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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.
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Chapter One


Well, if you really want to know how it was I came to be in that lugger, on a fine reach south-west in a north-west gale, with the north coast of Ireland on my left hand, in company with a Druid, a Colonel of Thracian Cavalry (misemployed), the King and Queen of the Silurians, a Priestess of the Gods Below, to whom I may or may not have been married, and a handful of Brits who alleged they were sailors, then I will tell you.


It all started in my Uncle Euthyphro’s house in Ostia, at dinner on a warm spring evening. It began with my Uncle Euthyphro saying:


‘Someone will have to get it back. And he may even have to go to Britain to do it.’


I made a face at him. Go to Britain? He might as well have said go to the waters of Lethe. After all, what did any of us know about Britain in those days? It was difficult enough for the ordinary citizen to go there, almost as difficult as getting ashore in Egypt, though of course it was simple to arrange for members of a wealthy family of merchant-priests like mine. But so far nobody in the family had wanted to go there, although we did some trade, in dogs and wool and oysters and mussel pearls. We had an agent in Londinium, and so we didn’t need to go ourselves.


Well, what did we know? It was an island where it rained a great deal of the time. A hundred years ago, now, His Sacred Majesty the Emperor Claudius had conquered the fertile southern quarter of the island, where the Brits live, and had left the Northern Desert, as huge as Africa, to the painted Picts, building a wall to keep them out. The Brits, we knew, were the same people as the Gauls, speaking the same language, and the Irish beyond the Empire were the same people also, Many of the nations of the Celts had been broken up long ago, and parts of them lived in both provinces. For instance, the Parisii lived around Lutetia in the north of Gaul, but another branch of them were spread all around the fortress at Eboracum.


The Brits were a strange people, we had heard. Of course we all knew that every third Briton was a magician, and that they had strange things to do with the dead, though quite what nobody was sure. Yet there were plenty of men in Rome who in their youth had served their time as tribunes in the legions in Britain, and they would always tell you how fond they were of their little Brits. You often find this among men who have to go and live among primitive races – they fall in love with their charges. Literally, too. There had even been a few who had talked wistfully of how they would like to live in the island permanently, farming for wool. Going native almost, if only they could find the daughter of some great landowner, once a noble and now a Citizen of Rome, as some were by great and rare good fortune, to marry.


But go to Britain myself? I thought, that evening, in Ostia. Not if I could help it. Somebody else could do that. But there, if you could learn to stand the taste of butter, you could stand anything, and I could eat it without turning a hair. Not that butter would have stood very long, in my uncle’s house in Ostia that evening. Nor that it was really very hot, even for the first of May, but it was the last really comfortable evening I was going to have for a long time, though I didn’t know it. So it wasn’t the heat that made my cousin Philebus sweat. It was the talking-to that his father Euthyphro and I had just given him. All the names in my family follow the same pattern. It all started with my grandfather who had an obsession with philosophy, and believed that a thing partook of its name, that was part of its character. So he called all his sons and grandsons after dialogues of Plato, and I had uncles called Phaedo and Crito too. And if it had not been for my mother, who came from up in the hills and was half Galatian and so had a will of her own, and for the North Wind for whom she had a particular veneration and who therefore kept both my father and my grandfather mewed up in Alexandria for three weeks, I might well have been called Laws or Republic, or even Banquet. But even that might have been better than the name she gave me, Photinus. Neither good Greek nor good Latin, that name, and perhaps Grandfather may have been right in holding that the name governs the character of the thing. I seem to have spent half my life looking for better names. Votan I’ve been called, and Mannanan, and so many others, and each new name has brought me some kind of profit and some kind of loss, some gain in knowledge, some loss of innocence.


Well, it was quite hot that evening, and the dinner had been quite good, all except the goose liver which had been spoilt, and that was quite easily remedied: we just sold the cook and bought another which improved the general efficiency of the kitchen. I mean, it’s not everybody who wants to go and work in the sulphur mines, is it? But my cousin Philebus wasn’t thinking too much about the food: he had other torments on his mind. I had brought one of the family’s ships in that morning, it being the easiest way from the Old City to Rome, where I had a good deal of business to discuss with my uncle. Clearing the port authorities and dealing with all the documents relating to the cargo had taken me well into the afternoon, and I had only got into the house just in time for dinner. I was very tired, and then I had been thrown into the middle of this first-class family quarrel. I felt that before I made any suggestions about future action, I wanted to hear it all again, quietly, this time. My uncle was one of those men who can never forget they aren’t at sea.


‘Now, Philebus, as I understand it, you bought some kind of monopoly from the Emperor, or rather from one of his Sacred Majesty’s Chamberlains.’


‘Yes. From Faustinus.’


‘And you paid?’ I knew it must have been expensive.


‘Twenty-five thousand sestertia.’ But not as expensive as that, twenty-five million copper sesterces.


‘How much …’ I began to ask, and then thought, it was no use now asking how much of that was for Faustinus himself. ‘You lost the deed gambling.’


‘Three cups and a pea,’ nodded Philebus miserably.


‘The method is immaterial,’ I said consolingly. ‘I could take any man alive by that game if I held the cups, and even if I didn’t I would never lose a game if only I could count my thumbs. But if you aren’t up to my standard, you shouldn’t play. Never stake anything of value unless you can cheat, or have enough influence to buy your way out again. But do you remember who it was you were playing with?’


‘It was Gwawl. Everybody knows him, even though he’s only been around the tables in Rome for a month. He’ll play with anybody.’


‘That’s a strange name. Is he a Greek?’


‘Sometimes he says he is, and sometimes he says he’s not. Some people think he comes from a Lugdunum Greek family, and you know how Greek they are, been there for a couple of hundred years, and intermarried with the Gauls all the time. But if he is from Lugdunum, there’s nobody here who knows his family. He might be anything, Gaul, Syrian, Spanish, anything.’


‘But look here,’ I protested, ‘a Monopoly Deed like this isn’t a bearer document, not usually. He can’t use it.’


‘He made me sign a transfer deed. He had it all written out ready, and the witnesses as well, waiting. The deed itself was in my name, personal to me. Now it’s personal to him.’


‘A lawyer, then, is he?’


‘No. He lives by his wits, gambling on the Games, mostly.’


From this point on I ignored Philebus. He was grateful for that. I asked his father:


‘You’ve tried to buy it back?’


‘He wanted two hundred thousand sestertia.’


