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   Enter the SF Gateway …


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


   

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


   


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


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


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


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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1


The child knew only that she was upon the sea. It was enough to overwhelm her with wonder. That this was the Blessing of the Fleet lay outside her understanding as yet, like nearly all those sounds her father made: “—And how would you like to come along, little one?” What spoke to her was the strength of his arms and the laughter rumbling in his breast as he took her up and held her close.


Already fading out of her were the marvelous things that happened at the docks, people in bright robes, deep-chanted words followed by music that sang, chimed, whistled, quivered, twanged, boomed, as the procession went from hull to hull. The gray-bearded man in the lead was frightening to see, with his long pole and its three sharp spikes that he held on high, but behind him came the Mamas—nine of them, though she was too small to have the use of numbers. Some carried green branches that they dipped into pots that others bore, and then sprinkled oil on the prows. The first had a bowl that swung from gold chains and gave off smoke. When the wind shifted and brought the smoke to the child, it smelled sweet. She and her father stood aside, watching. He was very splendid in his own robe, a great sledge hammer at his side, on his breast the Key that usually hung inside his clothes; but she had no words for any of these things.


Afterward he picked her up again and carried her on board a ship that led the rest forth. The water in the harbor basin was lively, for the gate stood wide and a fresh breeze blew yonder. As her father’s yacht passed through, the deck started to roll beneath her. Keeping her feet became a delightful game. The air was shrill and cold. It flung salt spray that tingled on her lips. The planks she stood on were still sun-warmed, giving off a fragrance of new pitch.


Everybody was jolly, men and women and such children as they had with them, none of those as young as the girl. From aft resounded the coxswain’s drum, setting time for the rowers, whose oars cracked against the holes. Between strokes they often tossed words back and forth that made them grin. The ship creaked too, stays thrummed, a ruddy pennon at the masthead went snap! snap! Gulls mewed, hundreds of them, a snowstorm of wings, dipping and soaring. Other birds were likewise out in their darker throngs, aloft or afloat, and sometimes their cries also cut through the wind.


The craft that followed spread formation into a half-moon. Many were bigger than this, whether low and lean or high and round-bellied. Many more were smaller, duller-painted, and the men in them weren’t so finely dressed. Some had raised sails, the rest continued under sweeps. Behind them rose the city wall, sheer, murky red save for the frieze under its battlements, and its towers, and the still taller spires inside, whose copper and glass and gilt flung light blindingly back at the sun. The headlands bulked rugged on either side, surf tumultuous underneath. The valley and hills beyond were turning green.


But it was the sea that captured the girl child, the sea. At first she clapped her hands together and shouted. Later she stood silent, aware of nothing else, for this was everything, this was the forever changing boundlessness that she had not known was within herself.


The sky reached pale and clear, only a few clouds scurrying at the edge of the world. Waves rushed and rumbled, long, maned, foam-swirled, wrinkles dancing in webs across their backs. Colors played over them, through them, gray-blue, grass-green, purple-black. Where they broke on the rocks and reefs that lay everywhere about, they bellowed hollowly and sent milkiness fountaining. Torn-off strands of kelp moved snakishly in their troughs. Creatures swam, tumbled, darted, at one with the waves, not only fowl but the sleekness of seals, a few times the silver leap of a fish or the frolicsome grace that was a porpoise. The child did not recognize a piece of driftwood as being off a wreck.


Time was no more, nothing was except the miracle that had taken her unto itself. She did not come back to anything else until the helmsmen put their steering oars over and the yacht turned again landward. The parade was done.


Most vessels headed the same way, wanting their berths prior to commencing the season’s farings. A few bore southeasterly, toward fisher hamlets along the coast. The child realized that her adventure neared an end. She did not weep, such was not her nature, but she made her way to the side, the better to watch while she could.


This was on the foredeck, above and forward over the rowers’ benches. The bulwark was too high for her to lean over. When a seal drew alongside, she had just a tantalizing glimpse. Nearby squatted a bollard, the anchor rode coiled around it, the hook leaning massive against it. An active creature since her birth, she got a purchase on the hemp and climbed to the top. There she glanced widely around.


Aft she spied a streak of land low in the water, from which rose a single building, dark, foursquare, surmounted by a turret. But she had already seen that. What she wanted to do was look at the seal.


It swam close, easily matching the speed of the oarsmen. The amber-brown of its coat was warm amidst the brilliance of the waves. It did not move like its fellows, intent on prey or whatever else they sought. Rather, as much as possible, it kept gazing upward. Its eyes were big, beautiful, as soft as sleep. Enchanted, the child stared back into them.


A grown-up noticed her on her precarious perch, exclaimed, and hastened to pluck her off it. He was too late. The yacht rolled heavily. It was nobody’s fault—these were notoriously treacherous waters—and had happened several times today. The girl was pitched loose and went overboard.


As she fell, the yells from above reached her faintly, unreal, lost in the welcoming noise of the sea. It received her with a single enormous caress. Her thick garments drew her under. A lucent yellow-green blindness enfolded her. She felt neither chill nor fear, merely surprise, a sense of homecoming. The sea tossed her about much like her father bouncing her in his arms. A humming began to fill her head.


Before she could gasp a breath, solidity struck, gripped, whirred her away. Held between the front flippers of the seal, she drank wind and salt scud. And then her father was there, threshing clumsily but mightily through the billows. Somehow it became he that clutched her, kept her face in the air, roared for a line. Scrambling and confusion overran them; and they were back on deck. She released her shock and bereavement in a wail.


He hugged her close to him. She felt his heart slugging behind the iron Key. His voice shuddered. “Are you well, darling? Are you all right, my little Dahut?”
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The summons came to Gaius Valerius Gratillonius in the third year during which he had been Roman prefect and King of Ys. Having read it, he told his majordomo to arrange accommodations for the courier, because he would need a few days to find out precisely what his reply must be. Thereafter he sent for Bodilis and Lanarvilis.


Bodilis arrived first. It was raining. In the upstairs conference room where he received her, a brazier did somewhat to relieve cold, but a couple of lamps mainly cast unrestful shadows that made the pastoral frescoes on the wall dim and unreal, like memories of the summer that was waning. She had left her cloak with the palace doorkeeper. Though it had a cowl, drops of water sparkled in the dark-brown waves of her hair and misted the strong-boned countenance. Two graceful strides brought her to him. He took both her hands—they were warm beneath the dampness—and smiled down into the deep-blue eyes—not very far down.


“It’s good to see you again,” he said, and brushed his lips across hers, a kiss quick and cool but aquiver. “How have you been, and the girls?” He spoke Latin, and she replied in the same tongue. They ordinarily did when by themselves; she wanted to maintain proficiency in it.


