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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.






Author's Note

 

Though Julius Caesar first led legions into Britain in 55 BC, most of what we think of as ‘Roman Britain’ dates from the reigns of emperors such as Claudius. But if the Roman presence in Britain had ceased after the assassination of Julius Caesar, the history of the British Isles would have been much different—no Roman roads, no revolt against Rome by Boudicca, no Hadrian's Wall ... and no Arthur.

The Woman of Flowers is a fantasy, second in a series of books set in an alternative empire created when Antony and Cleopatra defeated Caesar's adopted heir, Octavian, in a bid for power, and won dominion over Rome and Egypt alike. From the strategically located capital they established at Byzantium, their heirs rule as emperors and pharaohs, extending the Empire to the east and south ... but not to Britain. It is primarily a pagan empire; emperor and empress are the earthly incarnations of the ancient Egyptian gods.

It intrigued me to speculate on what a Britain devoid of Roman rule (but still subject to the Germanic tribal migrations and invasions) might look like. Readers will note that my speculations could not have begun without the four Branches of the Mabinogion, which I have chopped and rearranged quite deliberately to suit my own purposes. I hope I may be forgiven both this and my scrambling of Arthurian romance; I suspect that the ancient bards might have understood.

For anyone interested in retracing the trails I've followed, I've listed some of the books that I drew on most heavily.

 

British, Celtic and Roman history:

Nora Chadwick, The Celts. London: Pelican Books, 1985.

John Morris, The Age of Arthur: A History of the British Isles from

350 to 650. London: Phillimore and Company, 1977. (Note: Volume II provided me with Aneirin's song about the Battle at Catraeth.)

Alwyn Rees and Brinley Rees, Celtic Heritage: Ancient Tradition in

Ireland and Wales. London: Thames and Hudson, 1961.

H. R. Ellis Davidson, The Viking Road to Byzantium. London:

Allen and Unwin, 1976.

James Graham-Campbell and Dafydd Kidd, The Vikings. Metropolitan

Museum of Art and British Museum special exhibition catalogue, 1980.

Gwyn Jones, A History of the Vikings. Oxford University Press, 1985.

Tre Tryckare; The Vikings. New York: Crescent Books, 1966.

A. Wallis Budge (translator), The Egyptian Book of the Dead. New York:

Dover Press, 1967. (Note: I adapted various

invocations to the sun from pages 250 to 252.)

Robert Graves, The White Goddess. London: Faber & Faber, 1952.

Stuart Pigott, The Druids. London: Thames and Hudson, 1986.

Ward Rutherford, The Druids. Wellingborough, Northamptonshire: Aquarian Press, 1978.

Nikolai Tolstoy, The Quest for Merlin. London: Hamish Hamilton, 1985

In general, Osprey's Men at Arms series and James Frazer's The Golden Bough (London: Macmillan 1980) provided valuable pictures—whether pragmatic or mythic.

Good reading to you—and happy hunting!


Part One

The Princess

 

* * * *


Chapter One

 

The Hvitbjarn beached by Dnieper-mouth with a jolt that sent Alexa sprawling. A quick twist, one hand flung out for balance, and she caught herself from falling. It hadn't hurt, she realized. Her knifewounds had healed during the journey across the Black Sea from Byzantium. Pain? No princess of Byzantium, heir to the power of Isis and Osiris that was the first best gift of Divine Cleopatra to her consort, expected to feel physical pain. Except, perhaps, in childbirth. But Alexa would never have children now. Her brother, who should have been emperor, was dead. She deserved to be dead too.

She would have traded her new physical wellbeing for worse gashes than she had suffered in the disastrous fight at Byzantium's harbour, from which Audun Bearmaster and his Aescir kin had rescued her. Any pain was better than the guilt she felt for drawing on forbidden sorcery.

All around her, the Aescir unloaded Hvitbjarn and her sister ships of the wine, silk, gold, jewels and fruit they had gained in Byzantium. Shouting, they began to hammer extra timbers to the keels of the clinker-built ships so that they could withstand the Dnieper's rapids. The men did not trouble her. Probably, they thought she was still too injured to work. In the unwelcome leisure, her thoughts turned on treason, murder and the foulest of battle magics.

'Still idle?’ Audun Bearmaster padded up behind her, stealthy and almost as strong as the white bears that were his clan's sigil and constant companions. In his arms was a coffer that only an Aescir would have tried to carry. He dropped it at her feet, then flung it open to reveal rolls of papyrus and parchment sheets.

'Even if you are only newly restored to health, Princess, you are lettered. Perhaps you might keep these records of our cargoes? Einar and Ragnar, here, will tell you what to watch for.’ The request was so politely phrased that even if Alexa had not owed Audun her life she could not have refused. He seeks to occupy my mind, she thought. He had encountered her on the shore the night before, attributed her ‘wandering’ to sleeplessness and brought her back to the quarters she shared with two redoubtable Aescir women, who watched her as they might watch a too-wily Syrian merchant when they bargained for spices.

Alexa looked up from her new task. The shore teemed with people and goods; it looked remarkably like the sack of some city. Guards prowled at the camp's perimeter. The threat of attack by Petcheneg barbarians was very real; it had intensified since the Emperor's death. Alexa studied the guards. So much for that scheme, then. She had no chance to escape and nowhere to escape to. Einar came up and pointed at a cluster of chests.

Shortly after, Ragnar led her to count bales of carefully wrapped silks. Each of the big, ruddy Aescir assigned to guard her—though Audun called them her assistants—had a wave or grin for her. They cannot know the poison I have made of myself. They knew her only as the little princess whom Audun had watched grow up and to whom, along with her brother, he had given a white bear cub. But the cub had died, poisoned by Irene, their father's second wife, who dared to call herself Empress and Isis on Earth. So Alexa had secretly engaged Audun and the Aescir to carry herself and her brother, Marric, away from their city to a place where Marric could raise gold and troops to regain their throne.

That had been her plan. Blameless, it was, and it would have succeeded were it not for the rottenness that Alexa had let seep into mind and soul. She had feared Irene and been revolted by her son, Ctesiphon, Alexa's half-brother—yet she had felt a salt fascination for them, too. Isis on Earth, Irene claimed to be. Sorceress was more like it, mistress of magics that had more to do with Set than with the holy linkage that bound the Empire and its rulers into one truth, and yoked the infinite and the mundane with an inviolable tie. Though Irene was barred from that union, her necromancy had given her the strength to grasp at the throne.