‘And the monopoly is worth …?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘What do you mean, Uncle, you don’t know? You’ve spent enough of the family’s money on it.’ I felt I could speak like that to Uncle Euthyphro, I was on equal terms with him, not like Philebus. ‘What about the man you took it over from?’


‘Well, the truth of the matter is, we weren’t taking it over from anybody.’


‘Not from anybody? But someone must have had a monopoly of the Gold trade with Britain.’


‘Not Britain.’ My uncle was almost squirming. ‘There’s Gold in Ireland. That’s what the monopoly was for. Everybody knows there’s Gold in Ireland, whatever else they don’t know about it.’


I looked so astonished at this that even my uncle noticed it and stopped talking while I got my breath back. I tried to remember what I did know about Ireland, and there wasn’t much anybody knew. It is an island, not much smaller than Britain, and it lies thirty miles, or less, from the coast of Britain. It exports hunting dogs, now, and nothing more. Nothing at all. Certainly not Gold. And I had never met anybody who had ever been there. When I got my breath back, visibly, my uncle went on:


‘Of course, any Gold you get from there will have to go through Britain, and it will have to come in legally, as there’ll be too much to hide. There’s no difficulty there. But there’s been no Gold coming from Ireland that I can trace since the conquest of Britain. Even what used to come in was all worked up, and very old-fashioned too.’


‘So you mean to re-open the trade with Ireland?’


‘Well, I was chatting with Faustinus, and I thought it would be good for the lad.’ He jerked his head at Philebus, who was trying to corner the world supply of Falernian into his own gullet, that being his best idea of a commercial operation. ‘Every boy ought to have a chance to do something when he’s young: it sets the tone to his own life. I had that long trip south of Leptis Magna, that set the tone for me. I’ve been thirsty all my life since, and I’ve passed that on to Philebus. And how long was it … three years … four … you were away up on the Amber Coast? I know it made me, and look what it did for you.’


‘Yes, look what it did for me,’ I agreed, as he passed me the wine jar in a hurry while there was still some left. ‘It turned my hair white in a night, and it took years for it to come back black again. And it gouged my eye out, and nothing will ever bring that back.’


‘Nevertheless,’ said my uncle, growing a little pompous as the wine jar emptied, ‘you will not deny that it gave you a certain confidence in your manner, a certain élan in your dealing with the world …’


‘If you mean that I seem to think that the worst has happened to me, then I agree: I think it has. No calamity I precipitate on myself from now on can be as catastrophic as those I have gone through already …’


‘Not merely that. Surely you admit that you learned a great deal from what you experienced?’
 ‘Well, yes. I admit, I did marry two queens, and seduce one, and that taught me to be very wary about Barbarian women. I’ll never bother with another one as long as I live. I did reorganise a trading firm, and I sent half Germany money-mad. I made one king and I killed another, and that has taught me to be sceptical about the basis of authority. I led an army in battle, and won, and I made up at least four hundred songs about it that you may hear in any barracks in the Empire where there are German auxiliary cavalry. That taught me to be very wary of what the poets tell us. But on the whole, I think the effect was on the North, and not on me: I remained a Greek, nothing more, nothing less. You think it would have done Philebus some good?’


‘Well, I did. I don’t think so now. He could never stand the pace, you can see that. Here we are, only two hours at table, and he’s out to the vomitorium already. Look what he’s got to do now. He’s got to get the Deed of Monopoly back first, and that’s only the beginning. Someone will have to go to Ireland, and set up a system for getting the Gold over that we can leave an agent to work. The man we’ve got in Londinium now, for instance, he can do all that, once it’s started, but as for the spadework – why, Leo Rufus couldn’t organise an orgy in a wholesale slave warehouse. Someone responsible will have to go there.’


‘But when you go,’ I warned my uncle, ‘you will have to leave someone just as responsible here in Rome. I wouldn’t like to think of Philebus in charge.’


‘Oh, I’m not going. I thought you might.’


I looked at him as bleakly as I could.


‘I’ve done enough travelling up there. I’ve got a bigamous wife among the Picts, waiting for a chance to eat me the first step I take outside the Empire. And I’ve a real wife at home in the Old City, and a baby coming in the autumn.’


‘You’ll be back home by then.’ My uncle was a good salesman.


‘Well, I suppose … I might as well have a last fling while I have the chance.’


‘You’ve had four last flings to my certain knowledge. This will have to be the very last.’


He blinked at me in a benign way, the look he used when he was selling winded horses as racers. Philebus came back, his face the colour of the sea on a dull day. I asked him:


‘Do you feel like going to Faustinus and asking him to cancel that deed and to issue another one?’


The green of his cheeks turned a little paler. He shook his head miserably.


‘All right,’ I told him, trying to sound kind. ‘You can take the ship back instead of me. Have you been to sea before?’


‘No.’


‘Then there’s no way to learn like being in command. The mate is a Galatian, and he’s a good sailor, remember that. The supercargo knows what’s what, he’ll see you through. Then you can tell my father what’s happened.’


‘Oh no! I couldn’t face him.’


‘It’s him or Faustinus, take your choice. When you’ve done your sea time, then perhaps we can let you loose on land.’


‘But what shall I tell him?’


‘Anything you like. Say it was a whim of mine, to go back to the North just once more. The whole voyage is fixed up. Troops to Byblos, cedarwood to Alexandria, corn to Corinth and statuary back here. And if you see my wife, smack her on the backside for me and tell her it had better be a boy, this time. Now, about my business. How’s this Gwawl travelling?’


‘There’s a draft of Illyrians going up to join the Second Augusta in Isca. He’s going with them as mule-train boss with the baggage as far as Bonnonia.’


‘A man who has to work his passage across Gaul and you gamble with him for all the Gold in Ireland? What on earth was he staking against it – don’t answer that! You thought it looked so easy there wasn’t a chance of losing, and he probably put down an embroidered cloak or something. Now, Philebus, just you lose my ship like that, and I’ll gut you alive, I will. And your father will sharpen the knife for me.’ I never gave Philebus time to remember that he was only two years younger than I was. However, he might as well feel he could do something useful. I went on:


‘You know Rome, you can help to get me started. First of all, send off a courier to our agents in Londinium and Bonnonia, and in all the towns on the way, to say I’m coming. Don’t say why, just say I’m on my way, and they’re to give me all the credit the family name will bear.