“Oh, Kerna is all agog, planning a feast to celebrate when she finishes her vestalhood, and Semuramat is wild with envy and insists the eight years still ahead of her might as well be eternity,” she laughed. Of the three children she had by Hoel, Talavair had completed Temple service and was married, with one of her own on the way. “Una was sound asleep when your messenger came.” That was the daughter Bodilis had given Gratillonius last year.


He sighed. “If only I could spend more time in your household.”


“No,” she said earnestly, “don’t think like that.”


He nodded. Had Dahilis been less beloved by her Sisters than she was, his lavishing of attention on her would have created stresses he could ill afford. Since her death, he divided his nights as evenly as feasible among the seven Queens with whom he slept, and his days among all the Nine—or, rather, what remained of his nights and days after royal duties and masculine recreations. “Well, we’ll have tomorrow, you and I, if the moon be willing. Keep it clear for me.”


She smiled. “I’ve been preparing. But why have you called me here today?”


“Best we wait for Lanarvilis…. No, you may as well read this at once.” He pointed to a papyrus sheet on the table. It was curled from having been carried as a sealed-up roll. She spread it between her hands and brought it close to a lamp. As she lowered her head, nearsightedly, to scan the writing, she murmured, “Lanarvilis too, and none other? Are we to compare notes on your youngsters? Then why not Guilvilis?”


The jape fluttered forlorn. She had spied the grimness upon him. “It’s not that you two—well, you three—among the Gallicenae have happened to bear me offspring this soon,” he explained in his methodical fashion. “Although I well know it’s no chance pure and simple. You and Lanarvilis took most thought for the future. You both saw that after what… happened with Dahilis, my fathering of more princesses would strengthen my shaken standing in Ys.”


“Also,” Bodilis said, “we are neither of us young women. Time is at our heels.”


“Well, because you are what you are—yourself learned and wise, she versed and shrewd in the politics of the city—I want your counsel before I tell anybody else about this matter.”


“Whereas you think poor Guilvilis is neither,” remarked Bodilis sadly. “She has nothing to offer you but her utter love.”


He bit back a retort that any dog could do as much. It would have been unkind, and not quite true. He must not blame the newest of the Nine for supplanting Dahilis; that had been no wish of her own. Guilvilis was dull, true, but she was humble and sweet and helpful; the first infant she had brought forth, Sasai, was healthy and seemed bright enough; she was carrying a second. “Read,” he said.


While Bodilis did, Lanarvilis came in. Blue gown and tall white headdress showed that she had been taking her turn as high priestess at the Temple of Belisama. Nothing less than the wish of the King would call such a one away, and it had better be business vital to the city or the Gods.


Gratillonius greeted the big blond woman courteously, as was his wont. Between them was little of the warmth he had with Bodilis or the wildfire with Forsquilis. Even when they coupled, she held back her inmost self. But they had become friends, and partners valuable to each other in the governance of Ys. “What betokens this?” she asked briskly in her native language.


“A moment,” he requested in the same speech. “How fares Julia?” Her sixth and most likely last living child, the babe was frail, often ill. Sometimes, when it fell out that the King visited Lanarvilis while she was keeping Dahut, the beauty, vitality, and willfulness of Dahilis’s daughter seemed almost inhuman by contrast, elflike—no, catlike.


“Her fever grew so fierce yesterday that I sent for Innilis, who laid on hands and gave her medicine,” replied the mother. “Today she’s much better.”


“Ah, good. Will you be seated?” Gratillonius gestured at a chair. After two and a half years in Ys, he had come to take that article of furniture for granted, well-nigh forgetting that it was not commonplace elsewhere.


Lanarvilis settled down. He joined her. Bodilis finished reading, passed the letter to her Sister, and likewise sat. For a while, silence took over the room, apart from the susurrus of rain outside.


Then Lanarvilis, whose lips had been moving and forefinger tracing, lowered the papyrus and said with a rueful smile, “I find my Latin worse rusted than I knew. It seems the Augustus commands you to report. But you’ve been sending him news of your stewardship whenever he required it.”


“He wants me to come in person,” Gratillonius said.


She drew a sharp breath. “Where?”


“Augusta Treverorum. You may remember hearing how he entered it in triumph early this year”—after he, Magnus Clemens Maximus, scattered the army of co-Emperor Gratianus, who was presently murdered; and Valentinianus made a peace that gave Maximus lordship over Britannia, Gallia, and Hispania, while Valentinianus retained sovereignty over Italy, Africa, and part of Illyricum. The Eastern half of the Empire stayed under Theodosius in Constantinople.


“’tis understandable,” Gratillonius went on. “The issues are settled, the weapons fallen silent, the task no longer to seize power but to wield it. He can learn more, and better, of Ys in interviews with me than from any amount of my clumsy writing.”


“And what will he do with the knowledge?” Bodilis wondered.


Gratillonius shrugged. “We shall see. Yet I have ever maintained that Maximus Augustus is the stern physician whom sick Rome needs. Hell heed my advice, if it be sound. This is among the things I’d fain discuss with you two, what my recommendations ought to be.”


“He may forbid you to return here,” Lanarvilis fretted.


“I doubt that. True, he need no more fear a hostile Armorica at his back. But you know how much is left to do, putting down piracy and banditry, reviving trade, weaving the whole peninsula back together. I’m in the best position to lead that work, and I’ve proven my loyalty to him.”


“You may be gone for a long while, however.”


Gratillonius nodded. “Belike so. Even on Roman roads, ’twill be more than half a month’s journey, unless I kill horses. And though the conference should not fill many days, I want afterward… to use the opportunity.”


“They’ll not like it—Suffetes, votaries, commoners, all folk in Ys—having the King take leave of them.”


“I’ve been away erenow. Granted, this may prove a lengthier absence. But no military leader will be called for, and our interior affairs prosper. As for my ceremonial and sacral tasks, they can either await my return or be delegated. I want your thoughts on all this.”


Bodilis’s gaze grew intent. “What else have you in mind to do?” she asked.


“Well,” he said uncomfortably, “you remember that when the Christian minister Eucherius lay dying, we promised him a successor in his church. That’s two years gone, and the pledge still unfulfilled, as busy as we’ve been. I’ll seek a man we can get along with.”


“That’s a small matter, to Ys and in your own head,” she responded. “I’ve come to know you, my dear. What is your true intent?”


“Very well!” he blurted. “You know how I’ve wished to found a Mithraeum, for the worship of the God Who is mine. I cannot, unless first I’ve won the rank of Father in the Mystery. My hope is to find a temple where this can be done.”


Lanarvilis looked shocked. Bodilis remained calm: “You may search through a vast territory, if I’ve heard aright about the persecution of that faith.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t. Mithras is a soldier. First and foremost, He expects a man to do his duty. But if I went as far south as, say, Lugdunum—I’d need permission, but I suppose I can get it—I should at least learn whether any such congregation is left within my reach.”


“Would your elevation take long?”