In power had lain Alexa's temptation, and there she had fallen. If magic had given Irene such power, what might it do for the Emperor's daughter, the rightful heir to the moon crown that her mother had worn so well? Half-Greek, half-Egyptian as the imperial family were, magic quivered in their blood, to be drawn on as sacrament and weapon. Barred from the one, she had seized desperately on the other. With a stepmother taunting her, her half-brother lingering in her courtyard, avid to talk or touch, she had studied feverishly. Her studies had drawn her stepmother's predatory interest. Terrified by this, she delved further into her ancient scrolls, a lethal spiral that warped her judgement even as it stained her soul.

With her contamination came her hubris. Now she had dreamed of overcoming Irene herself, simultaneously avenging her father, Alexander, and presenting Marric with the throne that they would then occupy jointly.

Her poor brother. At her call he ventured from his army, which loved him, to come to her. She must have been drunk, or mad, when she and Marric had fought off their half-brother's guards. Ctesiphon's inept attempt at rape had maddened her further, but Marric had praised her courage. He could not see what she had become. The madness fed on itself like plague; not content with taking their half-brother hostage, she had cut his bonds and hurled him beneath the hooves of their pursuers.

Alexa dropped the scroll she held and clasped hands to her temples. Though Ctesiphon had been wrapped in a carpet when he fell, she had heard his screams as the horses trampled him. She could hear them now, drowned out by hoofbeats, the hiss of Marric's sword drawn in her defence, and his furious reproaches.

'My Isis, not a murderer!’ Marric had snarled at her, his hands bruising her shoulders.

How dare he accuse her! That was when she had turned on him, too, red fire blazing from her fingertips, words spewing from her lips ... at the remembered taste of those words she knew she was going to be ill, and leapt up to run for whatever privacy she could find.

After what seemed like an eternity of heaving and shuddering she knelt upright and dashed her hand across her mouth. Her guards were nowhere in sight. But Audun Bearmaster stood over her, watching with a mixture of patience and compassion.

'Drink this,’ Audun said from behind her, and held out a carved horn.

'It will make me sicker,’ she whispered. She sounded petulant, even to her own ears.

'From water? A few herbs?’ He continued to hold out the horn to her. If she did not take it and drink, he would make her drink it, the way she had seen him stroke a potion down the throat of a sick beast. The drink was astringent, oddly refreshing, unlike the mandragora she had swallowed in the evil nights of their journey across the Black Sea. That had kept the nightmares at bay while her body healed itself; this left her keener of mind, more vulnerable to those wounds of spirit for which she could see no healing.

'You are much too kind,’ said Alexa, little as she cared for kindness that restored memories of her treason.

'Walk with me, Princess,’ said the Bearmaster. He led the way past the ordered frenzy on shore—the scattered embers of fires and hastily thrown-up dwellings—towards the dark quiet of the forests. Here, Audun's white bears wandered, hunting or waiting for scraps from the Aescir's fires. Two bears, one but a cub, raised their narrow heads as the pair passed. The elder rose to her hind legs, towering to almost twice Alexa's height.

Audun reached up to scratch beneath the bear's pointed muzzle. Jaws, which could gnash through his arm, opened and delicately bit on his massive fist. ‘So, sister, make your manners to the Princess.’

The white bear wove towards her. Alexa steeled herself to touch it, but the beast veered abruptly and moaned, then dropped to all fours. The cub, drawn by Audun's deep, furry voice, scuttled to Alexa. Its black eyes and nose made Alexa laugh, remembering how the cub that Audun had once given her and her brother had wrestled with them. Until the day it bit Irene, and she had it poisoned, it had never harmed a soul. She reached out to ruffle this cub's thick fur, but its mother slapped at her hand with a huge paw, then whacked the cub so that it tumbled on to its back and rolled into a heap of pine needles before it recovered its footing and ran off. The female lingered long enough to growl at Alexa. Then she turned her back and left.

That was no retreat, Alexa thought. The bear had withdrawn herself and her cub from contamination.

'So,’ Audun nodded to himself. ‘So.’

Alexa drew herself up. ‘The bears shun me,’ she said. Surely Audun must have noticed it when they disembarked. Not one of the great white beasts would willingly come near her. How not? she thought. If the Aescir were men and women of all tribes—Rus, Finn, brightly clad Lapps, and strangers from Biarmaland by the White Sea—who pledged faith to one another, then just as surely the white bears which travelled with them and which, as a mark of great esteem, were bestowed only upon chiefs or emperors—were part of the var, or pledge of honour and loyalty, each made to the others.

'I know,’ Audun said. ‘I had meant to take you into Finnmark with me. But if the bears—’

'Doesn't that tell you what I am?’ Alexa burst out.

'You are the daughter of Alexander, risen to his Horizon with Osiris in Glory,’ the Bearmaster told her. ‘That makes you his heir, along with your brother. And well you know it.’

'You saw,’ she raged, heading deeper into the tall trees, ‘you saw my brother Marric fall on the dock.’ A clear stream blocked her path and she kicked a rock into it.

Audun's hands grasped her shoulders and turned her around as she might have lifted a feather. She was forced to look up into his face. He towered a good foot taller than she, and had long braids and beard the colour of one of his bears. He wore a heavy blue tunic and breeches, and shone with ornaments that would have been ludicrous on anyone but a Northerner: a belt buckle the size of her hand, wrought of garnets and braided gold; a chain that might have been hammered into pectorals for two priests on a feast day; immensely heavy bracelets and rings. But all else faded as she gazed up into his eyes. They were grey, but that was all there was of coldness about them. Though a beast's innocence and its potential for innocent violence shone in them, so did the compassion and wisdom of a wise king or a priest.

It was painful to meet Audun's eyes, but how could she look away? For the first time, Alexa wondered how it might be if she confessed what she had become. She deserved to be slain and cast unburied into the waste, but she remembered that Audun had always been kind.

'I saw Prince Marric, all right,’ said Audun. ‘Guards cut him off from you and he fought like ten demons to reach your side until they brought him down.’

'You saw my brother die,’ she said flatly.

To her amazement Audun shook his head. ‘I only saw him fall. Princess, when we rescued you, you were gravely hurt and your wounds turned feverish. Yet if your brother had died you would have sensed it. Heaven and Earth would have revealed it, for he is Horus Incarnate, lacking only the rituals to rule as emperor. One land,’ he said, as Alexa had heard him say since she was a child, ‘one lord—and he is that lord. As you are rightful empress.’

He thought her to be as innocent as he! ‘I am not fit to rule now,’ she said, and prayed for courage to force out the rest of the story.