‘Next, we’ll have a night out in Rome. I want to see this Gwawl so that I recognise him in future, and so that he won’t recognise me.


‘Last of all, I want a litter and carriers arranged all the way from here to Bonnonia, starting, let’s say, next Wednesday, and a bunch of reliable men as escort.’


‘Wednesday? But he’ll have two days’ start then. You’ll never catch him before he gets into the Province!’


‘I don’t want to. If you fancy tackling the baggage-master of a legionary draft when the troops are all around him, go ahead. Let him keep the Deed safe. If I can get to Bonnonia before him, I can catch him at sea – alone. Besides, I can have a few days in Lutetia on the way. People keep on telling me about the girls there. And that reminds me …’ a sudden thought had struck me. ‘There’s another last thing you can do. I want you, Philebus, to go and buy me a girl for the journey, as a parting gift. I bet you know where to go.’


‘He does,’ said Uncle Euthyphro coldly. ‘And he’ll pay out of his own money, not out of the family’s. Will any woman do?’


‘Of course not. Listen carefully, Philebus. I want a woman who doesn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds, if she’s going to come in the litter with me. For the same reason, she’s got to be clean and decent and not too stupid. And the less Latin she speaks the better. You see, I want a Brit.’


That would be difficult, I thought. Nobody in their senses will buy a British slave. There are too many magicians in that island: you don’t want to be bewitched overnight and wake up in an ass’s head or something. I went on. ‘She’s got to be miserable and want to go home. If she does what I want, then I’ll set her free in Britain when I get there. So make the bill of sale out to me, and put her age down as thirty-five, whatever it really is, or the manumission won’t be legal.’


Philebus didn’t object to this. He answered:


‘I know the very thing. It’s what Gwawl was wagering against the Monopoly Deed. And whatever he asks, it will be worth it if you can make him pay for what he did for me.’




Chapter Two


I had my night out in Rome, and another three after that, before I had my good look at Gwawl in a fashionable bathhouse, not at all the kind of place to expect to see the baggage-master, of a legionary mule train. If I’d been Gwawl, I thought, I’d have been a little more careful about the consistency of my disguises. Myself, I decided, I wasn’t going to bother about any disguises or fancy dress in Britain.


No, I thought, time and again in those few days, I was going to be just Photinus and nobody else. No more was I going to do anything myself, either. I would have enough agents among the Brits for that. I would just stand aside and plan, and tell the others what to do. And least of all would I have anything more than necessary to do with British women. That was how I had got into trouble in Germany. First I had married a native, and then I had done other things, distilled drink, and organised trade, and even raised an army of my own. No, that personal dealing was over. What others wouldn’t or couldn’t do for me would remain undone.


My Uncle Euthyphro agreed.


‘Just leave it in the hands of the Gods,’ he told me. ‘But what worries me, my boy, is what Gods? I know that the Unconquered Sun dismissed you from his service. Who do you worship now? The Moon and Stars?’


‘No,’ I replied, quietly, because it wasn’t something I liked discussing. ‘As far as I worship anything, I worship the Gods Below. Wherever you go, you find different Gods for this and that. But the Gods Below are the same everywhere.’


By dawn on that Wednesday morning I was glad enough to settle into the nice comfortable litter, and jog off with the curtains drawn against the sun. I hadn’t been to bed on Tuesday night at all, and so I was glad of five hours’ sleep. We moved at a steady trot, most soothing, with the litter bearers changing every quarter of an hour, so smooth I never noticed it. Our escort came close behind. Big hard men, they were, mule-drivers for the family most of the year, freedmen or freedmen’s sons, and their leader was a nasty customer called Marco with a scar from eye to throat. I was glad he was on my side.


When I woke up, I had a good look at the girl Philebus had bought from Gwawl for me. She wasn’t very young, she must have been eighteen at least, but she was small built and plump, nearly down to the limit I’d set, though she got fatter as we went. She couldn’t have been anything but British with that dark brown hair, nearly black, and those blue eyes, not ice blue like the Germans so often have, but the blue of woodsmoke, soft, lazy but with the fire behind it all the time. She reminded me of my first bigamous wife, Bithig, who had been a queen among the Picts, and who was probably still looking for me. To get away from her, I remembered, we had had to steal a ship belonging to a crusty old man called Caw, whom we sold to Starkadder Eightarms the Pirate. Still I thought, I’ll be quite safe, I won’t be going within a hundred miles of the Wall.


I looked at the girl in my litter, who didn’t really look like Bithig on closer inspection, and asked her what her name was.


‘They call me Candida around here.’


‘But your real name?’


‘Cicva.’


‘All right, Cicva. After this morning, we speak not one word of Latin together. Then, if when we land in Britain we find I can pass for a Brit, I shall set you free.’


She didn’t like the word Brit, I could see it in her face: they none of them do. To outsiders they call themselves Britons, in full, but to themselves they call themselves Comrades, Cymry. But Brit is the old Army word and I used it when I wanted to. I was paying, wasn’t I?


The best way to learn a language is in bed. That was the way I learnt German. I learnt the language of the Brits in a litter, which was almost as good, if not better. We watched the long coast swing by, and I learnt the words for sea and ship and for all the fishes and shell-fish. We turned away from the sea, and I learnt the words for ox and plough and for all the plants that grew.


We turned north at Marseilles and up the Rhone. Coming south, it’s much faster and more comfortable to take a boat, but not going north. This is a surprising thing. I saw a map once, hanging on a wall in Alexandria, and it showed quite clearly that Rome is in the centre of the world, and that Africa is at the top, and that Britain and the Land of Norroway are at the bottom, and that is why the greatest rivers of the world, the Nile and Rhine, flow downhill to the north. So going north ought to have been easier than it was, but if the Rhone flows in the face of nature, then perhaps the road does the same thing.


A little way before Lugdunum we caught up with the legionary draft. Of course they got off the road to let us through. It’s wonderful what a show of money will do when you’re travelling. I walked by the litter with Marco, and Cicva peeped out through the curtains. I pointed Gwawl out to them. Marco asked:


‘Shall we kill him tonight?’


‘No, no! I want him alive as far as Bonnonia. He’s got something I want, and we’ll let him worry about looking after it. We’ll pass them and have a few days in Lutetia.’


I got back into the litter. I asked Cicva:


‘Did you see him?’


‘Of course. Why can’t we kill him tonight? We could take all night over it.’


‘You sound as if you want to kill him personally.’


