you shrivel before the eyes of the Cruel and may you be consumed by the wrath of the Fiery Womb. Hear me and obey me.”




    For a long time his words seemed to echo in the silence of the cell. Then the bound man started to move, twitching in his ropes. With one leap he tried to rise to his feet but fell, looking around with bewildered eyes. “Is he gone now? Where did he take me? Where am I?”




    Celestine faced him sternly. “Are you delivered from the evil spirit? Is your right mind back behind your eyebrows?”




    Illuminate had no idea of whatever had happened. Had he been taken ill all of a sudden? But why had he been bound? Why did all his body ache and why were his lips parched? He asked for water and Celestine gave him to drink but as for his questions the friars of the convent were tasked with the replies. He was revolted when told what words had been uttered by his lips. Such thoughts had never entered his mind, never, whatever sins he might have committed. He had no memory of his possession, the voice speaking in his throat had left no mark in his mind, he had been sucked out and he knew nothing of what or who had acted inside his body.




    He was taken away and Celestine was to have no further contact with him. Penance awaited him, most likely a long and harsh one, but his mind was restored and seemed likely to remain so. For himself, Celestine was grateful that he had succeeded. With demons you never could be certain. Even the apostles of Our Lord had had great pains with some of the more stubborn sorts.




    He asked for some food but he remained inside the cell. The malicious presence was not gone. He could feel it lingering, slowly turning from ill will to a mocking amusement. A feeling rose in Celestine’s stomach that he was involved in some game where he did not know the rules for the next move. The departure of the spirit from the man it had possessed had not been forced by the strength and wisdom of the visiting friar. His pride in his achievement flagged.




    Then a voice came to him, low but distinct, speaking good Latin, as if using vocal chords, not at all like sounds of wood or wind which an overwrought imagination may mistake for voices. “Rather amusing, this. Fun is getting scarce nowadays. Of course you could never have frightened me off with those simple means but I like your style. Not banal, anyhow, everything considered. I simply cannot say how fed up I am by now with banal exorcisms. Your literary style needs some polishing, though. What more could you offer?”




    There was nothing visible to indicate the origin of the voice. For a moment the friar felt sick with apprehension but then his mind changed. This was some hide-and-seek from a spirit who had not had his full pleasure from Illuminate. That one had offered no resistance to the possession. The demon – or whatever it was – might hope for better entertainment from Celestine. Let him hope! He would see a thing or two which he would not have expected.




    “Tell me your name, you who speak to me without a body,” he exhorted him (or it, or whatever), “and let me see you in your true form!”




    The response was a chuckling laughter. “Not so hasty, oh dear, no rashness, if you please. I have taken a fancy to your metaphors, that is all. I am not one for being ordered around. As for my true name you know very well that I would never tell it. I have many names, though, acquired during a long and eventful existence. Firebrand will do well, I think. I have used it quite a lot lately.




    “As for my true form the very sight of it would kill you at once. Have you not heard of Semele, the mortal princess in Thebes who had the supreme god of the pagans as her lover? She tricked him into swearing a great oath of granting her whatever she wanted and then she asked to see him in his divine appearance. Before she knew why, she was consumed by the flames of his lightnings. I may not be Jove but I am deadly to behold.




    “I asked for some more of your literature, though. If you dare to try, of course.” The voice turned more supercilious than ever and Celestine flared up in pride. It was not permitted to deal in spells and enchantments for your own profit – Church was strict on the subject – but he would answer this mocking voice, he would. What a nasty one – but of high class, no denying this, well-bred – whatever nook of hell had been his university.




    Now Celestine needed a proper language for his words. Latin would not do. It was a good language for administration and logic and scholastic theology, excellent actually, but it had its limitations. He must use the tongue of ancient gods of undying power, the secret words of the Greeks that were by the time little known in the Europe of Roman Catholicism. They rang with imperial pride as he began:




    “I adjure you by the angel ruling the first heaven, by God’s hearth, by Ariel, surrender to me. I adjure you by the angel ruling the second heaven, by God’s averting power, by Suriel, surrender to me. I adjure you by the angel ruling the third heaven, by God’s grace, by Asrael, surrender to me. I adjure you by the angel ruling the fourth heaven, by God’s fire, by Uriel, surrender to me. I adjure you by the angel ruling the fifth heaven, by God’s healing hand, by Raphael, surrender to me. I adjure you by the angel ruling the sixth heaven, by God’s strength, by Gabriel, surrender to me. I adjure you by the angel ruling the seventh heaven, by God’s incomparability, by Michael, surrender to me.




    “By the names of the seven angels do I adjure you, for it is written in the book of Tobit that seven angels are standing in front of God’s throne, wafting the prayer of his holy ones to him. As these have power before the Lord, so may I have power over you before the Lord.




    “By the seven angels do I adjure you, for it is written in the Revelation of Saint John that the seven angels blew their trumpets and earth was destroyed. Likewise may your power to act against my will be destroyed.




    “I adjure you by the name of Him who created heaven and earth, Himself not created, by the name of Him who separated light from darkness. By the hour when the stars of morning sang in joy before the Creator’s work may your will be attuned to mine!




    “I adjure you by the holy and ineffable name that makes the angels shiver and the skies tremble, by the name that makes the foundations of earth quake and the pillars of the firmament shake, the name ruling every spirit and all the aeons. May the wrath of the Tetragrammaton, The Unutterable Name, strike you if you do not obey me! By the Hagios Theos, by the Hagios Ischyros, by the Hagios Athanatos, do not escape into the wilderness but stay at my side and take on a visible form and fulfil all my commands! Child of Lilith, of her who dwells in the desert, child of Beelzebub, of him who thrives on the smokes of sacrifices from the idolaters, I adjure you into my faithful service!”