'What else should I have seen?’ he asked suspiciously.

Alexa twisted her hands and half-turned from Audun. ‘Answer me!’ he ordered. She was ashamed that she could not submit to the judgement that she had laid on herself: confess what she had done and take whatever punishment she had earned. Something at the corner of her eye drew her attention, and she turned towards the trees. She could scarcely see them now, and the day had been bright, too bright for such a mist to spring up. Suddenly she was dizzy, and the hair at the back of her neck prickled the way it did whenever Irene had drawn too close to her, and she had felt her magics. When Audun demanded that she answer him, she hushed him almost absently, listening until she stood trembling.

'Something ... hidden...’

'Is it a raid?’ Audun asked. He shouted something into the forest and the mist faded.

Now that the mist was gone, they saw the war party of Petchenegs, who had used it for cover, come boiling out. The three in the lead, briefly dismayed at seeing people who might spoil the stealth of their attack on the camp, grinned, then advanced at a run.

'Get behind me!’ One massive arm swept her behind Audun, sending her sprawling on the ground. The Bearmaster drew his weapon—a heavy sword, rather than the axe carried by most Aescir—and, bellowing a challenge, struck first through the guard, then the swordarm, of the first barbarian.

Alexa drew the dagger no one had thought to take from her. As she had been taught, she kept it sharp with whetstone and oil. When Audun sent another man flying she pounced on him fiercely, the Wickedly sharp blade slashing at his throat. Blood fountained out over her hands...

...and in its redness she remembered words that would free them from this trap, words that would save Audun to rule his clan and tend his bears...

If he were spared what difference did it make if she spoke those words once again? She was already accursed. Audun swung his blade with two hands, making deadly arcs which the Petchenegs backed away from. Barbarians they might be, but they were also fierce warriors who had killed many Aescir and many of the Empire. In an instant more they would encircle him. She held her bloody hands before her face and drew breath to curse them.

Then angry grunts and roars were heard. Alexa glanced behind her; three male bears reared up fully eight or nine feet high, then advanced on the Petchenegs. Immensely fast, one bear seized a man in a deadly embrace. His bones snapped the way her half-brother's had. Warcries howled out as Einar and Ragnar followed the bears and flung themselves into the battle.

She could not permit them to die for her. She focused on the blood that dripped from her fingers, summoning up the controlled lusts for power and violence that underlay Irene's powers. Scarlet light began to build around her fingertips.

'No!’ shouted Audun. ‘Princess, guard yourself!’

The bloodlight began to crackle from hand to hand, building up power for an attack. Audun's order made Alexa whirl round, ready to hurl the fire at whatever wretch thought to flesh his knife in her. But no one rushed her with blade or axe.

'No!’ Audun shouted again, as the power in her ached for the victims it craved. It craved, Alexa thought. She did not. After causing one brother's death and—for all Audun's comforting words—the capture and worse than death of another, Alexa would never crave victims again—would she?

Would she?

Not ten feet ahead of her Einar screamed and fell, blood bursting from his mouth and nose. ‘Einar!’ she cried. He had been good to her, had taught her Aescir songs and found her a heavy cloak. A bolt of red lightning lashed from her left hand to turn the man who had slain Einar into a shrieking torch.

'Stop it!’ Audun shouted as the lightning built up again, began to encompass her in a red nimbus like that she had seen encircle Irene after the cub bit her. With each spell, with each bolt of crimson fire she would become more and more like Irene, until the day would come when her soul would be weighed against a feather on the Scales and she would be hurled into darkness for the crocodiles to devour.

I will die first! she swore to herself, and sought to quench the fires she had summoned. They leapt and whined about her, the nimbus of flame fading then surging up again. It was a temptation to cast the power roundabout—already she could smell pine, and scorched flesh from the one man she had killed. Once she launched the flame, the trees would burn like so much tinder, destroying Aescir and Petcheneg alike. And now that she had summoned it the fire must be launched, or it would recoil threefold upon the user. Marric had dared to come to her aid. Audun had the heart to fight a troop, Einar to die at his side. Could she equal their courage?

The bears grunted and howled. One, its ruff bloodied, weaved on its hind legs and strode towards her, seeking the enemy behind Audun and his one surviving man. It senses the magic! she thought. In horror she watched as her hands came up, ready to burn the beast and save her miserable life for yet other murders.

'No,’ Alexa, whispered. ‘I will not.’ In seconds the bear would be upon her, would rip her head from her shoulders if she did not fight. Yet, if she did, what hope was there for her among the Aescir?

She forced her hands down, stammered out half-learned words, and the fire that blazed about her flickered wildly, shredded, then leapt high over her head. The flame weakened, though one tongue lashed out and licked her face. She screamed and smelled her hair scorching as the bear reached her. A tremendous slap sent her rolling on needles and dirt.

The air was blessedly cool as she came up hard against the rough trunk of an immense pine. A blaze of light exploded in her skull as her head struck the tree. As the light faded into a chaotic red pulsing, then darkness, over the shouts of men and the howls of Audun's fighting bears she heard hungry, vicious laughter.

'We can launch Hvitbjarn when you're ready, Bearmaster.’

A man's voice brought Alexa out of comforting nothingness back into the world. It would be no easy world for her henceforth, she feared. She lay—so it seemed—in the rain. When she opened her eyes she saw only blackness, with a few fugitive specks of fire that reminded her of the flames she had called up then absorbed into herself. They would vanish, she assumed, and she would live out her life in blackness.

'Let's give her the chance to wake on dry land,’ came Audun's furry voice.

'Are we really taking her with us to Staraja Ladoga?’ Disgust and fear trembled in the other man's voice.

'How fare our kinsmen the bears?’ asked Audun.

'Well enough. Redcheek took no lasting harm from that one's magics. You saw what she did.’ The voice was chill with a condemnation she welcomed.

'Aye, that I did. All of it. The Princess sensed the raiders even before I did. And when I shouted, she turned her fires on herself rather than harm the bear, though it might have killed her.’

'While you men sit nattering, this cloth is almost dry,’ said a woman's voice, so close to Alexa's face that she felt warm breath fan it. A hand tugged a cloth away from her eyes.

Violent light exploded before Alexa and she moaned, almost sick with relief. ‘Not blind...’ she muttered.