‘I do. If it weren’t for him I wouldn’t have been kidnapped and sold down here.’ She wouldn’t tell me anything more about it. She wouldn’t say what part of the island she came from, or who her people were. This was unusual. Most of these girls are only too eager to assure you that they would be princesses if only they had their rights. But she wouldn’t say a thing.


We stopped a little way further up, to have a midday snack at a tavern, and the handful of officers going up with the draft, and riding ahead of it to keep out of the dust, stopped there as well. I called them over to join us. We had various mutual acquaintances. I asked after Aristarchos the son of Demons. Last I heard of him, I told them, he’d been commanding a regiment of cavalry at Carnuntum.


‘All Brits they were, too,’ I remembered. ‘What were they called? Hadrian’s Own Danube Rangers?’


‘Oh, the Wall-eyed Warriors,’ said one of the centurions. The legions are always glad to make fun of the cavalry. ‘But he’s left those now. I don’t know where, but I think it was a promotion.’


They asked after Philebus – I hadn’t realised he was such a rake.


‘He’s well at sea by now,’ I told them, and they all laughed again – they could afford to, I was paying for the wine.


‘Better to travel like you with all home comforts,’ someone said waving at Cicva, who had brought us some cheese she had been bargaining for in the village. Like all the Brits she was a connoisseur of cheese, and Gaulish was near enough to British, as even I could tell by now, to let her hold her own in the market.


‘I’ve got to have someone to watch my blind side,’ I told them – I had a quite tasteful false eye in that day, of jet, carved in concentric circles – and the officers hooted with laughter and tried to pinch her bottom without my seeing it, and they were in great good humour when the mule train came swinging up the road and Cicva ran off to hide her blushes in the kitchen.


I pointed to Gwawl. I said:


‘Now there’s a real old-fashioned mule-driver for you. Where did you find him?’


‘Oh, that one,’ they all said at once. ‘He’s a bad one, he is. Even his own family wouldn’t own him, wherever they are. A Brit, you know, and one of the nastier ones. Good little fellows, but every now and again you find one like him. Usually, though, they have red hair. You’ve got to watch out for the red-haired ones.’


I looked again at Gwawl. His hair was black, and tight curled, and it bristled on his thick forearms, with the sinews knotted and corded under the skin. When I had seen him in the baths, I had only thought him gross, the kind of man who sits down in a tavern and then picks up his belly in his hands and puts it on the table. But now he had fined down with the long march, and he just looked big. He was as tall as I am, but he weighed at least half as much again, I’m sure. I looked down at myself, and I took the hint.


After that, I used to get out of the litter for a part of each day and walk with Marco, much to the relief of the bearers. By the time we got to Lutetia I could walk the whole twelve hours of daylight, and that in the early summer, with my bag over my shoulder, and never want to stop once for a rest. We passed beneath the ruined walls of Alesia, that great fortress of the Gauls. Caesar had tumbled the ramparts and hacked the gates from their hinges. And the Lord of Alesia, that great king, who might have reigned as Emperor over all the Gauls of the world from Britain to Galatia, great Vercingetorix, long dead now, dead and thrown into the sewer. But there was no weeping, even for Cicva, over that old dream, no singing that old song again. There was no stopping till we reached Lutetia.


We had a few splendid days in Lutetia. We quartered ourselves on the family’s agent, a man called Julius Macrinus, who had a very pleasant house on the south side of the island, looking on to the river. It was a really delightful time, and even today I occasionally meet people who remember it. The girls … the drink … the food … surprising when you consider the reputation the place has for being a sad and strict town. There’s no culture in Lutetia to speak of, no art or anything else to turn an honest penny over, which may be one reason why it’s getting so prosperous.


Then one morning, while everyone else, muleteers and all, were sleeping off the last and most outrageous party, Marco and Cicva and I took horses and rode off to Bonnonia.




Chapter Three


We moved in on our agent in Bonnonia. He was even more embarrassed to see us than Macrinus had been. He was expecting an important Greek businessman, somebody used to dealing in millions and bargaining with the Governors of Provinces, and that of course he got. But he didn’t expect me, with a variety of false eyes to suit my moods and hair all over – I had let it grow, beard and all, on the way up from Rome. And he got Marco, who had a scar across his face that turned his eye outwards, so that the milder he was feeling the more brutal he looked. Cicva was the most respectable of the three of us, to look at. I’d given her some money to get dressed up with in Lugdunum, and you know what Lugdunum fashions are. Then she’d had them altered to her own taste in Lutetia, and we all know the Parisii have no sense of how to dress. She ended up looking like an only moderately successful whore.


Marco was quite happy. He was anchor man, which suited him. He was to see that everyone was contented in Bonnonia after I left. He knew perfectly his place in my plan. The only trouble was that I hadn’t got a plan. I had a vague idea that nothing would come right till I had a ship. I had to go and find one.


On the second night in Bonnonia I took out of my baggage an old grey cloak with a hood. I put it on, and went out. Marco followed me. He kept a few yards behind me, and when I went into a tavern he would stand by the door, just inside, making it clear that I wasn’t alone.


The first tavern I went into – I was choosing the less reputable ones, the ones down by the quay, where the clientele would be sailors, and not the most respectable sailors either – well, the first one I went into, I called for drinks all round. While everybody was drinking my health – and after the long journey, and the nights in Lutetia, I needed some attention to my health – I stood by the bar counter, and I drew idly in the sawdust of the floor with my toe. I drew a face, at least a circle with eyes and a mouth, and eight lines sticking out of it like arms, and to each arm I gave a hand holding some kind of weapon, an axe or a sword. Nobody took the slightest notice. I finished my beer and moved on.


I did precisely the same in the next tavern I came to. Again nobody seemed to take the slightest notice, except for the man next to me. He dipped his finger in a puddle of beer and drew a fish on the bar counter. He looked at me meaningly, which was difficult with the squint he had, and then quickly rubbed it out again. I didn’t know anything about that, so I just said:


‘And mackerel to you, brother,’ in Gaulish, and moved on to the next tavern.


But when I got into the third tavern, I only had time to draw the circle, when someone took me by the elbow, and drew me away. I looked at him. He seemed familiar, somehow. Perhaps he had been in the other taverns and had run on in front of me. Perhaps I had met him before, sometime, on the Amber Road. He was a big man and yellow-haired, his face smeared with pig fat against the salt wind. He steered me across to a booth at the back of the room. Marco stayed by the door and watched.