“I trust not. Once, aye, years; but there are so few of us these days, and our needs are so urgent. I promise I’ll not seek consecration if it demands more time than Ys can spare.”


“I see.” She glanced away, thoughtful.


“This is unwise,” said Lanarvilis nervously. “Your breaking of traditions has already caused discord in abundance. If now the King, high priest and Incarnation of Taranis, openly gives allegiance to a foreign God—”


“I’ve made no secret of my prayers,” Gratillonius answered. “Never in aught that matters have I failed to give the Gods of Ys Their due. Nor will I.” He felt an emptiness as he said that. In his soul he had forsworn Them. “Have we become Christians here, to deny respect to everything divine other than the Lord of our narrow sect?” He forced a grin. “Or sects, rather. They might as well have a dozen different Christs, the way they quarrel about His nature.”


Dubious, she yielded. “Well, we can be tactful.”


“Aye.” Bodilis leaned across the table and laid her hand over his. “Dear, if you are going to Lugdunum, and not terribly belated, would it be too much farther for you to come home through Burdigala?”


“What?” he asked, startled.


Her smile was wistful. “You remember how for years I’ve been in correspondence with Magnus Ausonius, the poet and rhetor. He’s retired to his estate there. If you could bring him my greetings, and carry back an account of him as a person, it would be—almost like meeting him myself.”


Pity touched Gratillonius. Her life was not impoverished. More than the perquisites of a Queen, she had the riches of her spirit. But she had never travelled beyond the island of Sena in the west and the frontier of the Ysan hinterland in the east, a few leagues away. The glories of Greece, Rome, all the great civilizations of the Mediterranean and the Orient, existed for her only in books, letters, and the conversation of an occasional visitor. Bound by Imperial law and military discipline, he nonetheless had freedoms she could but dream of. “Why, indeed,” sprang from him, “if I can, indeed I will.”
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Again the King stood on the dais in the council chamber of the basilica, at his back the twenty-four legionaries remaining to him, behind them the eidolons of the Triad, and before him the Gallicenae and magnates of Ys. He wore a robe inwoven with gold-threaded tapestry figures to represent the eagle and thunderbolts of Taranis. In sight upon his breast hung the Key, and to his right, deputy Adminius had received the Hammer.


The garb was a part of his message, for at the quarterly meetings he had not dressed quite this grandly, and in everyday life he picked clothing simple and serviceable. It told the assembly that today he was not the blunt-spoken soldier with whom they handled the affairs of the city; he was embodied Power, secular and sacred. Several of the councillors must have anticipated this, for they too were attired in antique vestures or in Roman togas.


Still, after the invocations, Gratillonius used plain language. Oratory was not among his gifts, and while he had become fluent in Ysan, a number of its subtleties would always elude him. First he summarized the situation in the Western Empire and the reasons why he hoped for a better future, at least in those parts where Maximus had control.


“What are the Augustus’s plans for us?” growled Soren Cartagi.


“That we shall learn,” Gratillonius told them. “I am bidden to his presence.”


The news drew the storm of protest he had expected. He let Lanarvilis and Bodilis do most of his arguing for him. Although unprepared, a few joined in on their side, such as Sea Lord Adruval Tyri and Mariner Councillor Bomatin Kusuri. Their grounds were practical. “In Roman eyes, our King is an officer of the army and the state,” Adruval reminded. “If he goes not when ordered, that’s insubordination. D’ye want a legion coming to winkle him out of here?”


Vindilis’s lean features whitened. “Let them dare!” she cried.


“Nay, now, be wise, my Sister,” Quinipilis urged. Her voice was unsteady; in the past year or so she had much weakened. “How could we stand them off?”


“The Gods—”


Forsquilis the seeress interrupted in a tone low and carrying: “I think the Gallicenae may no longer be able to raise the Gods in aid; and They Themselves are troubled. For the heavens have moved from the Sign of the Ram to the Sign of the Fish, and the old Age dies as the new comes to birth.” Her gaze dropped and her hands passed across her robe, under which a life swelled toward its own forthcoming.


“Will the Emperor let our King return?” asked Innilis. She sounded terrified.


“Why not?” said Bomatin. “He’s been doing a masterly job here.”


“Doing it for Rome,” Hannon Baltisi, Lir Captain, snarled. He raised his arm. “Oh, I agree he’s served us well. I don’t believe he’d willingly do us an evil turn. But what will he have to say about things?”


“Aye.” Soren nodded his massive head. “When Rome was caught up in its tribulations and forgot Ys, we stayed free. Now there’s a strong Emperor, the kind who always wants more power—and more cash—and he’s become aware of us. What’s next?”


Gratillonius decided he had better assert himself. “Hold!” he boomed. “Hear me!” Having gotten silence, he adopted an easy manner:


“My Queens and worthies, bethink you. What’s to fear? I served under Maximus when we cast the wild men back from the Wall. I know him for a man able and well intentioned. He’ll listen to me.


“Consider what Ys has done for him. We kept Armorica quiet. We saved Gallia from what would have been a ruinous barbarian attack. We have taken the lead in rebuilding defenses throughout the peninsula. Commerce begins to revive as the risks diminish. Folk should soon start reconstructing what’s been destroyed. Maximus must be a madman to wish this changed; and he is not. That’s the more so when he still has to reckon with the untamed Germani and Alani and, it may be, his fellow Emperors in the South and East. Far from helpless, Ys is in an excellent bargaining position.


“I’d liefer not brag, but this and more we have done under my guidance. And I have been not only your King, but also the prefect of Rome.


‘Then be glad if we can renew our ties to Rome the Mother!”


There was some discreet applause, some reservation, several faces that stayed troubled. Hannon Baltisi scowled, cleared his throat, and rasped:


“Well and good, O King, save for this, that Rome has long since become whore to Christ. Need I recall to you how they mock the Gods there, violate temples, smash images, hound worshippers? Will Christ dwell in peace with the Gods of Ys, those Gods who alone hold Ocean at bay?”


Mumbles and whispers passed among the forty-two. The legionaries who formed Gratillonius’s honor guard kept still, but he could virtually feel resentment radiate from most of them at such a denunciation of their faith. He weighed his reply carefully. The old man’s travels, in his days as a sea captain, had if anything reinforced his fanatical hatred of the Church; but persons more moderate were uneasy, and for cause.


“This is a question among many that I hope to take up with the Augustus,” Gratillonius said. “It touches me too, not only in my royal office but in my heart.” He congratulated himself on the subtlety of this reminder that he was a Mithraist. Before ground could be broken for the temple of his dreams, foundations must be laid in the minds of men. “But I’m unafraid. The fact is that the Empire continues full of people who are not Christians, a number of them in high positions. Maximus knew my beliefs when he appointed me your prefect.