'No,’ said the woman, but your eyes are badly inflamed.’ The dampened cloth slapped down again, blessed relief against her hot eyes, but not before Alexa glimpsed her surroundings: a ring of Aescir circling a tiny hearthfire—not the blaze that she originally thought she saw. Audun's face was concerned, her nurse's patient and watchful, Ragnar's blotched from mourning Einar. The man who had spoken against keeping her with them had a face cold with horror. She had caused that horror. That knowledge hurt almost as much as the fire that had lashed her.

But she was not blind. Tears ran down her cheeks until she was cautioned about weeping. ‘Thank the Goddess,’ she whispered. A low rumble of thunder made her wonder if she dared invoke Isis’ name.

'Shouldn't she eat something?’ asked Audun.

'Not for hours.’

'Then out, the lot of you,’ he said. ‘I must settle things with the princess.’

Alexa heard them leave, heard Audun settle down close by the pallet on which she lay, then felt him remove the cloth from her eyes and brow. The Bearmaster's huge body blocked out most of the firelight; she blinked, testing her ability to endure what light was left. Then she gazed up at him.

'Now you know,’ she whispered.

'Now I know what?’ he echoed her. ‘That you were desperate and turned to sorcery? I could smell it on your messengers when you asked my aid.’ He snorted with indignation, much like one of his bears. ‘Offer me gold, would you? As if I were some mercenary—not that I condemn my kinsmen who sell their swords—you would pay to free you. As if I would not do so for your own sake.’

Alexa rolled over on her side. ‘You knew all along?’

'I wanted to see if you would tell me. Child,’ the furry voice was. deep and warm, ‘I needed to know how deep it had gone. Deep enough: you sense the things of darkness too fast for me to think you wholly untouched—and when you panic, you turn to black arts. But Alexa, you stopped. When I shouted, you took the brunt of your own evils. And,’ Audun laughed, ‘you were the one who alerted me to the attack. Infant sorceress or not, we probably owe you our lives.’

'They will hate me in your home.’

'My home? Staraja is just one of them. I had meant to take you into Finnmark with me, perhaps beyond—’

'Where the bears are born? You can't do that now.’

'No,’ said Audun. ‘Not until you are cleansed.’

'How can I ever be clean again?’ Alexa cried softly. Tears rolled down her face, and when Audun patted her shoulder as if she were indeed the infant he had called her, she seized his hand and wept into it. No peace, no rest and no curing—not anywhere.

For a long time Audun let her weep. Then he reached down, grasped both her shoulders and set her firmly upright. The jolt shocked the tears out of her.

'Listen to me,’ he ordered. Alexa gulped and was silent.

'I cannot take you to the Ice now. But I promise you, there is healing ... if not among the Aescir, then elsewhere. I swear that I will take you all the way to the Druids of Penllyn in the Isles of Mist if I must.’

Hope sparked, then began to flicker in her heart. She pictured it as a joyous flame, all yellow and white, not the murky red of the—

'In return, Princess, you must do one thing for me.’

As she started to blurt out that she would do anything, the Bearmaster held up a hand. ‘Among the Aescir we have a saying that a man—or woman—should be sparing of speech, not hot-headed, not overly quick in boasting of great deeds, lest the time come when he regrets his hasty words. You must think before you promise. For what I require of you, child, is your oath that you will fight for yourself.’

Alexa stared silently at him. ‘But, to be clean again...’

'Yes, to be clean, To be cleansed, you say you would do anything. Would you confront Irene? As long as she can think of you as a paltry thing, feeble enough to die of a few wounds and your guilt, she may be content to let you waste away. And she has other concerns: her son and what to do with your brother, Marric ... yes, I know you refuse to believe that he still lives.

'But you fought. First you summoned, and then cast aside, those magics of which she is mistress. And this, child, this will force you on her notice once again. You are resolved, you say, to do “anything” to be purified. What if she seeks to turn you back towards the burning, or, failing that, to destroy you?’ Alexa bent her head. Her black hair fell forward over her shoulders. It smelled of smoke and was scorched all along its ragged length. She looked for the dagger which she kept by her and failed to see it.

'May I have my knife?’ she asked. ‘I will not seek to use it on myself—or keep it.’ Wordlessly, Audun handed it to her, and she began to trim away the burned hair.

'You will look as if you have been ill—or like an outlaw,’ Audun told her.

'Are not both true?’ she asked, and relinquished the dagger. ‘Bearmaster, I swear to you that I will fight as best I can.’ Einar, who had died that afternoon, had taught her a poem, something about ‘spirits being braver, hearts more keen, courage sterner as strength dwindles.’ ‘In turn,’ she went on, ‘I ask a pledge from you.’

Audun nodded, half-smiling.

'I will fight. But if I fail, I beg you, grant me a clean death.’

Waiting for his answer, Alexa drew the burnt strands of her hair through her fingers. Finally Audun took them from her and tossed them on the fire.

'Hair has power,’ he reminded her. ‘As we go upriver we may meet more enemies such as the Petchenegs we fought today. I have heard that the men of Jomsborg travel through Gardariki, dating even to treat with the Red Empress. Do not leave anything that they could turn against you as a weapon.’

'Jomsborg ... I have heard of them,’ Alexa said. They had a fortress in a northern river-mouth, and barred only two things from their formidable gates: women and fear. Their sigil was the black bear. Rumour hissed that they could shape-change. She shuddered. They were too much like the Aescir for comfort. ‘Irene ... she sent an embassy to Grettir, jarl and reiver.’

Audun shook his head. ‘Of that I was not aware,’ he said. ‘It appears, Princess, that as we go upriver you must be my adviser, as I am yours. For if we fail, the Black Bear and the Red Empress will mate in Byzantium, and there will be no law, no peace for us anywhere.’


Chapter Two

 

'The island!’ came the shout from on deck. Alexa leapt to her feet, regardless of the twinges it cost her. Her bruises had faded in the four days it took to sail from Dnieper-mouth to Khortitsa, the island that lay like a monstrous ship at anchor in mid-river. Here the banks rose into towering cliffs, perfect vantage points for the Petchenegs, whose arrows rattled against the Hvitbjarn and her sister ships. Beyond the island the rockfaces soared even higher, creating the deadly flume of rapids they must soon master.

Some of the arrows had not been Petcheneg. Instead they bore the marking—a black bear ramping in anger—of Jomsborg. On the evening when the first such arrow had been shown to him, Audun had growled. His beard seemed to bristle and catch sparks from the single torch that illuminated the heavy carved game-board on which they had been playing senit. Audun's massive hand tightened on the stalk of the fox-headed playing piece until it snapped. Blood dripped from his hand on to the shaft. For an instant Alexa imagined another shape—taller than Audun, clad in white fur—superimposed over the Aescir chieftain. He bowed wordlessly and she blinked against the illusion of a white-muzzled head nodding high above her. Then he left. The shadow that lumbered behind him was that of a man.