    His words did not go off into empty air. They echoed and shivered as if they were darts in a living flesh which tried in vain to rid itself of them. They had reached their goal. A tension grew all around, an invisible breath seemed to be congealing on the cold stone of the walls. The blood grew chill in Celestine’s veins but his skin broke out with sweat.




    From beyond the limits of hearing a hissing sound shivered and the air turned hazy as it will when a big fire is burning in summer. There was a tossing and a turning in the emptiness and a silver-golden shimmer could be perceived. Slowly, very slowly, a mist seemed to grow more solid. Finally there was a form in it, as though of flesh and blood. The hiss fell silent, the air came to rest, but there was a being in a body, a presence which turned the room into a hole in the world of ordinary reality. Celestine gasped for breath as he looked through it. He had never expected such a shape.




    The cell was dark by now. Night came through the window and the lamp had burnt out. A faint light was diffused from the unearthly creature, and it sufficed to make Celestine recognize it. This was a dragon. A true draco, as had an illustration in a bestiary come to life – though immeasurably more elegant and self-assured. His wings were neatly folded, his serpentine body shimmered with scales like those of a fish. A thin flame blew out of his mouth and leisurely he displayed knife-sharp claws. His eyes fixed the friar with an amused look. Their colour made him think of the chrysoberyls he had seen displayed on the crosier of one of the wealthier bishops. Their look was impossible to evade. Celestine had never taken dragons quite seriously before. Now he did.




    The dragon had assumed a rather smallish size. A life-size dragon is a sight which any man – if not a trained hero – will recoil from in haste. Also it is difficult to translate the true nature of a spiritual being into the gross terms of flesh and blood, of body and wing. Firebrand prided himself on being many steps above the rude and vulgar dragons, such as were killed off by warriors in Northern poetry. His was a subtle nature so he chose his external form with an artist’s discrimination. His dominant colouring was yellow-brown, unlike many of his fellows sporting more striking hues such as the primary colours. He was both enamelled and bejewelled in appropriate tints, though; to a lover of precious stones his wings seemed carved out of amber, brought by storms to the shores of the Baltic. His claws were like crystals of sherry-brown topaz, the skin of his body resembled the shell of the pale tortoise, if it were inlaid with the reddish-brown gem which men have called jacinth. His external scales were almost transparent, like wine from the Moselle vineyards and they shone with the light of a wintry sun behind dropping icicles.




    Celestine felt a strange elation as the dragon made an acknowledging bow. “Your incantation was truly binding. I had never thought a man like you capable of bringing me under a spell. Well, it will not do to underestimate an opponent. I am at your service and I hope you will employ me well. The command of a dragon might turn out crookedly if a man does not beware.” Then he added as an afterthought, “Your Hebrew etymologies are a bit dubious. Traditional, though.”




    A question escaped Celestine. “Can you make the true sign of the cross?”




    The dragon turned sullen. He lifted a paw and made a quick movement but the friar did not catch its significance. It might have been made in answer to his demand but he felt uneasy about it, as though it might be one of the signs used for protection against the evil eye.




    He reached for some holy water that by chance was lying in a small vessel close by but the dragon made a movement of deep disgust and hissed, “No aspersion, no, never. It reminds me far too much of vulgar village priests who think spirits like me are some subordinate serfs. It makes me sick, it really does.”




    Then he reclaimed his dignity and added, “Our relations must be established on a clearly defined basis. You have bent me to your will when I unwisely exposed myself to your knowledge of things hidden. This, however, gives you no right of condescension. I am a lion-hearted dragon – I say this because you obviously do not know much about dragons, so the mere sight of me conveys less than it might – and full of bile and venom – high terms of praise for a creature of my kind – and I will brook no disrespect.”




    Celestine agreed. It is certainly no common situation to have a dragon at your disposal. It might conceivably take some time to work out a satisfactory pattern of relations. Actually he was more excited than he had ever been in his life.




    Of course the dragon must be kept a complete secret. Otherwise – well, he did not intend to dwell on thoughts of what would happen if this should be revealed. He might find himself in a very exalted position indeed, on top of a pyre, at the stake. Yet it was worth the risk. Think that all his toil with Greek grammar and the laborious decipherment of incantations had turned out worthwhile! He had often wondered in the past why he really took such pains. Here was the reason.




    By now the convent was deep asleep. He alone looked out into the night and he had many questions to ponder before the stars turned pale so for the moment he bid his dragon to rest – he already thought of Firebrand as his own property, a rather mistaken interpretation of the situation, like anybody speaking about his or her own cat, while a cat belongs to nobody, though it may have its people who serve it.




    “You are bound to my service until I unbind you. Keep close to me but never appear in a visible form to anybody else than me. Do not take it on even in front of me unless I permit you. Now you may go.”




    Firebrand vanished with a hiss and a swish. The cell was sunk in darkness and silence. Nothing seemed to indicate that a dragon – of a spiritual disposition – had ever visited it.




    Celestine could not sleep a wink until the bell tolled for the early prayers. His thoughts were hot with the taste of adventure and so his performance in the choir was poor and his attention distracted from psalms and songs. The dragon was growing on his mind.


