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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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WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE



Gaius Valerius Gratillonius, born in Britannia, joined the Roman army at an early age and rose to be a centurion in the Second Legion Augusta. Distinguishing himself in a campaign to stop a barbarian onslaught from overrunning the Wall of Hadrianus, he was chosen by Magnus Clemens Maximus, military commandant in the island, for a special mission. With a small detachment of soldiers he was to go to Ys, at the western end of the Armorican peninsula.


That city-state, originally a Phoenician colony, had always been mysterious. Since the days of Julius Caesar it had been technically a foederate, a subordinate ally, of Rome. However, he never mentioned it in his writings, and such other notices of Ys as chroniclers made had a way of becoming lost in the course of time. Gradually it withdrew entirely from the affairs of the troubled Empire. Gratillonius was now supposed to fill the long vacant position of Roman prefect, an “advisor” whose advice had better be followed. With this power, he was to keep as much of Armorica peaceful as he could in a difficult period soon to come.


Unspokenly but clearly, the difficulties would result from an effort by Maximus to overthrow the co-Emperors of the West and make himself supreme. Gratillonius hoped such a strong man could put an end to the corruption, civil strife, and general weakness that were leaving Roman lands the prey of barbarians. His assignment was given him despite his being of the dying Mithraic faith, in an age when Christianity had become the state religion.


Having marched across Gallia to Ys, he was stunned by its beauty. Then suddenly he found himself in single combat.


Battles of this kind, held in a sacred grove, determined who would be King of Ys. That man was required to answer all challenges and to spend the three days and nights around full moon in the Red Lodge at the Wood of the King. A new winner was immediately married to the Gallicenae, the nine Queens. These were recruited from among children and grandchildren of their Sisterhood. Such a girl must serve as a vestal virgin until age eighteen—unless first, at the death of a regnant Queen, the Sign, a tiny red crescent, appeared between her breasts. If it did, she was consecrated a high priestess and married to the King. Otherwise she had to remain a maiden until her term was ended, at which time she became free. A Queen conceived only when she chose; to avoid it, she need but eat a few flowers of the Herb ladygift, blue borage. She bore only daughters. Most Gallicenae in the past had possessed strong magical powers, but in later generations these had been fading away.


All this had been ordained by the three Gods of Ys, Taranis of the heavens, triune female Belisama, and inhuman Lir of the sea. Other deities could be honored if so desired, and under Roman pressure Ys maintained a Christian church serving a minuscule congregation. Aside from the ritual combat, the city was highly civilized. For the past five years the King had been brutal Colconor. When the Nine could endure him no longer, they cast a curse on him and a spell to bring yet another challenger. This they did on the island Sena, out among the rocks and reefs beyond the headlands, reserved to them alone. Except on special occasions, one of them must always be there, holding Vigil.


They conspired to get Colconor drunk and pique him, so that when Gratillonius arrived he gave the Roman a deadly insult. Nevertheless Gratillonius should not have lost his temper and gotten into a fight. Afterward the centurion wondered what had possessed him. By that time, to his astonishment, he was victorious, proclaimed King and wedded to the Nine.


Of these, the youngest was beautiful Dahilis. He and she fell deeply in love. He must also consummate his marriage to the rest, except for the two who were past childbearing age. It was fortunate that one of these, Fennalis, was, because she was the mother of another Queen, Lanarvilis, and his Mithraic principles would not have allowed him to sleep with both. He found that a King was always potent with any of the Nine, and impotent with all other women.


Gratillonius’s faith caused more conflicts, but did not prohibit his carrying out his duties as high priest and avatar of Taranis and also head of state. And his was the ceremonial task of locking and unlocking the sea gate.


In the days of Augustus Caesar, Brennilis, foremost among the Gallicenae, had had prophetic visions. She foresaw that rising sea level would drown the city unless it was protected, and got Roman engineers to build a ram-part around it. The Gods demanded that this be of dry-laid stone, so that Ys would lie at Their mercy. Floats operated to open the seaward gate as tide ebbed; it closed of itself when waters rose. In times of storm, when waves might swing the doors wide and come raging in, a heavy bar kept the portal shut. Counterweighted, it could be raised or lowered by a single man. The King did this at need, except when he was elsewhere. The key to the securing lock was an emblem of rank that he must always carry on his person while in Ysan territory.


Ys believed that Brennilis had inaugurated a new Age, and that the city’s often helpful obscurity, despite its brilliance, was due to its Gods—the Veil of Brennilis. Its manufactories, trade, and ships had made it the queen of the Northern seas; but the troubles of Rome inevitably affected it too.