The men at the back of the room were all sailors, and all dressed as Friesians. I turned back the edge of my hood, and let them see the patch over my eye. Nobody said anything. They put a big horn of beer in front of me, the kind of vessel you use in drinking matches. The beer was strong, dark and sweetish. I drained it at one long, slow draught. It nearly killed me. I was out of practice. Then one of the sailors asked in the Germans’ tongue – he must have been a Dane from his dialect:


‘You are looking for Starkadder Eightarms?’


‘And if I were?’ I lifted the eyepatch and let him have the full benefit of the emerald I was wearing in the empty socket. I had it carved by a man I know in the Piraeus. I will give you his name if you like. It showed, tiny but clear, the wolves dancing around a tree, a tree with a man in it. I listened to his reply.


‘Then I would tell you, that he is at the other end of the Shallow Sea, harrying the Fenni.’


‘And Alfhilda Vikarsdaughter, his wife?’
 ‘With him. Where else should she be but with him?’


‘And Caw? Where is Caw?’


‘Gone, long gone. Who knows where?’


‘Smuggling lead,’ I told them. ‘Let’s have some more beer, and no half measures this time.’


And we did. Everybody got quite talkative in a secretive way. They were all painting ludicrous pictures of Caw swimming the Channel to Britain with a pig of lead under each arm in case he sank, and the whole atmosphere of the tavern became a good deal easier. We drank a good deal more. More Germans came in: soon there were about a score of them. By the time we started singing ‘Sweyn, the Bastard King of Scania’, the few respectable customers left. The landlord didn’t object: he was singing too.


The Germans were all sorts. About half of them were Friesians or Batavians, but the rest were Saxons and Thuringians by their accents, and Goths, and even a Lombard. This last was rather stupid. He couldn’t understand the subtleties of travelling incognito as quickly as the others, and once he called me ‘All father’ quite openly, and all the others shushed him. But every man was a sailor, just the kind you would expect with Starkadder.


I got into a corner with a few of the most prominent. The others were trying to make Marco drunk, and I could have told them they had little chance of succeeding. I asked the leader, who had first taken my arm, his name. He did his best to play the Friesian, but if his accent was anything to go by, he was a Goth. He said:


‘Call me Bert.’


I asked the next man.


‘I’m Bert too.’


‘Just the same as him?’


‘Just the same. We’re all Bert, just call us Bert.’


Well, perhaps it’s better not to have a name anyone can tell you by if you’re in their trade. None of them asked my real name. They thought they knew it. Why should I know theirs? They only wanted to know my business that night, and whether it was the same as theirs was every night.


I was right. They were some of Starkadder’s men, who had brought a prize down from the Shallow Sea, and now they were waiting for Starkadder to come back for them. Meanwhile, they were willing to try anything which would turn a profit and not make Roman ports too dangerous for them. After all, Starkadder had to have somewhere safe to winter in, and refit, and sell what he stole in the North. This was what I was looking for.


‘There’s a man coming here soon,’ I told them. ‘I want him—’


‘Dead?’ interrupted Lombard Bert, hopefully.


‘No!’ I answered, a little crossly. ‘He wants to go to Britain. I want him to go to Britain – but on my ship. And with me in it. And I want him to have a nice quiet game of dice or something on the way. But I haven’t got a ship.’


‘Anybody we know?’ asked Goth Bert.


‘A man called Gwawl.’


‘Oh, him,’ said Lombard Bert: I said he was rather stupid, and his talents, though considerable in their way, were limited in their scope. ‘I can kill him easy. I haven’t killed anybody for weeks.’


‘If you don’t keep quiet,’ Goth Bert grumbled at him, ‘I’ll take that flaming axe of yours and throw it in the dock.’ He turned back to me. ‘So you want a ship?’


‘And a crew I can rely on.’


‘And one that Gwawl can’t rely on.’ Goth Bert followed my drift perfectly. A Batavian Bert came in with the crucial question:


‘How much are you offering?’


‘How much do you want? What’s the regular rate around here?’


After that, it was only a matter of haggling. Hard cash for the crew; for the ship, I guaranteed a cargo both ways at four times the usual rates, wine out and hides back. That was to Londinium, but of course, I myself would leave the vessel when she cleared the customs at Rutupiae.


The Berts had two ships, prizes they’d not yet sold, and I went to look at them next day. One was very fine, a Gothship, sleek and beautiful and fast, twenty rowers a side. And the finish, wonderful! It made you open your eyes at the very thought of the kind of craftsmen they had up there in the North, doing everything, as I knew, with axe and adze and no other tools, no saws or chisels for them. I’d always wanted to have one of those ships under me. I didn’t take her, quite unsuitable.
 The other was a Friesian, comfortable and roomy, as broad as she was long, or at least she looked it. She was decked, and under the poop where there was enough headroom for a man to stand she had quite a cosy cabin. She set the one big square sail, and there were sweeps for the times when there was no wind, and that was rare enough up in the North. I took her, but that was the next day.


That first night, we had a real party. We had lots of singing and embracing and rubbing of cuts-together to mix blood, and I got Marco to join in that. One of the hardest things I had to do was to keep Marco feeling happy, since he couldn’t understand a thing I said to the Germans. And then before the feast got too unruly, I bawled out:


‘I’ll give ten gold pieces for a sword!’


‘Not on shore,’ said Goth Bert. ‘It’s a hanging matter here to carry a sword, unless you have a licence, and I’ve never met a man yet who has.’


‘Well I have,’ I told him. ‘A general licence, from the Emperor’s Chancery, to carry a sword anywhere in the Empire, in defence of my goods.’ And that’s what a bit of influence does for you, that and a name for quite fair dealing all across the Mediterranean Sea.


‘Even so,’ went on Goth Bert, ‘they’re strict here. The Port Captain, he winks at what we’ve got in the ships, but we mustn’t bring any weapons ashore. If you wait till we get aboard, I dare say we can fit you out.’


‘I doubt it,’ I told him. ‘I want a Sax, a good one, well shaped, curved no more than the bow of a ship. A back edge thick as my thumb, the bone-breaker. The fore edge like a razor, the mailsplitter. Point like a needle, the heart-piecer. And I want an Ingelri.’