  




  

    Blue is for Distance




    After the strenuous day which led to their meeting both Firebrand and Celestine had a period of some rest. The friar left the convent and returned to the family he had been visiting, instructing them in various fine points of moral theology. Every night he had a short conversation in secret with the dragon, just to keep in touch. In day-time Firebrand roamed wherever he wanted.




    They were both well pleased with the situation but it was too good to last. One day a visitor came for the friar, a messenger from Rome. Celestine was desired again for the assistance of John of Monte Corvino who now had returned from another diplomatic mission in the East. The two friars had often co-operated in the past, with satisfactory results. John had been sent to Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine empire, on an undertaking of great delicacy. For hundreds of years there had been no love lost between the Greek Patriarch and the Pope. Christians of the East and of the West had mutually denounced each other as heretics. High politics had got inextricably involved in the theological controversy. John, who was a man of discretion, had yet not failed completely in his enterprise, which under these circumstances might be called quite a success.




    There were no details to be had from the messenger. He had only received an order to recall Celestine to Rome, where John was staying in one of the Franciscan convents. There were urgent matters to discuss and it was hoped that Celestine could extricate himself from whatever other business he had with the greatest speed possible.




    He duly obeyed and so on a late autumn day he trotted again through the winding streets of the city which was the seat of the pope. They were thick with refuse and mud and lined with dilapidated buildings of splendour gone. Rome had fallen from its former glory and had not yet acquired a new one and Firebrand, who was winging his invisible way above the friar, had to stifle many an exclamation of sadness and exasperation. He had not visited Rome for many centuries, not since the great days of the Roman Peace, when legionaries walked all of the roads of West and East. He spoke such a thought into the mind of the friar, but Celestine did not regret the times of idolatry, no, he considered the ravages of time and the plunderings of Teutonic and other barbarian hordes a fit punishment for the innumerable sins sported in pagan Rome.




    Firebrand had no power of persuasion left. What had befallen him, really? How could a dragon be so foolish as he had been, opening himself to the spells of a human being? He did not deserve any better than this humiliation on top of all the others. Was he getting stupid and slack with the onset of age?




    A painful possibility, this. Of course he was not the fiery youngster he had been in the days of the pagan gods, Nordic or Roman. But could he really have lost all the cunning he had accumulated through millennia of history? There must be another explanation. There probably was an intent hidden in this situation, whether prompted by a divine agency or an infernal one, bent on turning his future into something of much greater importance than would otherwise have been possible. He would have to muster his patience, although of course this never was a chief virtue of dragons.




    They approached the convent. It would not do to let a dragon enter the pious walls so Firebrand would have to stay outside, at a safe distance. They must arrange a meeting-place where Celestine might try to go, say every morning just after the prayers of dawn. He could probably manage to slip off by then.




    The dragon suggested a side entry to the ruins of the Colosseum. It was visible far-off, really impossible to miss. The friar agreed. The site was not unfitting; it had been hallowed by the memory of all the martyred saints who had been delivered there to cruel death for the amusement of the pagans. A pious Christian might well be seen there without arousing any suspicion in the eyes of his co-believers. Of course a man had to be careful of his reputation in these days. Heretical associations could easily be fatal.




    Firebrand agreed. After all, he was quite an authority on the persecution of the false thinkers that had ravaged the Mediterranean countries a hundred years earlier. He had been quite active in the proceedings, even, now on one side, now on the other. But these fond memories were better not shared with the friar. Nor did the dragon tell about his own memories of the games of the arena. Even among the present-day ruins he could sniff a trace of the hot excitement that had risen among the public when blood started to gush from the wounds of the fighters. All kinds of unequal combats had been set up for the thrill of the onlookers, who had felt life all the more desirable for the closeness to violent death.




    The Christians had never been as popular as the acts of the martyrs seemed to suggest. They really offered no good sport. Just meek submission to the ferocious animals which were let loose on them. Their minds were too soft for resistance; the public had to be content with watching some good mangling, gory jaws of lions or bulls, stifled cries of unbearable pain, really nothing to match the true fighting between men who had been trained to dare their lives with a flair. Roman connoisseurs considered no sexual intercourse as exciting as that after watching a real day in the arena. The women were not only willing then, they were positively in heat.




    Firebrand was a spirit himself but not devoid of the qualities of gross flesh. He always got carnally excited by the gladiators. There were not many females able to cope with him, though, so satisfaction had been rare. Occasionally he had slunk off to the corpses that were dragged off and taken to the pits, quenching his hot desire in their open wounds, but this was a tricky


    business.




    Well, well, these were fond memories of olden days. Now only snakes and lizards moved among the mighty ruins. Most of the stonework was quarried for the building of churches and local palaces. These were as yet no times for amateur archaeologists.




    Friar John had not sent for Celestine out of a whim or for the pleasure of considering old times. As he explained to him when they were sitting in the cloistered garden, enjoying the cool sun, “These are times of great expansion for the Church so it has seemed wise to the pope to consider the enlightenment of those peoples who dwell further east than any others, close to the rising of the sun, as you might say, yet deprived of the light of the true faith by their ignorance. Missionaries will be sent to the Khan of the Mongols who is also the Emperor of Cathay. Our Holy Father, Nicholas, has decided to choose me for this task. I have accepted but I will not go alone. If I should fail who would then further my work?




    “I know that you have not directed your mind to the countries of the Far East but my heart would be easier if you would join me as my friend and my helper. We will serve God most gloriously.”




    “But I have no particular knowledge of these areas,” Celestine spurted. “I do not even know any Arabic to speak of. There must be friars who are more fitting.”