She caught up the torch as if to follow and then, wearily, put it down again. This was Aescir magic, and no matter for her to dabble in. All that night she could hear the dark-voiced clamour of chants, the tapping of spirit drums and the whine of horns. All that night she had shivered. As often as she sprang up from her pallet she forced herself to lie still, disciplining herself not to respond to the lure of drums and rattles, praying to Isis that she could forget the surge of hunger she had felt when Audun's blood stained the gamepiece red.

Today, though, had dawned bright and peaceful. The jutting cliffs no longer looked like terrible jaws. Audun's grin was unforced, unshadowed by illusion. Like the crew themselves, Alexa spent hours scanning the cliffs for enemies. Pelicans nested among the rocks and fished along the shore, said her companions (she tried not to think of them as guards). Ragnar swore he had shot one on the trip downriver, and then swore worse when his fellows reminded him that the bird had sunk before he could retrieve it and confirm his boast.

Tonight they would sleep ashore, if they slept at all. For, although the Aescir welcomed a landing on Khortitsa, it was no place to stay and feast. It was the last staging point before the battle upriver that would strain body, mind and nerve for the next six weeks. The rapids could be ventured only in early summer, and the season was passing fast.

Every day was precious now; Alexa's illness had cost them days already. She felt herself under constant scrutiny: would today be the day she would crack, or tomorrow? Or could she heal herself altogether, without proving a further drain on the Aescir? She had promised Audun that she would fight for herself. She would make a beginning—now. Waving aside Ragnar's offer of help, she seized a bundle and jumped down from the ship on to the rock of Khortitsa, so strangely motionless after days on board Hvitbjarn. Ahead of her men and women of the Aescir splashed and laughed on the shore, yelling out greetings to the newcomers. Even the white bears bellowed happily. One tossed his head, a fish he had just caught dangling from formidable jaws.

Audun would have no time for chess or Senit tonight, Alexa thought, or for the rambling talks that were his strategy for acquainting her with the lands of her exile. Up ahead he emerged from the exuberant embrace of two old friends at once. He turned, plainly looking for someone. One of his companions, a woman, pointed at her. Alexa ducked her head and hurried away. Her shorn hair brushed hot cheeks. She did not want to be noticed. Her retreat took her outside the throng into a grove where the cool shadows made her slow her footsteps. She rubbed her eyes, feeling as if she had come to the end of a bout of weeping, sighed, and glanced around.

Ahead of her, lances of white light pierced through the leafy shadows; beyond them the light seemed to form a curtain, such as the one leading to the sanctuary in the Temple of Isis at home. Though logic told her that a clearing in the forest might shine so brightly, she felt power prickling along her spine. What lay beyond that light? Would she be permitted to find out? Cautiously, she advanced, hands raised to protect her eyes. Three steps more and she would walk through the light. Though she might be blasted, she decided that she would rather be consumed walking towards the light than fleeing from it.

Then she stood in the midst of the clearing with sunlight stroking down her back and sides, more soothing than a skilled bathslave. Alexa glanced eagerly about. The clearing was ringed by a circle of arrows at regular intervals. The centre of that ring appeared to be an ancient oak tree, so wide that five women of Alexa's size, their hands joined, might not span its immense trunk. She walked towards it, and the scents of blood and mead prickled in her nostrils. Clearly, this was a place of sacrifice, yet she felt no unease in entering it. As she neared the tree she saw that in several places bark had been stripped away and the living wood carved into the runes she could not read, as well as into other shapes—a bear, a hawk, even a lunar disk from the Isis rituals.

Alexa sighed deeply. For the first time in many days she was hungry. Reluctant to return to the shore and all those avid eyes, she approached the tree, knelt, and held out her hands, as if entreating it. The Aescir were generous to their guests. She hoped any spirits to whom this shrine might belong would be equally hospitable. Under the tree she found freshly baked bread, a hard cheese, dried meat, and mead in a jar. Ignoring the meat, she crumbled cheese on to some of the bread and washed it down with the thick, potent mead. It tasted of herbs and honey, reminding her of the honeycakes she and her brother had always pilfered from servants.

She yawned. How long had it taken her and Marric to realize that their honeycake thefts had been abetted by the very people they robbed? She remembered making off with a platter and hearing a nurse laugh. Though her brother had laughed too, she had been furious. Her brother ... for the first time memory of Marric did not ache like a rotten tooth.

Audun was right, she realized. If he had died, she would have known it. All their lives she and her brother had been close-tied, the knowledge that they were destined to rule together as Isis and Osiris on Earth drawing them even closer. The night he returned to Byzantium she had sensed it. Fear, grief at their father's death and unadmitted guilt had made her summon him, had turned her days into a walking nightmare, her nights into traps in which her stepmother stalked her dreams, laying snares until the evening of his actual return. Even the sullenness of the summer heat had lifted, and she had felt a surge of joy and courage, unaccountable until the moment she saw him standing in her courtyard, ready to guard her.

No, Marric couldn't be dead. But their stepmother's power and character being what they were, death might be the best he could—no, that could not be true either. Marric had always been champion, protector; she had never known him to surrender. Let him survive. He had to survive to forgive her.

Warmth crept over her and she yawned and stretched. That had to be the mead. Tears rolled down her face and she started to blame the mead again, until she realized that it was the power in this place, not the mead, that made her so certain that if Marric lived he had forgiven her already.

But then he always had been more generous than she.

How will you forgive yourself, Alexa? The question seemed to rustle from the leaves high overhead.

She had no answer for it. Though she had promised to try to live, she took no joy in the fact. Her memories of a sunlit childhood, a brother who loved her, even Audun's telling her that he trusted her, seemed to belong to someone else.

Drawing her dark cloak over her head, a princess of Byzantium sobbed herself to sleep in a barbarian shrine.

Alexa woke to the music of chant, horn and drum. Sunset was but ashes on the horizon. Even this far north the goddess Nut spread her cloak over the world, bringing darkness and happy dreams. But this was no night for healing sleep. The circle of arrows about the mammoth oak resonated to the tramp of hundreds of feet and the vehemence of Aescir prayer. Torches now marked where each arrow had been placed. In the light cast by them white bears weaved back and forth, their muzzles lifted to sniff the air.