For Ingelri was the greatest swordsmith of all Germany, and his blades were like no others. They were all silent for a few moments, and one murmured, a fat man he was, that ten gold pieces wouldn’t do it, no, nor twenty either, seeing it meant going across the Rhine. But in seven days he himself came to me with a Sax, a splendid one, but for one thing – he couldn’t get an Ingelri in the time, he had had to make do with an Elfbert. Of course, to those who know their iron, this was almost as good, for Elfbert was Ingelri’s apprentice, and if his swords had a fault it was that he tended to make them a little heavier towards the point than need be.


There was no hilt to this sword, of course, just the blade and the tang with the iron pommel at the end. We took it to a swordsmith in the town, who did a lot of work for Officers of the Garrison. First he had to be satisfied I had a right to own the weapon, and then he looked at the quality of the iron, and his eyes glistened. He asked me if I had any preference in the form of the hilt. I said no, provided he made a showy job of it. And if he knew of a goldsmith, then he could melt down these coins, and set in it – and I took them out of my wallet – these stones, garnets and emeralds and a blue sapphire, and a here was a big ball of crystal.


It took him some days. He beat out the tang into ridges in the shape of an X, and instead of beechwood or horn, as is usual, he made the grip of walrus ivory, carved and weighted to fit my hand. Then, with the Gold, he ornamented the arms of the X to look like a man, spreadeagled, and the gems set in to point off his clothes, and the great ball of crystal where the head should be. A sword it was now fit for any of the great Kings of ancient Gaul, for Vercingetorix or for Dumnorix, or for Brennus himself to throw in a balance and make the insolent Romans pay.


But as for a scabbard, he told me to keep it in the plain wooden sheath, covered in leather, that Fat Bert brought it to me in. He insisted that he was the finest hilt-maker in the world – but his equal in the company of scabbard-makers lived in Londinium, and even if I were not going there, it would be worth the journey to have a scabbard made to match the hilt. He gave me the name.


I put the bill in to the family. So far this chase had cost about eleven thousand sestertia, what with buying Cicva (because I couldn’t let Philebus pay for that, after all), the journey up, hiring the ship and crew, and all the expense of making sure that when Gwawl arrived in Bonnonia he would find no ship but mine willing to take him. This wasn’t so expensive as you might think, because he had been in the town before, and everybody he had met on that occasion seemed to bear him a hearty dislike, though why I could not find out. Still, all this was a little cheaper than the two hundred thousand Gwawl had asked for in the first place. Or it would be, if I could catch him.
 I asked Goth Bert where people usually went to ask about Channel passages, and he told me about a tavern called the Capricorn. We went there and arranged to take the whole place over the night Gwawl arrived in Bonnonia. At least, we told the landlord we were taking it over.


‘And if you object,’ Lombard Bert told him, ‘I’ll bash your bloody head in with my axe. I haven’t killed anybody for days.’ Even he had his moments of usefulness. The landlord agreed.


I spent a long time letting Cicva know exactly what she had to do.


‘When he gets here, I want you to be ready and dressed up in the Capricorn. You’ll want some of those clothes I bought you in Lutetia, that’s just the right touch, ornate and flashy but a year or two behind the fashion. Now with your hair piled up on top and dyed yellow … No? All right, then, dress as you please as long as you think he won’t know you. The most favourable thing is that he won’t expect to see you. Are you quite sure, then, that you can handle Gwawl?’


‘Yes, as long as I don’t have to sleep with him. I don’t have to sleep with him, do I?’


‘That’s up to you, dear. If you can manage without, so much the better. Don’t let him have any profit or pleasure out of this that we can avoid.’


‘I don’t want to. I don’t like him. I mean, as well as hating him. I don’t like him either. I like you, Photinus. Why don’t you try to sleep with me?’


‘Because I don’t do that sort of thing with every pretty girl I get hold of.’


‘What will you do when you finish the hyena hair?’ And that was a clever question. As you know, all you need do if you are a rake and worried about it is to take some hair of a hyena, and burn it to ash, and mix the ash with grease to form an ointment. Then you rub it in … that is … you rub it well in, anyway, and immediately your whole conduct changes. You stop running after women, you work harder, and get awfully staid, and everybody says what a reliable and respectable citizen you are now. Well, it may be good for trade, but who wants to live like that? And besides, the smell of the ointment – no wonder you can’t get anyone to sleep with you in that state. So I said to Cicva:
 ‘And why should I sleep with a pretty girl like you, with a wife and a baby at home?’


And that was more like the truth of it, that and my determination not to sleep with any more barbarian women, or even to speak to them more than was absolutely necessary, not like the last time I was in the North. It only gets you into the most appalling trouble.


Phryne was enough for me, I thought. I had come home from the Amber Road to find that my grandmother had arranged it all. I must admit she was not very exciting in her mild, submissive, Mediterranean way. And she had no mind at all, really, almost illiterate, and not the slightest inkling of what was going on anywhere outside her own kitchen. It made no difference to her whether I said I was off to Rhodes or to Gades or to Ultima Thule, they were all just the same to her, all vaguely somewhere ‘away’. Still, she let me hold the little girl sometimes, and that was more than anyone had let me do before. And now there was another child on the way, in the early autumn, and this ought to be a boy – I had done all the right things, sprinkled the bed with the pollen of the male date flower, and turned it with the head to the North, and made Phryne eat parsnips and myself gorged on orchid roots till we were both sick.


Besides, though I flattered Cicva, she was not really very attractive to me, except in the face, for she was short, and heavy hipped. I like women that are tall and slender.


Anyway, I thought then, I ought to be back home by the autumn. The summer ought to see me into Ireland, to arrange terms of trade with whatever king controlled the Gold mines, and then at once back through Gaul to Ostia and a ship back home to the Old City. That’s what I thought then. But first of all, I had to get the Deed of Monopoly back from Gwawl, and pass it on to the family’s agent in Londinium.


Settling with Gwawl was all worked out in my mind now. It’s fascinating how these problems solve themselves once you start to think about what resources you have and how they can be used. Now we had covered every possible variant. We knew how to deal with Gwawl loitering, Gwawl in a hurry, Gwawl early, Gwawl late, Gwawl drunk, Gwawl sober, Gwawl angry, Gwawl pleased. Marco and Goth Bert and I planned and planned, while Cicva looked for hours at a time into a mirror and tried on her wigs and painted her face in a thousand different ways. It kept us all happy while we waited for the draft to arrive.