“Clergy are few and far between in these parts. The Augustus should be satisfied with a new minister here for the Christians among us, just as we had before. That was a harmless man. Fate willing, I’ll have a voice in choosing his successor. Rest assured, ’twill be no Ambrosius!”


Bodilis and three or four others recognized the name of the forceful bishop of Italian Mediolanum, and smiled. Relief spread visibly through the rest.


Gratillonius pursued his advantage. “To that end, I may have to search a while,” he warned. “Also, ’Twould be well that I make myself familiar with conditions throughout Lugdunensis, aye, and in Aquitania—” he saw Bodilis kindle, and tipped her a wink—“so that we’ll be ready to cope. This will keep me away for a period of months. I’ll be absent at the equinox and mayhap at the winter solstice, as well as other occasions. Yet I’ll leave the city in order, fully able to steer itself that long. Surely the Gods will take no offense, when this is for the well-being of Their people.”


He knew himself for a hypocrite. But his ultimate purpose was honest, and as a soldier he had never objected to ruses. He sat down on the throne, resigned to a theological dispute. Bodilis and Lanarvilis were primed to conduct it for him. Afterward would come practical topics. What should he say and seek in Treverorum? He sincerely wanted suggestions. If need be, let discussion go on for a few days.


Only a few, however. He must not keep the Emperor waiting.
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It chanced that this was his night to spend with Innilis. Knowing how he felt, and remembering the mother, his wives tried to shift custody of Dahut so that he could see her when he visited each of them. The effort failed more often than not, since strict rotation was impossible. He might be preoccupied, perhaps out of the city altogether, in the hinterland or on the water or standing his monthly Watch at the Wood. He might have been working hard or late, and in sheer weariness bedded down alone at the royal palace. For her part, a Queen might likewise be overbusied, or having her courses or sick. Pregnancies and childbirth had been intervening too, and bade fair to increase. Forsquilis was now fruitful, Guilvilis was again, and Maldunilis had finally decided to trouble herself about it. Moreover, the two Gallicenae with whom he did not sleep, aged Quinipilis and aging Fennalis, claimed a share in the upbringing of Dahilis’s daughter, which for the sake of harmony could not be denied them.


Fortune did have Dahut at Innilis’s house when King and Queen arrived on that evening. “Oh, my lord, my lady, how good you’re back!” exclaimed the maidservant Evar as they entered. “The little one’s been that fretful. She threw such a tantrum I feared she’d hurt herself, I did, and restrained her.”


Dread struck. “Is she ill?” Gratillonius demanded.


“Nay, lord, I think not. Like a crazed ferret she’s been, for dashing about and throwing things—oh, my, ferrets don’t throw things, but my lord knows what I mean—’Tis but that kids are troublous in their third year. Well, she’s not quite in that yet, is she? But ever so far ahead of her age, already speaking, and so much alive. With my lady gone all day—Does my lord want to see her?”


“I do.” He brushed past the woman and strode to the room that had been designated a nursery.


When he opened the door, he saw the debris of small destructions strewn about, a broken toy chariot, stuffing ripped out of a rag doll, general chaos. The chamber pot stayed upright; in certain things, Dahut had a feline neatness. The child was curled on the bed, brooding over her wrongs. She had stripped off her clothes. Sunset light, striking through a windowpane, turned her skin to ivory, hair to gold, eyes to lapis lazuli. O Mithras, how she recalled Dahilis!


She gathered her limbs beneath her, again like a cat. “Father,” she hissed.


“Ah,” he blustered, “we’ve been having a mutiny, have we? What for? Why have you been such a bad girl?”


She struggled for words. “I wos… wos… me.”


Did she mean “all alone”? How could he tell? He hunkered down and spread his arms. “Well, well, little rebel, let’s make it right again, hey?”


She uncoiled and sped to him. He hugged her withy-slimness. How sweet she smelled! “You mustn’t do this, you know,” he said into the warmth between her throat and shoulder. “It’s not kind to your Mamas, or their poor servants who have to look after you.”


“You di’n’ come,” she gasped; but she shed no tears, she hardly ever did.


“Oh, you were awaiting me? I’m sorry. Your Papa had work to do. Let’s get you nicely dressed, and then before Evar brings you dinner we’ll play horse and I’ll sing you a song—because you’re the single human being who does not flinch when I sing, and too soon will that end.”


—Innilis ate lightly and simply. Gratillonius liked the fare her kitchen offered, after the frequently elaborate meals he got in Ys. She had learned to give him portions of adequate size. Ordinarily they made small talk over the table and retired early, for although she often showed him affection, they had few interests in common. This evening she spoke earnestly. The glow of beeswax candles lay over the delicate features and in the big eyes.


“Sometimes I fear for Dahut,” she said. He could barely hear. “There is something about her.”


He harked back to a night on Sena, and a day when a seal had saved the child from drowning, and incidents more fugitive. It took courage to reply. “Mayhap we see the beginnings of a destiny. Or mayhap not. Who can say? I’ve scant faith in astrologers or fortune-tellers. Let’s take each day as it comes. We must anyhow.”


“Oh, I thought not of the occult. I meant only—well, I’ve fretted about this, and talked with Vindilis—Vindilis and others—Do we do right, shunting her from household to household, with never a den where she can snuggle down? Is this why she’s wild?”


He frowned. “I know not. How could I? She’s my firstborn.” Unless he was the casual begetter of a brat or two in Britannia, of which transgression he hoped Mithras had absolved him. “And the King of Ys can’t be a real paterfamilias. Has not the Sisterhood always shared in the raising of a princess whose mother died?”


“Aye, but I think never like this. You are different. And Dahut is. I cannot put it in words, I’m too weak and stupid to understand it, but Vindilis says—You are the bringer of a new Age, and you did father Dahut.”


Different, he thought, indeed different. The daughter of Dahilis is so spirited, so intelligent and beautiful.


—After Innilis miscarried, he had agreed with Vindilis that henceforward she should use the Herb. The next stillbirth could kill her, or the next live birth give another pitiful Audris. Six fertile Queens were ample.


She had not asked him to refrain from making love to her. He had found his way to what was best; much kissing and caressing, then much gentleness, for a single time. About half such joinings seemed to give her pleasure, and the rest no distress. At least, she cuddled close afterward.


This night she stayed awake a while, which was unusual. He could feel how she tensed and faintly shivered against him. “What vexes you?” he asked. When she grew evasive, he pressed the query. In the end she confessed:


“Oh, you, Grallon, fear about you.” She seldom gave him his proper name anymore but, like an increasing number of Ysans and Osismii, softened it. “You’re bound away.”


“I’ll return,” he said.


She drew a ragged breath. “Aye, since you’ve promised it. But how long will you stay? You surely yearn back to your homeland.”


He lay for a spell, unspeaking. The question haunted him too, but nobody else had raised it. He was astounded that this meek person should. And what in Ahriman’s name was the answer?