Unlike many past Kings, Gratillonius took vigorous leadership. Besides influencing the Roman authorities in Armorica to stay neutral in the civil war as Maximus wanted, he sought to cope with the Saxon and Scotic pirates whose seaborne raids had devastated the coasts. His measures brought on a certain amount of controversy and opposition among the magnates of Ys. Its institutions founded in paganism, the city felt doubly wary of a Rome now officially Christian; yet without the Empire, it could scarcely survive.


In Hivernia, which they called Ériu, the Scoti were divided into tuaths, not quite the same thing as tribes or clans, each with its king. Such a king was usually subordinate, together with others like himself, to a stronger lord. The island as a whole held five Fifths, not truly kingdoms though as a rule one man dominated each. They were Mumu in the south, Condacht in the west, Qóiqet Lagini in the east, Qóiqet nUlat in the north—and Mide, which an upstart dynasty had carved out of Condacht and Qóiqet Lagini. The high Kings in Mide centered their reigns, if not their residences, on the holy hill Temir.


Niall maqq Echach now held that position, a mighty warlord and the mastermind behind the assault on Britannia that Maximus had turned back. Smarting from this, he plotted fresh ventures against the Romans, beginning with an attack on Gallia while they lay at war with each other. He would steer wide of Ys and its witch-Queens. His son Breccan, young but his eldest and most beloved, persuaded the King of Mide to take him along.


Fearing that sort of event, Gratillonius made preparations. At his urging the Nine conjured up a storm (it was the last time they were ever able to do so) which blew the Scotic fleet onto the rocks outside Ys. Survivors who made it ashore were mostly killed by Roman soldiers, Ysan marines, and the mobilized seamen of the city. Niall escaped but Breccan perished. Grief-stricken and furious, Niall vowed revenge on this folk who had done him such harm when he intended them none.


Among the Romans lost was Eppillus, Gratillonius’s second in command and fellow Mithraist. Fulfilling a promise, the King buried him on Point Vanis, the headland he had defended, though the Gods of Ys had long since decreed that burials be at sea unless well inland and the necropolis on Cape Rach now crumbled unused. Further religious conflict arose when Gratillonius unwittingly initiated another legionary, Cynan, into the woman-banning Mithraic faith, in a stream sacred to Belisama.


This happened near the Nymphaeum, which the vestals and minor priestesses tended in the hills. Dahilis, who had gone there with Gratillonius to get a blessing on their unborn child, came upon the ritual and was appalled, but continued to love him. On the whole, the rest of the Nine were also anxious to keep him. One among them, Forsquilis, still had some of the magical powers that few Queens did any longer. She could do such things as send her spirit forth questing in the form of an eagle owl, or sometimes take omens. Her arts seemed to show that the Gods would be reconciled with unrepentant Gratillonius if, among other acts, a Queen with child took Vigil on Sena at midwinter. This had to be Dahilis, very near her time.


Gratillonius insisted on accompanying her. It was forbidden him, a man, to betread the island, but he could wait on the dock. When a storm came while she was off on her sacral duties, and she had not returned to the house there by dark, he defied the prohibition and went in search. He found her crippled by an accident—if it was an accident—and dying of exposure. Yet labor had begun. At the moment of her death, he cut the child free.


In the morning a fishing smack arrived to take them back. It belonged to Maeloch, who lived in the hamlet Scot’s Landing below Cape Rach.


Numbed by sorrow, Gratillonius broke with custom and named his daughter Dahut as a memorial. Then with indifference he married the young woman on whom the Sign had come. On a later night, the knock of an invisible hand summoned the fishers of Scot’s Landing to ferry the souls of the newly dead out to Sena for judgment, as their fathers had done for centuries. It was believed that some spirits returned as seals, to watch over those they had loved.


For two years thereafter, things went generally well in Ys. Gratillonius adored Dahut. Among the Queens, he was especially fond of scholarly Bodilis and witchy, passionate Forsquilis; but all had their virtues, and Lanarvilis in particular was a valuable political counselor to him.


Maximus had forced a settlement which made him an Augustus, ruling over Gallia, Hispania, and Britannia, with his seat in Augusta Treverorum. He summoned his prefect to report to him. On the way there with his legionaries for escort, Gratillonius rescued a party of travelers from a band of Bacaudae. These men were more than simple brigands; mostly they had fled Roman oppression and developed a loose organization. As the leader of this group, Rufinus, negotiated with Gratillonius, they felt a sudden liking for each other.