    John replied, “If I had been sent to the realms of the Prophet I should certainly have chosen other men with some experience of their speech and ways of thinking but I am sent even beyond these countries. To my knowledge there is no man in Europe who has ever travelled so far. There is nobody to teach us what we may find. A brave heart and a quick mind will be of far higher value than any knowledge of tongues.”




    A few years later Europeans would indeed find a man to teach them about the empire of the Khan, not an intellectual but a merchant quick to pick up all information. Marco Polo would return out of the East and tell his marvels to the people of Venice. Later on, he would be made a prisoner of war and in his cell in Genoa he would describe the grandeur of his former master, a tale written to the lasting surprise of the Western world. But this was still in the future. John continued, “I do not order you to go. Myself I am bound by the desire of the pope in this matter but on you I will lay no burden. Yet it would be a great joy to me if you would accept my proposal. There is no hurry for you to decide. Ponder it well.”




    “It is so very distant,” Celestine mumbled hoarsely. “Saint Thomas the Apostle went all the way to India and preached the gospel, but Cathay is further off from the Pepper Country than India is from us, they say.”




    “It would be to the glory of our order and the great service of the Church,” John remarked. “Pray to Saint Francis that he help you find your way. Certainly only a willing heart should undertake such a vast enterprise.”




    Then the conversation turned to other subjects. Celestine was kept busy by many matters adhering to the mission which John had accomplished in the Near East. Papers were written, arrangements were made, giving him some respite. Yet there was no doubt in his mind on the right and good decision. Only he could not muster the strength to make it, to say ‘Yes’. Not yet.




    One day in the ancient ruins he poured out his heart to his invisible servant. Not that he expected any sympathy or advice, he just found silence insufferable. Firebrand was quite interested in the idea, however.




    “You mean you would cross the deserts and the mountains and the unmeasured distance all over Asia? That is really a manly undertaking: When Europe was still a wilderness of forests and swamps there were great gods ordering the land along the rivers of the east and men surpassed what had been thought possible. The rumour of the pyramids, or of the temple mountains between the two great rivers, or the marvels of the Gem Island are still alive among my race. Indeed it is said that we have our origin in the wastes of the East.




    “Dragons flew over Ninive and Susa, they settled in the far-flung empire of Great Alexander, they crossed ever-white mountain chains and rivers strong in scents, no country under the moon was left unvisited by them, or so our lore says.”




    “Have you ever been to those distant countries?” the friar asked, his curiosity overcoming his misery. “Tell me all that you remember!”




    But Firebrand could not oblige. He had been spawned in the northern lands where summer knows of no true night while winter holds hardly any day. He spent his youth there until he followed some of the yellow-haired men southwards where they took service in the most disciplined armies the world had ever seen. He had been the friend of many a Roman eagle and had surveyed its flight over the shores along the Mediterranean but personally he never settled in the East.




    He was not particularly devoted to his own kind. He had studied the history and legend of dragons but he found many of them far too crude to his own liking. His own disposition was much more subtle. For a short period in his young days he had gone in for treasure-hunting and he had had a cave of his own lined with his spoils – mostly amber, more accessible in the North than gold – but he had been driven away by stronger dragons. Then he settled for more refined political methods to further his interests.




    When the Romans abandoned Central Europe, life turned crude and dragons behaved correspondingly. Some of them fancied a diet of virgins who were given up by the frightened inhabitants of isolated cities. The fashion prevailed until the new craze turned up for unstained knights who regularly delivered maidens and killed off the dragon. Saint George instituted this trend, which took on immediately.




    Firebrand himself had barely escaped the attacks of a couple of Christian knights who took any dragon for such a virgin-hunter, although he had never understood why anybody paid so much interest to the thinnest piece of flesh in a girl. Once he had even been offered the hymen of a newly-slaughtered virgin as a special mark of estimate from an old fighter who wanted some legal advice from him and did his very best to ingratiate himself. But it tasted none the better than the corresponding parts of quite experienced women of a similar age. It was perhaps only the rarity which made it so palatable to gourmets. Anyhow, Firebrand did not intend to share the fate of any of them nor of those distant relatives of his whose slaying had been the great achievement of a Sigurd or a Beowulf. He decided to join the ascending power and turned his talents to the service of the Church. They needed models for the great powers of the Dark. In this the dragon excelled.




    Celestine pondered the decision expected from him. Why was he not of the stuff of the martyrs? They had not hesitated to give up their very life for the glory of the Lord while he was asked only to go on a long journey. With remarkably good luck he might even arrive safe and sound in the Silk Country. Possibly he might be able to convert some of the pagans. They might be noble men, of an exalted disposition, starving for enlightenment. Anyhow his duty was obvious but he could not commit himself, until one day John told him the time had come.




    “I will now return to the East. I must arrange various things in the realm of Armenia and then I must spend some time among the Persians, for our brethren there have called for my help on controversial matters. Then I will set out for my final goal. Will you join me or not?”




    The response rose to Celestine’s lips without any intervening thought. Yes, he would. Then a great calm overtook him. There was no turning back any more, no hesitation to burden him. Yes, he would go, even if his road would lead him to the demons of the desert or to the slave markets of the idolaters. He would commend himself to the saint of his order and accompany John to the very end, whether sweet or bitter.