Of course there was a great deal yet to do in Ys, and he hated leaving a task unfinished. The challenge here called him beyond himself. The making of a useful thing in statecraft was muddled and never really complete, unlike the making of a thing in woodcraft. Just the same, the satisfactions bore no comparison to each other. He had shaped history and law, he had raised bulwarks for the lives of people…. What would come of it all? A barbarian wave had broken itself against Ys, but the tide of barbarism was still at the flow, over land as well as sea. Could he abandon the defenses he had been building?


And yet, never to have a son, if it was true what chronicles and belief said. To abide among aliens until the last death-fight in the Wood made an end of him—


And meanwhile, would those duties truly have been so important? Once the rule of Maximus was firm, his peace would soon reach this far. Likewise, in due course, would his law. What then would be left for the King of Ys? Ceremonies; routines; judgments that made a difference to the parties concerned but were yawnfully tedious for the judge, and as readily rendered by somebody else.


Even now, calm was descending. Though northern Britannia seemed again troubled, the rest of that diocese lay secure. Communications had redeveloped to the point where Gratillonius had had three letters from his father, and sent back replies. To visit the villa once more! Not that he’d accept the wretched curial existence of his free will; but he shouldn’t have to. Given the tiniest hint, Maximus Augustus ought to confer senatorial rank on a man who had served him well. And mighty work remained to do in the outer world, reform of the state, subjugation of the barbarians, binding of wounds upon Mother Rome, winning of fame immortal.


Was that his wish?


If not, why not? Ys would never consentingly let its King depart for good. In the past he had wondered about cutting his way free, he and his legionaries or a rescue expedition from outside. But that thought was obsolete—which gladdened him, because he recoiled from any idea of killing his subjects. Come the time, he need merely make a pretext for another journey, and fail to return. It wouldn’t hurt the city’s institutions too badly. Precedents existed; not every king had died in the Wood. The Suffetes would get somebody—until, no doubt, the Christians came to power here also, and made an end of those bloody successions.


Three years hence, let us say, what reason would Gratillonius have to dwell in Ys?


Well, status, friends, his wives, or certain among them, and Dahut, whom he could smuggle out but would that be the best thing for her?


Innilis nestled against him, weeping most quietly. “Nay, I will abide,” he said, and wondered how much of a liar he was, “as long as the Gods allow.”




II
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“Again the tuba, the tuba calling:


‘Come, Legionary, get off your duff!’


The hobnails rising, the hobnails falling,


We’re bound for glory, or some such stuff.


Farewell, dear wenches! There’s time to kiss you


And gulp a beaker before we go.


The Lord on high knows how we will miss you,


So give us memories that will glow.”





It was one of the old, interminable, nonsensical songs that men had sung as they marched from Pontus to Hispania, from Egypt to Caledonia, and beyond, in the service of Rome. Footfalls crashed rhythmically beneath its beat. Words rang into the woodlands bordering the highway, until they lost themselves among trees and shadows. This was mostly second-growth forest, beech, elm, hornbeam, though here and there gloomed a huge oak, hallowed perhaps since before the first Caesar, until cultivation died away a hundred or more years ago. Leaves were still thick, full of greenish-gold light, but some had begun to turn color. The air below was windless, cool, scented by damp earth. Overhead were fewer wings than last month; many birds had, by now, departed south.


Riding at the front of his two dozen infantrymen and their pack animals, Gratillonius saw stone pavement run straight before him until, at a dim distance, it went from sight in one of those curves that had been the engineers’ reluctant concession to terrain. Behind him lay turbulent Condate Redonum, where soldiers of his had nearly gotten into a fight with members of the Frankish garrison. Ahead, he had been informed, was the Liger valley, rich and well populated as of yore. At Juliomagus he would swing east and follow the great river for a while. His route was not the shortest possible, but almost entirely, it followed roads like this. Spared slogging through mud in the wet season, and most often spared the toil of preparing a walled and ditched camp—because well-secured official hostels stood along the way, near which they could simply pitch their tents—the men should make their best time to Augusta Treverorum.


They were eager too. While they had all become fond of Ys, and several had formed strong ties, the hankering to be back among things Roman was only natural. That had been a large part of his reason for taking the whole twenty-four as his escort, and nobody else. As for the rest of his reason, he wasn’t quite sure, but he had a notion that Magnus Maximus would not take kindly to a spokesman native to witchy Ys.


Otherwise his feelings were happy. He also was bound home to his people.


“I’m getting old and my joints are creaky,


The lentils grumble within my gut,


My tentmates snore and the tent is leaky,


And come a combat, I might get cut.


But never mind, we have got our orders.


So cheer up, fellows, for I do think


When we have crossed over foreign borders


There will be wenches, and lots to drink!”


‘“O-old!” Adminius cried. The deputy could bring a surprising volume out of his narrow chest. “Battle ranks!”


Gratillonius heard clatter and scramble. He drew rein. Gravel scrunched to silence on the shoulder where he rode. Glancing back, he saw the vexillation quickly bring the animals together and themselves in position either to protect or attack. He’d kept them in crack training.


Adminius trotted over to him. “Being cautious, sir,” he said. “Wot does the centurion want we should do?”


Gratillonius peered ahead. No danger was obvious in the mounted man who had come around the curve and was galloping their way. As he spied them, he waved and shouted frantically, and kicked his horse to go faster. The beast was sweaty but not yet lathered; it hadn’t carried him far. The man was portly, with black hair cut short and a close-cropped fringe of beard in the Roman style, but tunic and trousers showed him to be a Gaul. Soon Gratillonius made out a dull-red splotch on his left thigh, from which edges of cloth flapped back. A flesh wound. That went with the condition of the horse.


“No pursuit,” Adminius deemed. “’E’s escaped. Didn’t seem worth chasing, I s’pose.” He squirted a gob of spit from a gap between teeth. His thin, sandy-stubbled face crinkled in a grin. “Well, they didn’t know anybody like us was anywhere near, eh, sir?”


Beneath Gratillonius’s calm went an ugly thrill. “We’ll wait and hear what he’s got to say.”


The Gaul halted in front of them. For a moment the only sounds were the whickering breath of the horse and the man’s gasps. His eyes rolled. At length he got out, “Romans! Legionaries! God be praised! Quick, and you may yet save us!”


The Latin was fairly good, with an accent that Gratillonius recognized as that of the Namnetes. He had come as far south as their seaport two years ago, when he was trying to link the cities of the littoral in cooperation against barbarians and neutrality in the civil war. “The sooner you make sense and tell me what the matter is, the sooner we may be able to do something about it,” he snapped.


“Bacaudae—” the man groaned.


“That’s no news. Let’s have facts.”