Later Gratillonius encountered Martinus, bishop of Caesarodunum Turonum and founder of a monastery near that city. Again there was quick mutual respect and friendliness. Martinus had been seeing Maximus in an effort to win clemency for certain heretics on trial. Soon after he reached Treverorum, Gratillonius became a victim of the general hysteria—after all, Ys was pagan and he had dealt with sorceresses—and was interrogated under torture. However, Maximus could not dispense with him and hence released him with an adjuration to promote the Christian faith. Actually, Gratillonius sought out a surviving Mithraic congregation and got himself elevated to the rank of Father, so that he could found and lead a temple of that religion in Ys.


Time passed. Children were born to him and grew. The Nine took turns caring for Dahut. Physically resembling her mother, she was often aloof and moody, though well able to charm when she chose. Men as rough as the legionaries or the skipper Maeloch became her slaves. There was always something strange about her—Forsquilis read signs of a destiny—and occasionally she was seen in company with a particular female seal.


On the whole, Gratillonius’s reign was highly successful. His naval, military, and political measures brought safety from the barbarians, which in turn revived industry and commerce. He gave justice to rich and poor alike. Even his defiances of the Gods from time to time did not shake his popularity. Among these was his sparing the life of Rufinus. Driven desperate and not knowing who really was the King of Ys, the Bacauda came and challenged him. Gratillonius disarmed Rufinus in combat, then refused to kill a helpless; man. Rufinus became the King’s devoted henchman, coming and going widely on his behalf, gradually recruiting Bacaudae to settle in the largely unpeopled interior of Armorica, give up their banditry, and serve at need as scouts and irregulars for Ys. This was violation of Roman law, but Gratillonius saw no alternative.


He had to replace the Christian minister, who had died. With Martinus’s advice and consent, he picked Corentinus, whom he had come to know as a hermit in Osismia, the tribal territory adjacent to Ys. Despite the difference in faith they became friends and worked well together.


Another Christian friend whom Gratillonius made was Apuleius Vero, a senator and the tribune of the small Gallo-Roman city Aquilo. He likewise grew fond of Apuleius’s wife Rovinda and their children Verania and Salomon.


Maximus invaded Italy but was soon defeated and killed. With the help of such influential Romans as Apuleius and Martinus, Gratillonius arranged for Maximus’s veterans to be resettled in Armorica, where they could provide a leaven in the civilian reservists and ill-trained native regulars. The old legionary units were depleted, and modern heavy cavalry had not yet been much seen in the West.


It seemed the Gods would nevertheless chastise Gratillonius. The oldest Queen died, and the Sign came upon a daughter of Bodilis by an earlier King. Thereafter the mother and her royal husband could only be as brother and sister, much though that pained them. But in time he and the new Queen, Tambilis, became a loving couple.


Rufinus secretly bore another kind of love. Forceful Queen Vindilis ferreted out the fact of his homosexuality, which was abhorred in Ys, and thus had a hold on him.


Hoping to win back the favor of the Gods, the Queens raised Dahut to be Their fervent worshipper. The girl early showed immense promise as a witch, and got the idea that she was destined to inaugurate a new Age, now that the Age of Brennilis was clearly ending.


Time had also been at work in Ériu. Niall’s foster-kinsman Conual Corcc became a mighty king in Mumu. He did not have Niall’s implacable hatred of Ys, and eventually received envoys from Gratillonius (or Grallon, as the Ysans often rendered the name). Rufinus went on some of these missions, and in the course of doing so became friendly with a well-born young Scotian, Tommaltach.


Niall had been fighting in Ériu. He defeated his enemies the Lagini and demanded a huge tribute. At the parley, Eochaid, a son of the Laginach King Éndae, flared up and insulted Niall’s master poet Laidchenn. Laidchenn’s son and student Tigernach immediately composed a satire which, unexpectedly, raised scarring blisters on the face of Eochaid and thus forever debarred him from becoming a king.


Niall went on to overrun territories allied to the Ulati, against whom his grand design lay. He had not forgotten his curse on Ys, but must first complete his conquests in northern Ériu.


While preparations for this were in train, he made a massive raid on Britannia. In his absence, resentful Eochaid entered Mide at the head of an army and plundered it widely. Niall gathered his forces next year and broke the Lagini, ravaged their lands, and collected the ruinous Bóruma tribute. He also took back Eochaid and other high-born young men as hostages, and kept them harshly confined. This was contrary to his usual practice. He treated very well those from the north whom he had as sureties. They had earned him the nickname Niall of the Nine Hostages.