    Then they decided upon routes. Celestine would leave next spring by ship from Italy to Constantinople and John would give him many letters of introduction. Then he might travel by ship over the Black Sea which men used in bitter jest to call the Hospitable Sea, because its winds and waves were vicious. He should go to Trebizond, a city which now magnificently styled itself nothing less than an empire. From there overland through Armenia to the noble city of Tauris (later known as Tebriz). There John would wait for him in the Franciscan convent. Mission had already reached far through the zeal of their brethren!




    Celestine would travel, but he would not travel alone. No word about it to John, but at the first opportunity he informed the dragon about his decision to leave.




    Firebrand nodded sagely. “A great undertaking, no doubt, but victory asks for valour. You will have to prepare for much toil, whether you go by ship or by mule and camel. You are not quite young either. Some of the people you meet may turn out worse than you expect. Others may be better. But be careful, for idolaters have high opinions of their own gods and do not easily abandon them as long as they seem serviceable. You must keep a civil tongue in your head.




    “I certainly will not discourage you. I quite admire your pluck. If I were human I would offer up my best prayers for your success.




    “It has been quite interesting to make your acquaintance. I do not suppose we will ever meet again.”




    The friar laughed grimly. “Not so rash, my dragon, not so hasty. You will join me. I have no desire to dispense with your services which, anyhow, you have hardly started to provide. You remain bound by my authority, whether here or in the distant Silk Country. We go together.”




    Firebrand was truly perturbed. Blue flames burst out of his mouth and nostrils. He spluttered out his longest words. This was a shameful attempt at his liberty, a transgression of their mutual rights and duties. No extravaganza of this sort had been intended in their original agreement. He could not accept any such enormity, it was a gratuitous insult. You cannot expect a dragon of his age and standing to risk the danger and discomfort of such an undertaking. The friar might have his cogent reasons to go but the dragon had not.




    Celestine coolly let him vent his indignation. It was of no avail. The dragon had been properly enchanted by his spells. There was no protest which could release him. Firebrand realized this rather quickly. Actually he had never believed that he could have evaded all that easily. Yet it was worth trying. As resistance was obviously in vain he finally assented graciously. He had the pride to accept his defeat with style.




    There were, however, very real practical problems. As for invisibility, he could keep it up for any time if needed. He was almost impermeable to heat and cold as well. What he truly needed was food. He was one of the lower spirits, he said, and they were constituted of the very finest matter, much more subtle than the gross stuff making up men and beasts. Yet they must nourish themselves from earthly substances of suitable refinement. The gods of the idolaters usually went in for the smoke of burnt flesh. In Christian countries the supply of incense and candles in church was fairly reliable, and the spirits might go to considerable risks in order to obtain the odour rising from them.




    In Moslem countries the situation was much less auspicious and as for conditions still further off he had no real idea. Celestine would have to provide him with some fumes or smokes from hot food or drink if nothing else turned up on the long caravan trails. In the cities he might fend for himself but this would take time. If he were deprived of his necessary diet for a long time his strength would fail.




    “I never thought of this,” Celestine admitted. “How have you been feeding lately?”




    A satisfied grin spread over the face of the dragon. “Well. I have struck up a friendship with some of the best kitchens of the city. There are some that offer delicious smokes even during the most rigorous periods of fasting. Oh no, I give no names. But I do not complain.”




    As the weeks of the ecclesiastical year rolled on, the friar had to devote some serious thinking to the preparations for his mission. He could not take much along. For most of his needs he would have to depend on charity or else on his natural wits. Impressive letters of introduction were of tantamount importance. Vessels for church service must be of noble metal but they had better not be conspicuous. Wine for divine service – this could spell trouble in Moslem countries. He had heard of Christians who had been massacred there because the adherents of Mohammed were forbidden the juice of the grape and considered all use of it an abomination.




    Merchants sewed up gold and gems in the hems of their dresses but this trick was not unknown to robbers of all persuasions. Now that Mongol rule was firmly established in Asia, travel was less dangerous than formerly but precautions were certainly necessary. It might be a good idea to learn some simple medicine and bring a small store of efficacious herbs. He actually put the idea into practice, to the considerable surprise of the friar of the convent who was charged with hospital work.




    Firebrand also realized that he could not fly along with any worldly treasures tucked up among his scales. Such a pity. He would have liked some maps to go by when planning the route – a work for which he did not rely too much on the friar – but at this period map-making was a fine art rather than an exact science. In unknown corners of the world people supposed the existence of the most wildly improbable men, or hybrid demons. He did not expect himself to meet the Shadowfeet, who had one foot only, so supple and huge that it could easily be used as a protection against the sun. Nor did he suppose he would come across people whose heads grew on their legs, with no body to go between. He had seen quite a lot of such and other, equally fantastic, beings depicted on the huge encyclopaedias of carved stone which constituted the portals of the great cathedrals north of the Alps, particularly in France, but he had his own, very low opinion of their veracity.




    They were much better informed on dragons, griffins, centaurs, chimeras and other beings of antiquity and their likes from still more distant periods and countries. This was not due to human lore being more reliable on the subject but because many of these beings had found a subtle pleasure in posing as models for the workers of the stone. He had joined in such enterprise during the turn of the millennium (the period which nobody yet called Romanesque) and he had met with all kinds of creatures, drawn from Roman sarcophagi and Byzantine ivories, from Persian vessels and Coptic manuscripts and any number of sources, Southern, Eastern and Western, pagan of many creeds …




    These had been pleasant times. The visits had to take place in strict secrecy and they were far from always welcome. Many a pious mason groped for stoup or censer when waking from a sleep of strange marvels. These did not make the best artists. But the hybrids out of forgotten cultures had delighted to dwell again in human minds after centuries of semi-oblivion. In the blood of men’s veins centaurs recovered the sensation of galloping, lion-eagles swooped on their prey, and as for the voluptuous sirens they willingly exerted all their dangerous charms.