She drew herself up into a ball, her knees protecting breasts and belly, then leaned forward. There was power in the air, both within the circle and ramping hungrily outside it. Around the other side of the tree Audun drew lots from a bowl, then displayed them to the Aescir ringing him. They shouted. Some even clashed their swords together as several of the younger men brought forward birds for sacrifice. Alexa watched, fearful of her own reaction as the Cocks’ necks were wrung. The blood! Whatever lurked outside the circle seemed to press in, hostile and avid.

The press of bodies, the reek of blood and smoke, the ragged brilliance of the torches pried at Alexa's awareness. She tried to concentrate on the here-and-now. Man faded into bear, changed into a creature half-human, half-beast, that lolled on all fours or danced upright. Light exploded as oil was hurled on the fire. Her mind reeled free of time and place, and she saw men and bears dancing on snow beneath a white sky, crowned with trembling rainbows. Beyond them lay only ice and silence that threatened to engulf her. Think, she commanded herself, of playing chess with Audun, of how he grins at a clever move. Think of where you stand, of the people circling you...

...yes, and what they will do to you when they find you spying?... the bears’ giant shadows loomed up before her, swept over her, and she cowered back. As the crowd shifted she saw that it was made up ... not only of Aescir but also of men and women in the brightly trimmed dress of Finnmark. The light gleamed off the brass and gold trappings they wore. What would they do to an outsider ... blasphemer, already accursed, spy upon their rituals ... you must hide... Audun wrung the neck of yet another bird and cast the feathered body down while the thing in Alexa's thought quivered with hunger.

It was Irene, she thought, Irene following her in thought, drawn to the sacrifice, anxious to steal power as she had already stolen a diadem. Get out of my mind, she thought. Get out. She struggled to cast out the hateful presence, but found it too strong. As if realizing that she could not banish her, Irene's thoughts crept further into her mind, sending out tendrils that sought to lodge within her spirit and mesh together in a web that would possess her, mind and soul.

Make me ... little daughter. Or join me. Oppose me, and I will break your mind and feast upon your soul. Join me and... Irene's promises were the throaty, seductive purr that Alexa had heard her use on Marric a time or two (before their father had prudently sent him away) when she thought herself unobserved.

Alexa set her chin, unwilling to respond. If she could not expel Irene at least she could forbid her to invade further. A sudden slash of hostility abruptly thrust her consciousness outside the here-and-now to a realm she had visited once or twice through furtive glimpses into Irene's ancient books of spells. It could resemble prison, palace or vision of hell. Now it seemed to resemble a beach at night, shrouded by fog which roiled and spun with red glints. Ahead of her came the drowsy lapping of waves.

Such a place—the priests of Osiris taught that before the spirit reached the Horizon it must cross a shore. Was this it? The air hummed, sending veils of mist swirling in a heavy wind, scented with carrion and poppy. The last time she smelled that she had attacked her own brother. She felt its madness boring through her eyes into her brain. No, this was no shore she wished to cross. Even the silence and the ice that would strip her soul bare would be better.

Did she have the strength to escape?

Will you promise me to fight? She remembered Audun's words. The red light it was what there was; it was all there was. If she renounced it then she embraced only nothingness ... the numbing lullaby made her sluggish, in mind and body. She forced herself to slam one hand against the tree trunk. Impact and splinters drew a gasp of pain from her and made her eyes start open. The torchlight was red, too ... yes, but a man waved his torch and it flared out, a comet's trail of gold and white, as brilliant as the sunlight that had bathed the glade that day.

There is white, Alexa thought. There is health. There was even love once. I remember.

'I remember!’ she cried out, rising to her feet, walking out from behind the tree. ‘I remember your promises, too. Lies, Empress and thief, all lies!’ She dashed out into the firelit circle where men and bears danced, her hand pointing in accusation as she shouted to the spirit that spied and waited beyond.

Audun strode to her side and shouted words that the Finns echoed. The sensed hostile presence clenched, as if drawing in upon itself to attack, then faded.

Alexa knew better than to call that a victory. Irene had tested her victim's mettle, had gained from her reluctant mind the knowledge of her location and allies. She would be back, and with more strength. Alexa put her torn fist to her mouth. The taste of her own blood made her spit and choke. She reeled, was briefly glad when Audun caught her, then pulled away.

'I can walk,’ she told him. Her guards trailing her, she left the circle of arrows. The sense of presence that had hallowed it and, for a brief moment that afternoon healed her, was gone now, replaced by satisfaction and anticipation, mingled. Outside the circle, she staggered. Men and women emerged from shelters to point at her and cry out about the interruption to the night's magic, but Alexa was beyond humiliation. A woman, older and larger than many, took charge of her and led her to an empty shelter. She felt herself covered warmly, heard a murmur of comfort and consolation, and then was asleep.

At dawn they left Khortitsa; the next day they passed Kichkas Ford and pressed on upriver. Now the cliffs gnashed over Hvitbjarn as the oarsmen forced the boat towards the rapids. Here the Dnieper was as wide as the great Hippodrome itself; hard to believe that it would narrow into the howling sluice that even the Aescir, with their tremendous strength, feared.

As the hours passed, Alexa became aware of a rumbling that gradually grew louder and louder. When Ragnar lumbered over to sit beside Alexa he found her gazing anxiously upriver.

'Is it Petchenegs,’ he asked, ‘or more magic of your own?’

'I have told you; I dare have no magic. That sound ... do you hear it?’ she asked.

'Hear what?’

'A terrible groaning noise. Is that the rapids?’

Ragnar nodded. ‘It will all get worse,’ he told her cheerfully. ‘At one point, as we go upriver, the cliffs meet overhead. You have to light torches if you want to see where you are. It is like rowing in a cave.’

Alexa shuddered. ‘Truly?’

'No. But the river narrows, and the trees on either bank do brush one another at times. Do not be afraid, little Princess. The bears have no fear, and after you chased away—’

'I?’

'On Khortitsa you rose from behind the great oak and put to flight whatever evil spirit waited for us. You are our luck!’

'I beg you, don't call me that!’ Alexa cried. The noise of the rapids intensified. Now it sounded like the moans of a man in mortal anguish. She suppressed a desire to clap her hands over her ears. If worst came to worst, when worst came to worst, she supposed she could heat wax and block her ears as Odysseus had done for his men. Thinking of the old story, she chuckled.

'Why do you laugh?’ asked Ragnar, shouting to be heard. He looked at her with what she realized was admiration. The Aescir respected the ability to laugh in the face of danger. Alexa's higher voice carried over the roar of the water as she told the old story, and the man beside her laughed.