One of Marco’s Spaniards came into Bonnonia two hours ahead of Gwawl. There was another man following him, in case he changed his mind and went to another port. The legionaries had gone into a camp outside the town and cooled their feet a while. The mule-drivers cooled their throats, scorched raw by the language they had been using all the way from Rome on their treacherous beasts. But Gwawl came on into the town. You could spot him a mile off in his black and white shirt, striped from neck to hem. It was a Gaulish shirt. They like bright colours, and the more colours, and the more complex the pattern of stripes and checks, the better. And the Brits wear their shirts the same way, hanging down over their trousers loose to the buttocks, not down to the knees as a civilised man wears his tunic over his bare legs, or tucked short into the trousers at the waist as all the Germans do.


Gwawl just came straight into the Capricorn. It was the easiest thing and the simplest you could imagine. It was obvious he wasn’t expecting to meet any danger at all, not as long as I kept out of sight. I wasn’t in the bar, I watched from the kitchen – when you have only one eye, a very narrow crack is enough to look through.


In the bar, Gwawl found only a crowd of sailors very obviously having one for the Channel, and a blowsy woman with an empty basket. Cicva had done well with her face painting, and her wig – she could have passed for thirty easily, and did so in the dim lamplight. But you can never trust a woman – instead of the fine Roman dress I had got her in Lutetia, she wore a scarlet blouse in the British manner. And beneath that, she wore the ten or twelve petticoats the women up there delight in, each one a different colour and, if possible, a different material for each, cotton if you could afford it, and linen, and wool. Over the top one she had a linen apron, with lace frills at the edges, and over that a broad belt of red wool, embroidered with flowers, and fastened with a big bronze brooch. Her shawl, over her shoulders, had also cost a good deal of money, for it had a fringe of red tassels, and I thought then, from the little I knew, that Cicva had ideas about rank that were quite beyond her – only noblewomen among the Brits wore such elaborate shawls. And little, indeed, I knew. But if all this finery, justified or not, caught Gwawl’s eye, it was worth the expense.


Gwawl bought something to drink, and then looked round. It was obvious that Goth Bert was the Captain: he was drinking two to his crew’s one. Gwawl began to haggle for a passage. When they were nearly settled, Cicva put her arm around Gwawl’s shoulder and said beerily:


‘That’s right, boy, you come in my little boat with me!’


‘Clear off!’ Gwawl shouted at her. ‘Find your own bunk and someone else to pay for it!’


It was clear that he sensed some subtle double meaning in her words, that a respectable woman would never have intended. And Cicva resented that.


‘You Syrian by-blow,’ she told him, not loud or shrill, just quietly nasty. ‘You big slob. Who do you think you’re talking to?’


Cicva had a good vocabulary now in both Greek and Latin, as well as British and Gaulish, and a few choice phrases of doubtful provenance that Goth Bert had taught her, in every dialect of German from the Alps to the ends of the Shallow Sea. She used them all.


Here she was, she said between the profanity, sold her embroidery and trouble enough it was buying it up on her other side of the water to bring it across to peddle here, and not much profit she made on it either, not more than three or four hundred per cent, after all her expenses were paid, and now home it was she was going, with her passage paid and a purse full of money in her apron, and if Gwawl didn’t appreciate her company he might as well wait for another boat, and the Gods only knew when that would be, the way trade was going in these days. And Gwawl heard Fat Bert say that that was right, and who did he think he was, talking like that to a decent woman who travelled with them every month punctual as the moon, and why should he bother about a casual stranger who had insulted an old-established customer. Lombard Bert said he hadn’t killed anybody for weeks, and nobody told him to keep quiet.
 Just as I began to think they might be overdoing it, Gwawl swallowed what was left of his beer and his words together, and bought three rounds, one after the other, for everyone in the place, Cicva included. Goth Bert put the passage money up by another half, and Gwawl agreed to it without any further argument, seeing himself at a distinct disadvantage and him in a hurry, too.


Lombard Bert picked up Gwawl’s bag to take it down to the ship at once. I slipped out the back way and followed him. We whiled away the time of waiting by sitting on the forecastle and going through the bag, but there was nothing there of any interest to me, though the Berts earmarked several things for future distribution. When we finished I repacked the bag in something like the same order, and began rubbing pig fat in my face as a protection against the salt wind, which burns it otherwise. Lion fat is much better, but I couldn’t find any in Bonnonia.


After we had arranged Gwawl’s belongings to our satisfaction, I strolled on the quayside and looked at the ship. There is nothing as beautiful as a ship, even a clumsy broad-beamed tub like the Gannet, as the Berts had renamed her. When she was in the North I suppose she had been called something like ‘Fleet Wind from the Ice’, rather on my grandfather’s principle that she would partake of the qualities of her name. She was a good ship, nothing remarkable, but reliable and sturdy. We would have to sweep her out of the harbour, but once we were clear of the land there was a wind from the south-west, just right for Britain.


Gwawl was a long time in coming. I went back into the ship, and I looked at Bonnonia. The full round moon flooded the shore with a bright pale light, so that the patches of shadow were as dark as a bottomless pit. I thought that it was like the good hard noonday sun of the South, that has no half measures. Either a thing is in the dark and cannot be known, or it is out in the pitless light and cannot be hidden. I sat on the bulwark with my legs dangling and looked at Gaul, a familiar land of wine and olive, where everything was what it was, where a mule-driver was a mule-driver and a pirate was a pirate, and a slave girl only a slave girl. That was the last I knew for many a day of clarity and single-mindedness and fixity of meaning. For the wind was right for the misty island of Britain.




Chapter Four


It was an hour or so after sunset, then, on that evening at the end of May, when Goth Bert and Cicva brought Gwawl down to the quay – or, to be more accurate, before Cicva and Gwawl carried Goth Bert down to the quay. The delay had done us no harm, because we had to wait for the tide, but as it was we barely had time to take the three aboard and cast off. Gwawl and Cicva went into the cabin under the poop. I squatted on the deck above their heads, next to the steersman, and the crew rigged the sweeps. Goth Bert joined me. When I realised how much beer he had drunk I persuaded him to lie down while I took the ship out myself. It was a good thing the steersman knew the channel.


After a little while, when we were nearly clear, Goth Bert came to his senses again and I let him have his ship back. I lay down myself on the deck, with my ear to a knot-hole, and I could hear most of what went on in the cabin. I heard Cicva:


‘It’s a long trip. I always get bored. How about a little game to pass the time away?’