    Firebrand and his new-found esoteric friends visited the stone workers in their sleep, at night or noon, inflamed their desire for bodies to embrace when the men had nothing but raw matter to work, turning their lecherous sensations to creativity.




    These were great days for all the animals out of bestiaries, such as lions of most remarkable habits, unknown to later scientific zoology, and of course griffins, dragons and their fellow-creatures. There was less place for them now in church architecture. The Gothic style preferred the patterns of living plants and could not spare much place for the great beasts out of legend. Flora instead of fauna was one of its characteristic hallmarks. The beasts might find a footing as gargoyles on top of the roof, spouting water in rainy weather and by an effort representing the devil. Not much to satisfy the ambition of a dragon of some enterprise, in spite of the exalted position.




    He really missed those colourful old days but every fashion will grow unfashionable with new generations. The opposition against him and his fellows had been beautifully formulated by Saint Bernard, by the way. The man must have been enthralled by the style to denounce it so vigorously as he did. Writing on cloisters, he criticized the decoration which made it – how did the text run? oh yes – “more delightful to read the marbles than the manuscripts.” And later on “that amazing mis-shapen shapeliness and shapely mis-shapenness.” He had a sense of style, undeniably, although he disliked so much, from Abelard’s philosophy to the Saracenic rule in Palestine.




    Firebrand had tried his claw at many occupations in his long life but he thought with a special pleasure on his contribution to church decoration. It had certainly absorbed much attention during long and tedious ceremonies, whether as part of monastic discipline or as the obligations of the lay people who as a rule understood hardly anything of the language of the Church. Even when able to guess at Latin words they would have been baffled by the niceties of theology. Strictly for specialists.




    Letters came from John, who was back in Constantinople. Everything had passed well enough this far and the commerce was thriving. Much information could be gleaned from judicious conversations with men who had travelled beyond the highest mountains of the world. There was a great hunger for the true knowledge of God. Even the name of Christ had spread far to the uttermost East, albeit in a peculiarly debased form. He felt that much good would come out of their undertaking and he encouraged Celestine not to lose courage.




    Firebrand nodded appreciatively. Constantinople obviously was still an essential place to visit, although it had fallen from its former glory. The Latin empire had not been a blessing to the Greeks submitted to it.




    “Have you been involved in these undertakings?” the friar wondered. “They are schismatics, of course, and excommunicated, but the rift between the pope and the patriarch is not of their doing only. I think it one of the great shames of our ages. If we were united the glory of Christ would be marvellously increased. There have been attempts at reconciliation but they always falter in the end.




    “I am not concerned with politics but I never really managed to understand how a crusade against the infidels could be turned against Christians instead. Venice is a sly power and it must have manipulated carefully to achieve this. Treachery as well. The Byzantines are slippery like eels and their word is never to be trusted, it is said. Yet Constantinople had been great and reverend when all the West was little better than a wilderness, conquered by barbarians from the remnants of Rome. We should have treated our elders and betters there with more respect.”




    “Why then?” Firebrand asked. “The powers in the West have for a long time desired to expand into the East and however grand its heritage, Byzantium was no longer able to defend its own. It descends from the Roman empire, of course, but it displayed none of the Roman strength in combat when the Arabs swept over its territories. When a once great power is falling apart there is much spoil to be won by those who recognize the proper moment to attack.




    “The official aim of the crusades was of course to take over the country where Christ himself had walked, so that the traces of his life upon earth should not be sullied by the non-believers who had conquered it, these Saracens skilled in warfare and fiery in their religious zeal which rejected the divinity of Christ and instead listened to the message of their own Prophet.




    “Statecraft, however, is different from piety. The achievements of the first crusade were lost and then it seemed natural to the later attempt – which was the fourth crusade – to tackle other problems. Venice wanted influence over the Oriental trade. Christian princes wanted new land. They all joined to plot against this Byzantine empire which was in full decay. They even found a local prince willing to promise anything to gain their help in winning the crown he considered lawfully his own.




    “By such understanding the impetus of the Franks – which is what they usually are called in the East – was directed towards a goal which they could easily achieve.




    “The Byzantine prince did not keep his promises, or his people did not obey him, and so he was ousted and the city he had been given was then taken by the Western armies. This was one of the great plunders of the world! It will not be forgotten in a thousand years. What treasures the conquerors found! Galley after galley loaded with spoils passed back westwards. The proud Greeks were subdued and Franks lorded it in the capital which they had coveted for many long years. An incredible number of relics passed to the West, as well; every self-respecting church around here seems to have acquired particles of this loot.”




    Firebrand fell silent but not because he lacked any more to say. After all, he had been one of the supporters of the enterprise which attracted his sense of wanton injustice. He had whispered, mind to mind, for many a night to the leaders of the crusading armies and the sly emissaries from ship-proud Venice. He had reminded them of the greatness to be achieved and of the fact that in the eyes of posterity the victor will always have been right.




    This Latin state had not lasted for very long, hardly the span of a man’s life. Now there was again a Byzantine prince on the throne who ruled the remnants of the empire. Venice was less influential than before but instead Genoa had risen, for this city had had the wits and the luck to offer substantial help to the latest conquest.