Gratillonius in Ys was maintaining an ever more uneasy balance, trying to keep his subjects content despite religious and secular conflicts, to build up the strength of Armorica despite Roman laws forbidding or Roman bureaucracy discouraging what he saw as necessary actions, and at the same time to keep from provoking the Imperium into ordering an invasion of the city. He made a number of domestic enemies, notably Nagon Demari, Labor Councillor.


As she grew toward maturity, Dahut became the belle of Ys, her frequent strangenesses overlooked for the sake of her beauty and vivacity. The death of her seal cast her into deep grief until her father offered her what consolation he could and vowed he would never forsake her. Thereafter, under the tutelage of Forsquilis, she cultivated more and more of her magical powers. It heightened her arrogance. Yet she bedazzled young men. Among these were three foreigners now resident in Ys, Tommaltach, the Gallo-Roman Carsa, and the legionary Budic.


By then Niall had invaded the country of the Ulati and subjugated much of it. While he was there, Rufinus came to Mumu and proceeded to Mide, ostensibly carrying a peace feeler, actually in the hope of stirring up trouble for Gratillonius’s great enemy. He made the acquaintance of the wretched hostage Eochaid and engineered the latter’s escape. On his way home, driven half mad by hardship, Eochaid met and killed Tigernach. The slayer of a poet could not remain in Ériu, even in his native Fifth. Eochaid got some followers and went into exile as a pirate. Tigernach’s father Laidchenn satirized the Lagini for a year, bringing such a famine on them that for long afterward they were nearly powerless. These events sharpened both Eochaid’s vengefulness toward Niall and Niall’s toward Ys. The King began to prepare himself by learning the language and customs of the city.


There certain matters came to a head. Gratillonius brought criminal charges against Nagon Demari and got him dismissed. Doubly embittered, Nagon moved to Turonum and won somewhat the confidence of the provincial governor Glabrio and the procurator Bacca. These men saw renascent Ys as a threat to the shaky Imperium and Gratillonius himself as a threat to their careers. They conspired with Nagon.


Gratillonius had also made mortal enemies among the Franks at Redonum, Germanic barbarians who had forced Rome to let them settle there as laeti, responsible for much of the defense. They had hesitated to send challengers against him at the Wood, since he had always won, but Nagon persuaded them to come in a large body and pit a new man against the King every day. Eventually one must prevail. Glabrio and his colleagues arranged that the Ysan armed forces, who would have denied the Franks entry, would be off on joint maneuvers with the Romans.


Gratillonius overcame his first opponent but was hurt. Dahut again proved her powers by healing him with a touch. He then organized a band of Ysan civilians and his legionaries to attack the Franks, few of whom escaped. Otherwise, after his death, the city would have been occupied by them and suffered horribly. Nevertheless, this was another defiance of the old law, the old Gods. A further one occurred when, in fulfillment of a battlefield vow, he made a bull sacrifice to Mithras at the grave of Eppillus.


He overrode the magnates who considered this a sacrilege, and the people remained on his side, but it seemed the Gods were now determined to break his spirit. Old Fennalis died, and the Sign came on Dahut.


Jubilant, she hastened to him. This would begin the new Age, of which she would be the new Brennilis. The union of King and daughter was not forbidden; there had been cases in the past. She was aghast, then enraged when Gratillonius refused. His faith forbade.


It brought a crisis in Ys. Under Vindilis’s leadership, most of the Nine refused themselves to the King unless he should give Dahut her rights. The one who did not suffered a disabling injury; yet he continued intransigent. Dahilis attempted to trick him into taking her, but failed. All omens that Forsquilis could read were evil. She even appealed to Corentinus; but he could only pray for God’s mercy, he who in the past had more than once worked a miracle.


It began to seem that Dahut might try something desperate. Rufinus sought her out and warned her against it; if necessary, he would kill to protect or avenge his King. Dahut in her turn got Vindilis to blackmail the Gaul into leaving. He was to go down to the South and be an observer and spokesman for Ys at the court of Emperor Honorius—or, rather, Stilicho, the half-barbarian Roman general who had become the effective dictator of the Western Empire. Though this would be a genuine service, Gratillonius was reluctant to let Rufinus depart, since the latter was still more valuable to him in Armorica; but the other man insisted, without really explaining why.


Certainly Gratillonius needed advocates. The Franks had failed to dispose of him for Glabrio, but the heavy casualties he inflicted on those laeti, “defenders of Rome,” gave the governor an opening to press any number of charges against him—illegal actions, dereliction of duty, outright treason. Apuleius helped him get prominent citizens such as Martinus to write testimonials on his behalf.