The stranger gulped, shuddered, mastered himself in some degree. “My wagon train… goods out of Armorica and Britannia… left Redonum…. Bishop Arator and his attendants joined us there, bound for a conference in Portus Namnetum. We’d been told the route was safe. I b-b-brought guards anyway, of course. But now, in th-th-this forsaken stretch… suddenly, there they were, scores of the vilest robbers springing out of the woods and—” He plucked at Gratillonius’s wrist. “God aided me to flee, because I found you. Don’t delay! It’s only two or three leagues. The guards will fight. You can get there in time. God calls you!”


The centurion spent a flash considering. His mission took primacy. However, his squadron should be a match for any plausible number of outlaws; banditry required suppression; and if word got about that he had been less than zealous in the cause of a prelate, he might as well turn land pirate himself. Worse could be the consequences to Ys.


“On the move!” he barked. Adminius shouted commands. Metal gleamed as the formation reshaped itself and started off.


The Gaul kept his horse alongside Gratillonius’s. “Can’t you go faster?” he pleaded.


The centurion shook his head. “Three or four miles at a dead run in full armor wouldn’t leave the boys fit for much. We’ll do what we can. I promise nothing. We may find everybody in your convoy lying throat-cut, and your merchandise gone with your animals. In that case, I can’t pursue. We’re on urgent business of the state. I can only ask the garrison commander in Juliomagus to try for vengeance.”


He felt no great excitement. If he could save yonder folk and kill marauders, that was fine. It depended on how long the guards could hold out. The steady, relentless tramp at his back had carried Rome’s eagles across the world.


‘Tell me what to expect,” he said. “First, what strength did you have?”


The merchant swung his hands and sometimes keened over the loss he might suffer, but piece by piece, the tale came forth. He was one Florus, a dealer in fabrics. With money what it was these days, he most commonly traded rather than bought and sold, which meant he handled a variety, not just cloths but leathers, furs, raw materials. “This trip my best acquisition was a consignment of those wonderful weavings they do in Ys, that have scarcely been seen for many years, oh, priceless…. ” The train consisted of four mule-drawn wagons; their drivers; the reverend bishop with two priests and four deacons; Florus himself; and six guards, toughs who hired out for this kind of duty despite the law frowning on it. Two were Gauls, three were Frankish laeti, and one was a brown-skinned person who said nothing about himself but might well be a deserter from the army. “We take what we can get, right, Centurion? We make do.” The guards had sword or ax, plus a few spears. Their armor amounted to boiled leather jackets, cheap kettle helmets, shields of barbarian type. Then, to be sure, the muledrivers possessed knives, cudgels, whips. And three of the deacons were young and sturdy, equipped with stout walking staffs. “They should be able to fend off the evildoers a while, don’t you think? But hurry, hurry!”


“How did you get away?” Gratillonius inquired.


“Oh, I was mounted, by the mercy of God, and when they swarmed out it was clear what they intended, and by God’s grace they didn’t close a line across the road to the north before I’d gone past. They almost did. You can see where a spear hurt me. Do you have a surgeon with you? Or at least poultices? This kind of injury inflames so readily. It hurts me abominably.”


“We’re not stopping for anything just yet, friend. Why did you flee? One more man defending might make all the difference.”


“But I had to get help. God saw to it that I could get help.” Florus’s voice sank to a mutter. “That means the goods will be safe, doesn’t it, O Lord? You’d not let Your faithful servant be ruined, almighty God Who delivers us from evil.”


Gratillonius snorted and sent his horse a little ahead.


Slowly the tumult became visible from afar. Noise drifted thin. Gratillonius signalled for double time. He was tempted to speed in advance for a better look. It was getting hard to see any distance as the sun declined and dusk began to seep out of the earth. He resisted the impulse. He had no right to take unnecessary risks. Solitary heroics were for barbarians and fools.


Yonder they grew aware of his approaching force. He saw the struggle die down, like a wave that smashed itself on a reef outside Ys, recoiled in foam, and dwindled away. The next wave was coming…. 


He reined in and jumped to the ground. The men saw his intention and needed but a minute to tether the horses. “You, keep out of the way!” he told Florus. He unslung his shield from the harness, slipped the retaining strap over his neck, gripped the handle, drew blade and took his place as leader. The squadron advanced.


Nearing, he saw that the battle was almost done. The travellers had given a good account of themselves. Somehow they’d gotten three wagons on the sides of a square, cutting loose the mules, which might well panic. There hadn’t been time to bring the fourth around, it stood off where the robbers must have led it, but a crude little fort existed. While three guards held fast at the open side, their comrades and certain of the other men repelled foes who sought to climb over the vehicles or crawl underneath.


Yet they could not long keep off assailants whom Gratillonius estimated to number thirty. As he guessed at once, they were still alive—some of them—only because the bandits lacked proper training and discipline. After being cast back with losses, the outlaws milled around, none wanting to be the first to meet that steel again. They tried to bargain. Gratillonius learned afterward that the bishop had strengthened the will to resist, calling on divine help, while he cleverly strung the talk out. At length the brigands lost patience and made a fresh charge. It failed likewise, though at heavy cost to the defenders.


After that, the attackers had resorted to slings. Kept up, the bombardment would have done its job. The travellers took wounds and a couple more deaths. However, they had enough protection to be difficult targets, and eventually the supply of missiles was exhausted. Yet the defense was now so weakened that the bandit leader could egg his men on to a third assault. It broke through and was in among the wagons when the legionaries arrived.


Gratillonius took his troop toward chaos. The outlaws were Gauls, in ragged, filthy garb, pieced out with hides or old blankets or whatever else came to hand. Hair and beards were matted, greasy manes, out of which glared faces gaunt, scarred, weatherbeaten. Shoes were agape, rudely mended, or mere bags of skin stuffed with grass. The barbarians who raided Britannia were better off. Weapons were spears, knives, pruning hooks, firewood axes, a few swords acquired somehow. The wielders screamed hatred and defiance at the Romans. At the same time, those on the fringe were pulling back, making for the trees, in disorderly fashion. They knew that if they stood their ground they’d be butcher’s meat.


Which was exactly what they ought to be. “Right and left!” Gratillonius called. “Circle them!” He leading a detachment, Adminius its mate, his men hastened to bag as many as they could.


Those inside the laager could not readily disengage from opponents who, heartened, fought furiously. It had never been a proper battle at all, but more like a riot. It pushed combatants apart, flung them against their fellows, sent them tripping over each other. Somebody fallen but alive might grab at an ankle or cling to a spearshaft. Wrestlers on the ground further impeded everyone.


First from the soldiers went the terrible flight of javelins. Meant for use against shields, here they struck unprotected flesh. Men fell, writhed, shrieked. Those who tried to help them to safety were themselves delayed. And then the legionaries were upon them.