'Had I been Odysseus,’ he declared, mangling the name, ‘I should have jumped overboard, swum to the Isle of Sirens and returned with one of those beauties slung over my back.’ He looked at her sidelong to find out if he were properly appreciated. Alexa suppressed a snort of laughter at the big man whose ravelling braids caught the spray of the river and whose blue eyes held an innocent vanity. Before Audun yelled at him to grab a line, Ragnar asked for another tale, which she feared to give him lest her words, like those of the Sirens, drag him down to share her own fate.

All that day the rapids pounded in their ears. The current grew more swift; the oarsmen laboured for shorter periods before they flung themselves down, gasping and complaining for brief intervals of rest. Hvitbjarn bobbed from side to side, twisting past huge, jagged rocks. All on board readied themselves to throw out a hand to grab something solid in case they were flung off their feet.

Cautious on the treacherous deck, Alexa busied herself carrying food to the straining rowers, or providing salves when even their calloused palms blistered, cracked and bled. Twice she had to shout at men before they consented to toss furs over bodies streaming with sweat from their toil at the oars.

'Not even Gerda, my wife, could tend them better,’ Audun approved.

People ate, tended the bears, or worked with only half their attention on the immediate task. Hvitbjarn lurched in the flume now. Ahead of them the river groaned, drowning out the cry of birds, the grunted complaints of the bears and all but the loudest shouts. Everyone tensed, waiting for their first bout with the rapids.

'Secure yourselves!’ With a lurch that snatched the scream from Alexa's lips, the boat nosed first down one falls, then a second, and into rapidly rushing water that frothed up white against the boat's sides. This rapid was ‘Strukun', named after the falls and the current. Alexa crouched down, daring to move only when she saw others venture forth. Spray dashed over her. Strukun seemed endless, invincible, and yet it was but the first—and least—of seven rapids in a series.

She knew they would have no silence for the next ten days—unless it was the silence of the drowned. No sooner had they weathered Strukun than Audun rose to prowl the ship, seeking to repair damage to the ship's hull, ordering men to lash toppled cargo more firmly in place. Alexa's hands and back ached from bailing, but she found the pain—shared, she could tell by the complaints and curses, by everyone on board—reassuring: she was human; shared human pains.

Gradually Hvitbjarn steadied in the water. After several hours Alexa began to believe it might continue that way. All too quickly then, after a bend in the river, the roaring up ahead intensified and the river turned white, as if brought to a seething boil. ‘Leanti', with its roiling white water, was upon them. They shot from Leanti like an arrow from a bow.

If it got much worse, Alexa decided, she would lash herself to the nearest heavy object, just as Odysseus had, and stay there, unless, of course, she was washed overboard with it. The sky grew dark as on either side of them the cliffs rose to blot out the light. She ceased even to try to wring out her garments. From time to time she crept out of what small safety she had found to bring food or drink to the oarsmen who sweated to keep the ship upright in the water.

Now the rapids ran in surges like immense waves on Okeanos’ shore. They were in ‘Baruforos’ now, named from the wavelike pattern that the water created, or perhaps from the cliffs themselves.

The men were tiring. Dark circles showed beneath their eyes, despite their weathered skin. Audun's white hair and beard hung in lank, dripping strands and he looked—how old was he? Alexa wondered. When he passed by to shout a word of reassurance at her before moving back to the oarsmen, she could barely understand him, so hoarse was his voice. He gestured and the oarsmen nodded, evidently gathering themselves for one last effort.

Up ahead thundered such a cataract that Alexa believed it must surely dwarf the legendary falls from which the Nile itself was born. Isis guard them all! she prayed. The ship veered to the left, where the sheer rock of the cliff was so high that none of their ropes would suffice to let men use them to draw the ship along. The river arced out into a wide curve, like a grinning jaw studded with sharp, wet teeth towards which, inexorably, the water and the straining oarsmen were driving them.

Alexa jammed a fist into her mouth to keep from screaming. If they continued on this course they would be dashed upon the rocks, the boat would be torn asunder and they would all be pitched into the spray, to be battered to death or drowned. The river's curve widened yet further. Audun shouted hoarsely and the men cheered. Ahead of them, between the rocks, was the gap towards which he steered them.

Another hoarse shout, which Alexa interpreted as orders to brace herself, and Hvitbjarn's keel scraped against mud and stone and jolted to a stop. The prow jutted upright, slanted defiantly. The men sagged at their oars, panting, too weary even to cheer.

Moments later all hands began to unload cargo. Alexa struggled With a bale of furs as large as she and finally succeeded in toppling it from the deck on to the flat, wet shore, then went back for another, and another.

At some point she became conscious of someone leading her away from the boat to a fire built in the shelter of a pile of rocks. Abruptly she started to shiver, aware now of the cold, of the way her dank garments clung to her. She gulped at the first hot food she had had in days. The fire shimmered and the dampness beading her lashes cast rainbows in front of her eyes. She remembered the ice and the silence, and shuddered. Ragnar patted her shoulder and his friends grinned at her. She caught Audun's eye, pleased to see him nod gravely.

He heaved himself upright and came over to sit by her. ‘When my father, Ingvar, was Bearmaster in my place, I remember the first time I saw this spot.’ He paused, seeing that an appreciative crowd had gathered. ‘I would wager that you thought I planned to break the boat on the rocks, eh, Princess?’

Alexa ducked her head, her cheeks flaming.

'Aye, that was what I thought when m'father headed us for this spot. We unloaded, and never will I forget just how cold I was. But we had little chance to rest. No sooner did he get his own breath than he was bellowing for us to unload and get out digging tools.’

There were appreciative murmurs. Alexa glanced around at the listening Aescir, who must have heard this story a hundred times, yet had settled down happily to hear it again.

'And, Princess, do you know what Ingvar said next? That since the river offered us no channel, we would make one!’ Audun paused long enough for his audience to groan. ‘And so—we did. Took us a month. By the time we'd finished I don't think even a skald or a Druid bard might have invented more curses than we came up with.’

He rose, meadhorn in hand, and passed from the circle of firelight into the night. Alexa dared to follow. Her feet scuffed in a puddle and he heard her. ‘Mind your footing,’ he warned. Here, between the rocks, the roar of the cataracts was oddly subdued. She blinked, trying to locate him. Then her eyes became accustomed to the moonlight and she saw his burly figure standing next to a slab of rock. She went over to join him.