I didn’t hear Gwawl answer for a while. He was still a bit drunk, and I hoped that he wouldn’t be sea-sick: there wasn’t much wind, really, and the ship was now doing that horrible motion like a screw. Then there was a slight scuffle in the cabin – that showed he wasn’t too sick – and a bit of giggling and squeaking.


‘Not that kind of game!’ Cicva told him sharply, but not too sharply, not wishing to cut him short altogether. ‘There are too many people about.’


There were, too. We had twenty-eight men in that ship, besides the two in the cabin, and it was a problem where to put them all. But at least they were sailors and didn’t get in each others’ way. Fat Bert suggested towing Lombard Bert behind on a line. This provoked a good deal of horseplay between the men who weren’t at the sweeps, and when I could listen again Gwawl was saying:


‘… and then you guess which cup the pea is under.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Cicva, ‘I have heard of it. Find-the-Lady, they do call it where I was brought up.’


Now, I never heard it called that before, which shows how limited even a Master’s knowledge can be, and myself the greatest Lady-finder of them all. Gwawl added, deceptively offhand:


‘Of course, you have to bet something on it to make it worth the while playing …’


And then I couldn’t hear for quite a time, because Goth Bert had them ship the sweeps and set the sail, bringing her round into the breeze, which was beginning to freshen a little. When all the shouting and running had stopped, I could hear Cicva sounding clumsily coy and not being very good at it.


‘We call it “Strip-Glyn-Naked”. Every time you lose a turn, you take another garment off.’


Gwawl was very clever and played hard to persuade, but I could hear the prurient lust bubbling in his voice. For myself, I was getting a little worried, because I had planned for Cicva to do it all in one or two passes. But you can never trust a woman to stick to a plan. It was Gwawl, I thought, who needed the hyena hair, and Cicva played him like a fish when he thought he was playing her.


First of all, of course, he let her win. She had his cloak. Then, though he didn’t realise it, she let him win. He won her apron, and her shawl, and her cap, a flat padded cap that the women there wear to carry tubs of shellfish on their heads. I was a little worried in case she took her wig off with her cap, but it all went well. She let him take all these with little squeaks of protest. Then she went to work.


All those weeks in the litter, Cicva had studied the game of the pea and the three cups with the greatest Master of the Art alive, the greatest Master of all time, that is to say, with myself. I had also got her to a fair stage of dexterity with the finger game, and she could palm and switch dice as if she were a magician born, and by this time I was beginning to wonder if that were not what she was. Now this was the first time that Cicva had played against anyone but myself: it was, in fact, the first time she had played against anyone of inferior natural talent to herself.


She just cleaned him out. On each turn, she had him staking another garment against the ones he had already lost. By the local rules where Cicva came from, and to which she insisted on playing, talking Gwawl down in a shrill torrent, she nominated the garment. First of all she regained her own clothes. Then one by one she took tunic and shirt and trousers and shoes. When she pointed to his belt, which had a big pouch on it, I heard him cry in an anguished voice:


‘No, no, you can’t take that. A belt is not a garment. Who will recognise me without my belt? You can’t make me gamble on that!’


We were prepared for trouble at this stage, and Bert Longnose, who had looked in to see if they wanted any more beer, said:


‘Do what the lady says. You started it.’


Bert Longnose was a very long thin man with a long thin evil face, and he had Lombard Bert’s axe in his hand, by accident, it seemed. So Gwawl put the belt on the table, and did what he could with the look of a drowning man. When Cicva had won it – she was working the cups now – she flicked it onto the deck of the cabin, and Bert Longnose heeled it out behind him through the leather curtain that served as a door. In a moment I was looking through the great wad of vellum by the light of the forecastle lamp.


I had to read through the whole of the Monopoly Deed to make certain that all the pages were there, six of them, and to be sure there was no delicate knife-work and no clever alterations and improvements. The Deed of Transfer was on one sheet, with my cousin Philebus’ signature at the bottom. There were also a number of other documents of interest, letters of introduction from bankers in Rome to bankers in London, and, quite intriguing, some to the Commander of the Second Legion, who seemed to be in debt all over the place.


I took the Deed of Transfer into the waist, where one of the lesser Berts had a brazier alight on a sand tray, and we fried eggs and bacon over the parchment towards dawn. The moon had gone now, and so had the stars, and there was thick mist rolling around us. I was glad I had put on a pair of the Gaulish trousers I had bought in Lutetia: tunic and bare legs may be civilised and gentlemanly, but they’re not for the sea in the North. Gaulish trousers – and British ones are the same – have wide bottoms to the legs, and they are easy to roll up when you’re walking through the swamps of that rained-on land: in fact, in the far West, you may even see the old men, who do not care about fashion, walking about in trousers cut off a little below, or even above, the knee. German trousers, of course, you will know, are tapered to fit tight and snug around the ankle, and in my opinion are quite unsuited to a maritime life: but the Berts all wore them, however impractical.


When it was really light, Cicva came out of the cabin and sat with us eating, and peering through the mist trying to see the coast of Britain. Several times the Berts all agreed that they saw it, though I could have sworn it was just more mist. Gwawl didn’t join us.


‘Oooh! That was a night,’ said Cicva, when she had finished her breakfast, licking the fat off her fingers in a lady-like way. She stretched and blinked. ‘I hope that was what you wanted.’


‘Perfect. I trust you didn’t leave him anything.’


‘Not a sausage. And I didn’t give him what he was looking for, either. But I did give him an old apron to make him look decent. It was white, once, and I drew a black stripe on it with pitch, both sides, so he ought to be satisfied.’


‘Can I kill him now?’ asked Lombard Bert. ‘I haven’t killed anybody for – Hey! Come back! Bring it back!’


Goth Bert went up on the forecastle, and threw the axe with a splash into the water. Lombard Bert screamed things after him that even Cicva knew to be obscene.


‘Waste of a good axe,’ I observed.


‘Oh, no,’ Fat Bert assured me. ‘It’s on a line. We’ll haul it out by dinner-time and sell it back. We often have to do it.’


Lombard Bert’s curses were interrupted by some even more horrible cursing, and in a wider variety of languages. Gwawl had come out on to the poop, and was standing looking down at us in the waist. He was only wearing the apron for a breech clout, but he was by no means cold in the clammy air. He was aglow with rage.


‘I ought to have known that your family was behind all this,’ he shouted at me. ‘Where’s my clothes? Where’s the money? Give me back my clothes! Give me back my letters!’
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