A fair-haired youth with downy whiskers attempted to dodge past Gratillonius. The centurion gave him the sword between rib cage and pelvis, forcing the blade right and left to make sure of the liver. Flesh resisted softly, heavily, helplessly. The lad went down. Before Gratillonius could pull his weapon free, a full-grown man was at him, weeping, howling, belly wide open as he swung his arms back for an ax blow. Gratillonius rammed the boss of his shield into the solar plexus. Breath whooped from the Gaul. He dropped his ax and fell to his knees. Gratillonius crashed the bottom rim of his shield against the man’s temple. The Gaul crumpled.


Gratillonius had delivered a knockout blow he hoped wasn’t fatal. He wanted prisoners to bring to Juliomagus for beheading, or whatever the judgment would be—examples. He withdrew his sword. Blood pumped forth. A stump end of gut protruded past the tattered shirt. “Mother,” the youth wailed, over and over. Gratillonius went on. The whole episode had taken just a minute or two, scarcely interrupting the rhythm of onslaught.


He saw a cluster of men pass under the trees, disappearing amidst boles and brush. They bore along a figure robed and struggling. He had no chance to think about it. He only had a fleeting perception of one who seemed in charge, slender, swift of motion, uniquely well clad. After that, Gratillonius was busy finishing the engagement.


—The legionaries had suffered no harm worth mentioning. Of the travellers, besides Florus, there survived, slashed and battered but reasonably hale, two Frankish men-at-arms, three drivers, a priest, and a deacon. The rest lay stretched out on the roadside, blood wiped off as best might be, dead or dying. The clergyman had already prayed over them.


And Bishop Arator was missing.


As for the robbers, a full twelve had fallen in battle or, hopelessly wounded, received the mercy stroke. Their bodies were stacked on the opposite side of the road. Nobody had cleansed them, closed staring eyes or tied up fallen jaws, but the kindly shadows were well on the way to covering them. Six captives sat bound to the wagons.


Nobody said much. Most of the survivors were still too stunned. Now and then pain made somebody moan. Otherwise they huddled, shivered, looked emptily before them, clutched the bread and wine that had been passed out. The soldiers were in full self-possession but occupied with making a safe camp, since they would spend the night here. An occasional sentence, grunt, oath sounded beneath the thud of axes, the sucking noise as spades turned wet humus.


Gratillonius and Florus had drawn aside at the latter’s request, away from the dead, wounded, captured, the thickening blood puddles. As yet, the sky and the crowns of trees were bright overhead. A few rays slanted golden through the westside gloom. Only a hint of chill was in the air. Crows cawed.


“But the bishop is gone,” Florus wailed. “A holy man, a lord of the Church, borne off by a gang of sacrilegious murderers! I’ll never live down the scandal, never. And my mules, my well-trained carters, lost! Why could you not make better speed?”


“I told you,” Gratillonius said wearily. “If you mean to complain at the garrison, spare your breath. Any competent officer will understand. Be glad we saved what we did and can help you finish your journey.”


His command would have to do that. The chances of some other group coming along, whom he could dump the chore onto, were slight, as feeble as traffic had become. He couldn’t leave these people without escort when a dozen outlaws were still at large. The delay in his own progress would be excused him. Though the Christians would be aghast at what had happened to a veritable bishop—


“Hs-s-s,” whispered from the brush. “Roman, listen.”


Gratillonius spun about. He saw nothing but tangled green, murk behind it. Helmetless in the aftermath of battle, the breeze cool upon his brow, did he hear a rustling?


“Hs-s-s,” went the voice again. “Hark’ee.”


“What’s this?” yelped Florus. “Are the murderers back? Help! To arms!”


Gratillonius caught him by the nape and squeezed till he whimpered. “Be still,” the centurion said, never looking away from the forest. “Go back to your wagons and say nothing. I’ll handle this.”


“But—you can’t—”


“Begone and shut up, or I’ll have you flogged.”


He let go. Florus stumbled off, half sobbing. Gratillonius spoke softly: “Who are you?”


“The Bacauda chief. Make no move, if you want your bishop alive.”


Something eased in Gratillonius. He heard himself chuckle. “Very well,” he said. “Now how shall we go about bargaining?”
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The centurion’s tent was large enough for two men to sit in, on its floor which kept out the dampness of the soil. Its walls likewise withstood autumnal cold. Outside, a wind had arisen after nightfall, to rush through branches, whirl dead leaves away, rattle the leather of the tent and make its poles tremble. Within, a lantern threw dull highlights onto faces, against monstrous shadows.


“Your price is high,” Gratillonius said.


Rufinus shrugged and grinned. “One bishop for six Bacaudae. Take it or leave it. Myself, I think I’m being swindled.”


Gratillonius peered at him. His invited visitor was young, about nineteen or twenty he guessed, though the spirit behind the green eyes seemed as old as the night wind. Rufinus was of medium height, much of it in his legs, and wirily built. Features otherwise sharp and regular were marred by the scar of a cut, poorly treated, puckering his right cheek and giving his mouth the hint of a perpetual sneer. Though his beard was still scanty, he kept it trimmed in an unconventional fork. His black hair was also short, and reasonably clean, as were the rest of his person and his clothes. Faded, many times patched or darned, shirt and breeches were of stout material. A deerskin jerkin gave additional protection, and he had doffed a cowled cloak. His footgear was clearly from no shoemaker’s shop, but just as clearly made to his measure with a degree of skill. At his belt were a pouch, a knife, and a Roman sword.


“You put me in a cleft stick,” Gratillonius said. “Unless I let dangerous bandits go free, what will become of the bishop?”


“He’ll be butchered like a hog,” Rufinus answered coolly. “Before then, maybe some of the boys will use him.”


“What?”


“Well, we seldom see a woman, you know. Though in this case, it’d be revenge more than lust. I wouldn’t want that withered prune.”


Fury thickened in Gratillonius’s throat. He could barely stay where he was, and not assail the other. “You rotten snake!”


Rufinus lifted a palm. “Hold on,” he said. “I’m only warning, not threatening. “I’d forbid such a thing if I could. But I’m no army officer. We’re free men, we Bacaudae. We choose our leaders ourselves, and follow their orders if and when we want to. My gang is enraged. If they don’t get their friends back—if, instead, those fellows go off to death, maybe first to torture—I can’t stand in the way of their justice. They’d kick me aside.”


He leaned forward. His Latin flowed easily despite rough accent, sloppy grammar, and idioms strange to Gratillonius. “As is,” he said, “I’ll hear curses aplenty when they learn they won’t get a ransom besides the exchange. I wonder how you dare hold back stuff that could make you sure of your holy man.”


Gratillonius returned a grim smile. “He’s not my holy man. I’ll have to answer for whatever happens. Leave me this much to show. If you won’t, well, I need just report that no meeting took place.” He didn’t know if he could bring himself to that. Certainly he could not if put under oath. However, he needn’t reveal his vulnerability. “Besides, think. You’ll have to go far and fast, before the garrison comes after you. This wood isn’t too big for them to beat. Four of our prisoners are too hurt to walk much. They’ll encumber you enough, without adding boxes of goods.”