    He found something irresistibly attractive about the spectacle of political decay. A nation rose and mastered all its neighbours and its influence spread over half the world known to it. Yet this never lasted for ever. Deterioration set in. The descendants of stalwart warriors grew delicate and frail, despising the rough work of soldiers and administrators. Their mind was set on exquisite playthings: women, or fine horses, or theological subtleties – the latter was the particular vice of the Byzantines. When determined fighters from deserts or wastes, horsemen speaking a hitherto unknown tongue, rode in upon them their resistance was weak and easily broken. The old masters who had spread terror over many lands were in their turn subdued.




    This procedure would probably continue as long as there were any realms among the humans. Spirits did not arrange their relations in such fashions. They had perhaps learnt from the study of history.




    The freshness of spring was turning into sultry summer when Celestine took his first step on the long road to the Silk Country, going onto the gangway of a merchant ship from Genoa. The air smelt of salt and tar and merchandise, quite interesting to the dragon who slipped on board unaccounted-for. They had gone down from Rome to the sea and the friar had devoted his last mass on Italian soil to Saint Nicholas, the great helper of sailors. He also fervently asked Our Lady for her perpetual assistance. Firebrand did not participate in these ceremonies.




    They had good weather luck and could enjoy their voyage over the most sacred and myth-sprayed waters of the world. Through the cruel strait of Scylla and Charybdis they passed without harm, across the Ionian sea, to the south of the Peloponnese where the winds often are evil. Blue with distance, they glimpsed Cythera, where the goddess of love and desire is said to have risen out of the sea. To their south was Crete, where the roar of the waves might remind a listener of the weird Minotaur who demanded noble youths for his food.




    Now the mainland and the archipelago were distributed among many masters of once Byzantine lands. Most of the islands were under Venetian rule; there was a Frankish duchy in Athens and another in Naxos, Ariadne’s island for ever. In Peloponnese – which was known as Morea – the principality of Achaia was governed by Isabella de Villehardouin, her eyes as hard as its mountains. Byzantium had, however, recovered the land around Sparta and was building Mistra for a late blossoming of Greek art.




    The political situation was chequered, as this little survey will show, but sailing onwards, the ship did not seem much concerned with history, whether old or new. The present and the mythical past were what mattered.




    Then one night the weather changed. The sea began to remember strange things of long ago. A wind blew up and it seemed never to get tired of blowing. The sails were growing wild and formless, salt spray soaked everything on board, and masts trembled like a forest in a storm. Rain slashed from above and seemed to annihilate even the memory of a serene sea and a starry sky. The darkness was violent; every movement grew unpredictable and salt made every breath taste like tears.




    The captain gave his orders, heavy with foreboding. Some of the seamen went sick and forgot the misery around them, being absorbed by their rebellious bodies. Others tried frantically to think of all the saints they had ever heard of who might help in a storm and of sins that could safely be repented. The friar duly invoked Saint Nicholas. The dragon curled around the main mast. Would he be able to outfly the storm if the ship foundered? He hoped so but he was none too sure.




    Then suddenly all went calm. The sails hung down, the air still with apprehension, as if waiting for the next outburst. The captain stared out into the dark when he saw a phosphorescent sheen playing on the waves. Something was about to happen which asked for both courage and cunning. The dragon pricked his ears in a peculiar foreboding.




    The waves broke open. A chasm in the bulk of water seemed so black as to make the surrounding sea pale in comparison. Out of this darkness an enormous head protruded, a woman’s head with braids entangled with sea-weeds. It rose slowly on shoulders, on breast, on a waist, on an enormous woman of the water. She gave a jerk and rose still higher. Instead of the soft whiteness of a belly she displayed the scale armour of a huge fish. Now her tail rose from another hole of blackness and vicious fins played. She was a mermaid of superhuman form.




    Men from the North know about women of the water who sing and play most sweetly, trying to lure men into an embrace that will be deadly. This one, however, was far removed from any voluptuous fantasy. She knew only her own strength and her loneliness.




    The captain recognized her. He had never seen her before but of course he knew about her. No ship’s man in the Eastern Mediterranean could ignore the Gorgona. And when dealing with her you must know the proper words to be used. If you do not answer her rightly you will die.




    The fish-woman glided towards the ship, without any effort of body or tail. When she saw the captain she fixed her eyes on him, strange eyes that had known the anguish of death. Now they were cured of the fear for ever but they had not forgotten. She opened her mouth. Her voice was the waves taking on human words – in Greek, for this is Gorgona’s language.




    “Tell me, does great Alexander still live?” She had never varied her questions for many hundreds of years. It was not strange that she insisted on knowing. She was his sister.




    When great Alexander had conquered the world he also brought the water of immortality from the mountain chains beyond all human lands. Then she had unwittingly emptied the bottle where it was contained. Had she known, she would never have tasted the precious drops and deprived her almost divine brother of life eternal and lordship ever-lasting, but thus it befell. Because of her deed Alexander would have to die on earth. She threw herself into the sea in her despair but the waves did not swallow her. The strength of the deathless water had instead transformed her. Since then she lived all alone in the salt depths, half woman, half fish, with no kin on land or in the sea.




    Sometimes she was stirred by memory and then she rose in a storm and asked the captain of any vessel she saw, always, throughout the centuries, “Does great Alexander still live?” If a man told her the truth – that the great king had gone the way of all human flesh – she would wreck his ship in her fury and self-reproach. The true answer had to be a lie. Every captain worth his salt should know the phrase, in her own language, and this one did. He spoke to her, his voice hoarse with fear, “Alexander lives a king and is lord of everything.”