'Give me your hand,’ he said, and enveloped it in his own, guiding it to the coarse-grained stone. ‘Those are the runes for Aifor, the rapids we just crossed.’

'There are other runes—is that the word?—here too.’ Alexa traced the angular signs that looked as if they had been etched into the rock with an axeblade. If Marric were here he would have known about runes; he had always had a taste for barbarian stories.

'Aye,’ said Audun, and emptied the horn of mead he carried at the stone's base. ‘The gods—yours or mine—have smiled upon us so far. We set up this stone for a man named Rafn, one of five brothers. Just at the bend in the river he went overboard. We never found the body. I mind well when I sailed with Vifil. He had us set the stone up. Since then, each time we lose a man we carve in his name here.’

Einar, thought Alexa.

'I'll hold the torch while you carve his name there,’ she offered.

'No.’ Audun shook his head, and the torchlight cast the illusion of ruddy youth on his hair and beard. ‘I want you to carve it.’

She knew no runes. Very likely she could not even lift that axe, much less wield it with the delicacy such carving would demand. She shut her lips firmly on a protest.

'I will trace the runes for you and steady your hand,’ Audun told her.

He knelt to etch in the angular symbols and Alexa tried to think of how many strokes each would take. The axe was too heavy for her to lift, so Audun reluctantly handed her, not the blade she had surrendered ten days before, but a knife with a bone handle carved in the form of a bear.

The stone would blunt it. From his earliest days of training, Marric had taught her always to keep her knives sharp. She bent, etching the runes in deeply. As she carved the last angle on the last rune, though, the shriek of a hawk stooping on its prey made her hand slip. She hissed in aggravation, then finished the stroke. Blood from the cut dripped on to knife and stone alike. She straightened, wiped her hand on her skirt, and handed the knife back to Audun.

He closed his hand around hers on the hilt. ‘This is yours now,’ he said.

Alexa shivered and Audun laid an arm about her shoulders. ‘You should come back to the fire, little lady. Have you not wished for land these many days now? Starting tomorrow, you shall have it, though you may not be glad of it for long. We walk.’

That night her sleep was deep and dreamless.


Chapter Three

 

The portage began the next day. Alexa joined the line of bears and their handlers, all heavily laden, who were to walk the six miles beyond the rapids. Accompanying them were several men who bore only their weapons. Even the sun came out. Despite the wind, it beat down warmly on her shoulders. She found herself cheerful and strode out willingly. She had not felt so strong in what seemed like years. The bears sniffed as she passed, then gave absurdly human shrugs, as if her tiny self were of far less importance than the rocks and trees and enthralling scents about them.

Not all the Aescir were huge and ruddy, she thought. Some of the people of Finnmark were dark, though not as small as she. One woman stopped and demanded that Alexa show her the cut on her hand. Finding it bandaged to her satisfaction, she walked on at Alexa's side until they were joined by others. In carving those runes she had apparently passed some sort of test. They might accept me, she told herself. They might.

She found herself drawn into one of the interminable Aescir stories. The accent of the storyteller was strange, and the roar of the rapids distracted her. But as near as she could understand, the tale was of Penllyn, the kingdom in the Isles of the Mist to which Audun promised to take her should all other attempts to heal her fail. Though Penllyn's ties with the Aescir went back centuries, they were not originally kin ‘until', said the storyteller, ‘we had more men than fields and the land groaned beneath our bears’ paws. Some sailed over the Swan's Road to the Isles of Mist looking for land. Oh, not as our sole home; Penllyn is far too far from the Great Ice which brings forth the bears—but as two families may dwell together on the same farm as friends and neighbours. Thus it began, but all under heaven withers and wanes. And the Reiver Jarl of Jomsborg had other dreams; the lawless man longed for conquests.

'Then, as now, Penllyn's Queen kept the land hale. She is always young and fair. How not? when her life is allied to her lands. She lives only so long as she, like the fields, is able to bear. Though she herself may ride to battle, she usually summons a man to her side, a warleader, as consort and lord. The Reiver tempted this man with a witch—his own daughter—as bribe and prize. For as men of Jomsborg run mad under the moon, shift their skins in the battle-lust and are subject to the skin-change and the lunacy, witchery heats their women's blood. When the warleader saw her, lust cost him his honour; he lost his soul.

'And almost our lords and both of our landrights. For many years Aescir and Penllyn warriors bled to bring back what they'd owned before. Time and again the crafty warrior, who knew too well the ways he'd betrayed, beat them back. Then came the Bear.

'Some say he was the son of a princess of Penllyn and an Aescir lord; others say that the bears found him wandering by the White Lake, a child in the cold, and carried him to the Bearmaster. In ten great battles he beat Jomsborg back, thrust them out from the Misty Isles. Then he, the Queen and the Bearmaster sat down and created a great accord, a peace which has lasted even until this day—though,’ the storyteller added, voice dropping out of its impassioned sing-song, ‘not because Jomsborg has not tried to break it, time after time.’

The story continued, but Alexa, her eyes on the uneven rocks of their path, walked on wrapped in her own thoughts. The Isles of Mist: like the lands of Gaul past the reach of the Empire, she and her brother had always wondered about such places. Though her brother possessed several impeccably Greek and imperial names he had always—stubbornly—insisted on being called Marric, after a distant (and perhaps mythical) ancestor who came from the West.

But the idea wasn't totally without basis. At one point, she knew, Divine Cleopatra's first spouse had sent armies into the Isles of the Mist, as he had done in Gaul. But when he was murdered before he could wear the diadem of Empire, Cleopatra had looked elsewhere ... to Antony Cosmokrator and his dream of combining the Empire with the Egypt they both loved. Empire moved to the Middle Sea. After Octavian's defeat at Actium it had moved south and east as well, the Eagles of old Rome and the Falcon of infinitely older Heliopolis merging into a realm where the emperor was both king and pharaoh, and the empress—his closest female kin—ruled as Isis on Earth.

'What happened to the Queen?’ she asked abruptly.

The sudden, awkward gap in the story told her that the question had been an unfortunate one.

'The time came,’ one woman said, ‘as she grew older and her time of bearing drew short, that she knew she must pass within the Druids’ grove and return her life to the Goddess. But she had spent so many years fighting that she felt she could not leave this life before she had fully savoured it. So ... she fled, Princess Alexa. She fled with a trusted warrior, the Bear's friend, into your Empire.’ Her tone was hot, unforgiving, even after these many centuries. Women never could forgive one another, Alexa thought. If she herself thought it would avail she would have cursed Irene, even if her own damnation followed. As it might in any case.
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