Rufinus laughed. “Right! That’s how come I gave in on that point. I did hope for some solidi, but you win.”


He grew serious, with an underlying liveliness that never seemed to leave him. “How’s this sound? We meet at sunrise. You keep your men in camp. We’re woodsrunners; we’ll know whether you’re honest about that. We’ll show up half a mile south with the bishop. One of us’ll stand by him—me—ready to kill if anything goes sour. You release our four disabled buddies and give time for us to carry them well away. Then two of you bring our two hale down the road. You can have their hands tied and leashes on them, and you can have swords, but no javelins. We stop a few yards apart and let our hostages go, both sides. The bishop’s slow on his feet, so I’ll release him first, but you’ve got to release ours while he’s still near enough for me to dash up and stab him. Naturally, you can pay us back in kind if I play you false. We scamper off into the woods and you return to camp. Satisfied?”


Gratillonius pondered. This was a quick intelligence he dealt with. “The leashes will be long, so your fellows can’t bolt off after we let go,” he decided. “When they reach you, you can cut the cords.”


Again Rufinus laughed. “Done! You’re a workman, Gratillonius. Be damned if I don’t like you.”


In his relief, the centurion couldn’t help smiling back. “Aren’t you damned already?”


Mercurially, the Gaul turned somber. “No doubt, if it’s true what the Christians say. But then I expect the fire for me won’t be so hot as what they keep for the great landowners and senators. Do you really know the masters you serve?”


Memories crowded on Gratillonius. He scowled. “Better them than outright banditry. I’ve seen enough places looted and burnt, women who’d been raped over and over, children and oldsters killed for fun, that I’ve no lost no sleep after striking down what reavers I could—be they barbarians or Romans.”


Rufinus gave him a long look before murmuring, “You aren’t from hereabouts, are you?”


“N-no, I’m a Briton. But these past two years and more I’ve been in Armorica. Osismiic country, that is.”


“I don’t believe there’re any Bacaudae that far west.”


“There aren’t. Most of it’s been picked too clean. Ys alone has stayed well off, because it’s got ways to keep the wolves out.”


Rufinus sat straight. His eyes caught the lantern light as they widened. “Ys,” he breathed. “You’ve been there?”


“I’ve operated in the area.” Gratillonius’s instinct was to reveal no more to an enemy than was unavoidable. “Now I’m on a different mission. I planned no fight with you. Nor did those wayfarers you attacked. For whatever you’ve suffered, blame yourselves.”


“Ys, the city of fable—” Rufinus broke off, shook himself, spoke sharply. “I’ve never been yon way, of course, but I can guess what kind of ’wolves’ you’re thinking of. Saxons and Scoti for the most apart, hey? And some Gauls who took the chance to go looting around after everything was wreckage—though I’ll bet a lot of those were driven to it by hunger. Where was the Roman state that taxed them and ordered them about, where was it when they needed it? But anyhow, they were not Bacaudae.”


“Do you mean you’re something else than marauders?”


“I do.” With bitterness: “You wouldn’t care to listen. I’ll go now. See you in the morning.”


“No, wait!” Gratillonius thought for a moment. “If you’ll stay a while, I’ll hear you out.”


“How’s that?” Rufinus asked, surprised. He had gotten up. His movements were apt to be quick, nervous, but deft.


“Well, you see,” Gratillonius explained, “I am a Briton, and my time in Gallia has all been at the far western end, except for a march there from Gesoriacum. But I may be, well, in future I may be having business elsewhere. I can handle it better if I know how things are. All I know of the Bacaudae is that they’re vagabond gangs of runaway serfs, slaves, every sort of riffraff. I mean, that’s all I’ve heard. Is there more to it?”


Rufinus stared down at the big, blunt-featured, auburn-haired man. “You’re a deeper one than you make out,” he said low. “I’d give a bit to learn what your business really is. But—Look here. What I’ve got to tell won’t please you. It’ll be the truth, but the truth about Rome. I’m not after another fight.”


“I don’t want any either. Say what you will, and if I get angry, I’ll hold it in. I may or may not believe you, but… I’ve had worse foes than you.”


Rufinus’s smile glistened forth, bad though his teeth were. “The same right back at you, Gratillonius! Let’s.” He lowered himself.


The centurion rose in turn. “How about some wine to help our tongues along?”


—The tale came out in shards. Sometimes Rufinus japed, sometimes he struggled not to weep. Gratillonius plied him with drink and questions, and meanwhile tried to fit events together in his mind. Later he would try to understand.


Rufinus was born to a smallholder near the latifundium of Maedraeacum in the canton of the Redones, about twenty miles northwest of Condate Redonum. Albeit impoverished, the family was close-knit and had its joys. Rufinus, the youngest, especially liked herding swine in the woods, where he taught himself trapping and the use of the sling. Yet even before his birth, the vise was closing. The best of the land had been engulfed by the manors. Imperial regulation made needed goods costly when they were available at all. Such transactions were generally furtive, while farmers had no choice but to sell their produce openly, under strict price control. Meanwhile taxes climbed out of sight. Rufinus’s father more and more sought refuge in the cup. Finally, his health destroyed, he coughed himself to death one winter.


Rather than let children of hers be sold into slavery for back taxes, the widow conveyed the farm to Sicorus, owner of Maedraeacum, and the family became his coloni—serfs. They were bound to the soil, compelled to deference and obedience, required to do labor for their lord and, after working for themselves, pay more than half the crop over to him. Their grain they must have ground at his mill and at his price. There were no more forest days for Rufinus. Thirteen years old, he was now a field hand, his knees each evening ashake with weariness.


The following year his pretty older sister Ita became the concubine of Sicorus. She could not be forced, under the law. However, he could offer easements for her kin—such as not assigning her brothers to the most brutal tasks—and for her it was a way out of the kennel. Rufinus, who adored her, stormed to the manor house to protest. The slaves there drove him off with blows. He ran away. Sicorus coursed him down with hounds, brought him back, and had him flogged. The law permitted chastisement of contumacious coloni.


For another year, he bided his time. Whispers went along the hedges and in the woodlots; men slipped from their hovels to meet by twilight; news seeped across this narrow horizon. It came oftenest on the lips of wanderers who had made their lifework the preaching of sedition. The Empire had rotted to worthlessness, they said; Frankish laeti at Redonum sacrificed human beings to heathen Gods; raiders harried the coasts, while war bands afoot struck deep in from the East. Meanwhile the fat grew fatter, the powerful grew ever more overbearing. Had not Christ Himself denounced the rich? Was not the hour overpast to humble them and take back what they had wrung from the working poor? The Last Day drew nigh, Antichrist walked the world; your sacred duty was to resist him. Righteous men had sworn themselves to a brotherhood, the Bacaudae, the Valiant…. 
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