    She stared at him, as if some uneasiness stirred inside her. Did she not believe his words? In that case, he was doomed. He coaxed her, smoothing his voice to the most convincing tone he could muster. “Alexander lives a king and is lord of everything.”




    Suddenly the moon could be seen through riven clouds. It was reflected in her eyes as she slowly digested the words. All phosphorescent, she raised her tail, while face and breasts disappeared in the black chasm of the water. The scales shimmered so alluringly that the dragon was roused into desire. He even dared to lift and soar invisible over her. For a moment he touched her scales with his own tail, but his inside heat must have hurt her, for she dived as if in pain. The sea was still, the Gorgona was gone.




    The friar praised God, while Firebrand sulked. When for once he did meet with a real female she was colder than the salt sea. Accursed be desire when there is no mating!




    After the storm the islands of the Aegean were in a friendly mood. Peddler boats offered fresh fruit and olives and strangely aromatic wine, their sides displaying proud names of the Gospel and Our Lady. It was all most reassuring. The ship’s own sails swelled like the breast of a pigeon and the wind was a fan in the heat of high summer.




    There is a tendency to think of antiquity, or The Ancients, as hoary with age, stiff with venerable wisdom, but in reality they were young and impetuous, eager to try out new lines of thinking, or to find expressions for the inexpressible. Their world was a voyage in uncharted waters and what they brought home was young as the sunrise.




    The very seascape gave a tangible form to their aspirations. Geometrical speculation made the air sing around the name of Samos with a harmony of the celestial proportions between the numbers. Lesbos has been famous in song ever since the severed head of Orpheus floated to its shore. One night with a clear moon they heard from afar the voices of young women carried by the breeze, and their unseen tune in a language the strangers did not understand seemed to sum up the entire archipelago of the Greeks. This sea had noble daughters, honey-voiced and flower-faced, smiling in the face of death, with their arms flung open to life. The earth would end by devouring them but they danced lightly over it, their steps the balance between insolence and despair. The mind is a frail bridge over dark waters.




    Here the Genoese were more highly reckoned than the Venetians, who had grasped most of the islands to the south and the west. The ship drew ever closer to its goal; it passed the mounds of Troy but its ruins buried deep in the grass stirred no recognition, not even in the dragon, who knew the songs about it. The fall of Troy is deathless although its site had long ago become anonymous.




    They passed through the narrow waters of the Hellespont and the sea of Marmara and then they came to the creek of the Golden Horn, where the ship could moor. To their south they had the Constantinople of the Greeks and to their north, across the slice of water, the Pera of the merchants. Every wavelet seemed aware of two thousand years of history, but the buildings had grown up after the great sack of the crusade and they looked towards the present, for the past was more bitter than the waters of the sea. Yet the roads of the ships were still golden with merchandise and the trade of the world paid its tribute to the heiress of ancient Rome, although despoiled.




    After the many weeks of rolling waves, the firm land seemed strangely unstable to the passengers, while Firebrand found the air slippery under his wings. Celestine wended his way towards the convent where he would stay. There was much to learn and ponder in this marvel of the universe. He would take his time. As for choosing a proper meeting-place with the dragon – who would have to arrange boarding on his own – there was little doubt. What building could rival The Church of Holy Wisdom, Hagia Sophia? In this church, the empress of all churches, they would meet in the courtyard, preferably after sunset of a Sunday.




    Celestine stayed for a long time, no day wasted to his mind. Few cities in the world could surpass the second Rome, even in her decline.




    


  




  

    City of Holy Wisdom and Trade




    Firebrand drifted along among alleys and small squares looking for a temporary dwelling when suddenly he caught a sniff, a vague remembrance of exultation in olden days. It reminded him of what he had sensed in the Colosseum in Rome, only here the scent was hotter, less removed in time. Masses had grown wild here with anticipation or furious with defeat, the mundane heart of the city had been beating here. He winged his way towards what he felt was the centre of emotion.




    It was the hippodrome, the racing-course, once a splendid establishment but now falling in decay. Too much political turmoil had originated there for the tranquillity of present-day rulers. The true voice of the people had spoken up there, and it had rung shrill and frightening in the ears of the purple-born and their obedient servants. Proud obelisks still rose with the natural arrogance of a once-great empire.




    Firebrand, however, was attracted to another monument because of a certain emanation. It was scarred by the passage of time or perhaps by the hands of cruel men – he could not make out clearly which. There was an air of desolation about it; certainly it had seen better times. He flew closer to inspect the construction. This was a column, but far removed from the fluted harmony dear to classical building. Three serpents coiled along it from bottom to top, their heads fierce with battle fury. They were partly mauled but all the more horribly expressive.




    His eyes followed the interlocking lines. They seemed as dark and cruel as the Furies, those entities of revenge whom the Greeks had called the Erinyes. He wound himself along them, feeling the rude bronze in his very scales. The sensation was one of mingled cold and heat, a block of ice in a stream of lava.




    “So you care about my snakes, don’t you?” a voice hissed from inside the bronze. “Quite a treat for once, aren’t you? At my age of life, perhaps, one cannot be choosy, or finicky. But who are you, my invisible one? I feel every scale on your armour scratching my old body. And I smell hidden fire, don’t I? But what do I hear? And what do I see? How would your tongue taste inside any of my three mouths? Oblige an ancient creature who was once the greatest glory of this place, believe me or not.