Meanwhile, with Rufinus out of the way, and with no word of her intentions to anyone, Dahut set herself to bring about her father’s death. A new King would wed her and so carry out the will of the Gods. First she secretly seduced Tommaltach. He challenged Gratillonius, who killed him in the Wood. Carsa met the same fate. Suspicions of Dahut were voiced to Gratillonius, but only infuriated him—that anyone dared slander the child of Dahilis! Later she took him aside and assured him of her love, despite the unhappy matter dividing them. He believed her. And all the while she was seducing Budic.


This took a long time, he being a devout Christian as well as loyal to his centurion. Meanwhile she bedded Gunnung, a sea rover from Scandia who happened to come visiting in Ys. He promised to fight Gratillonius, but instead slipped away. She finally won Budic over. He challenged, and also died. Now Gratillonius, heartsick, could no longer pretend that suspicions of Dahut were totally unfounded.


Plans for an investigation, which he hoped would clear her name, were interrupted by a summons to Treverorum, to answer the accusations against him. He did to the satisfaction of the praetorian prefect, Ardens, who even promoted him to the rank of tribune. However, the journey there and back went slowly in the dreadful weather of that winter.


Hardly had he left when Niall arrived, in the guise of an aristocratic Hivernian trader looking for new markets. He soon met Dahut, and soon thereafter was in her bed. She fell wildly in love with him. At last she brazenly gave a feast in his honor and lodged him in her house.


Deeply troubled, Vindilis sought out Maeloch, who had always spoken fondly of “little Queen Dahilis” and afterward of her daughter. What was going on? Could Maeloch take his Osprey to Hivernia and try to find out something about this Niall, who he really was and what his intentions might be? Maeloch agreed and set sail, though a monstrous storm was brewing.


Gratillonius returned after dark and heard what Dahut had been doing. He was appalled and meant to dig out the truth; but first he should stand his full-moon Watch at the Wood, for in the eyes of the Ysan magnates he was already more than enough in the enmity of the Gods.


Niall persuaded Dahut to steal the royal key as the ultimate token of her love; he said it would give him the power by which he might prevail in combat and become King. She went through the storm, cast a sleep spell, and took the thing from her father. When she herself was asleep, Niall left her. He got past the guards on the wall, unlocked and unbarred the sea gate, and started back to the ship and crew he had left in the Roman harbor town Gesocribate.


A prophetic dream roused Corentinus. Leaving the many people who had sought refuge from the weather in his church and throughout the city, he went to awaken Gratillonius. The dream had told him the King must be saved. Against Corentinus’s wish, Gratillonius, alarmed, mounted his horse Favonius and galloped back to Ys. A lantern, knocked over as he set forth, ignited the Wood.


He arrived just as the gate flew open and the sea came in. Barely did he stay ahead of the flood. Now his one desire was to save Dahut. He found her fleeing up a street and was about to draw her onto the saddle. Corentinus came striding over the waters and told him not to, lest the weight of her sins drag him down as well. He would have anyhow, but the holy man gave him a vision of the destruction of Ys, his Queens, everything. In his agony he lost hold of Dahut and the sea swept her away.


Somehow Gratillonius and Corentinus won to shore. The miraculous powers went out of the pastor. A handful of others had likewise escaped. Gratillonius recognized that his duty was toward them. But once their survival was assured—he did not know what he could do.




I


1


There was his hand, her father’s strong hand, closing on the arm she raised toward him. The waters roared and rushed. Wind flung a haze of scud off their tops. Barely through salt blindness could she know it was he and sense the bulk of the horse he rode. Memory passed like a lightning flash: she had sworn she would never mount that horse again while her father lived. But he was hauling her up out of the sea that would have her.


There was then a shadow behind him in the murk and spume, a tall man who touched a staff to her father’s head. His grip clamped the tighter, but he did not now draw her onward. Waves dashed her to and fro. Tide went in flows and bursts of force. The noise filled heaven and her skull.


It was as if she sensed the sudden anguish, like a current out of his body into hers. The fingers slackened. A surge tore her from them. She screamed. The flood flung a mouthful to choke her. She had a glimpse of him, saw him lean forth, reach after what he had lost. A torrent swept her away.


Terror vanished. Abruptly she was altogether calm and alert. No help remained but in herself. She must hoard her strength, breathe during those instants when the tumult cast her high and hold the breath while it dragged her back under, watch for something to cling to and try to reach it, slowly, carefully. Else she was going to drown.


The sea tumbled her about, an ice-cold ravisher. She whirled through depths that were yellow, green, gray, night-blue. Up in the spindrift she gasped its bitterness and glimpsed walls crumbling. The violence scraped her against them, over and over, but bore her off before she could seize fast. Waves thundered and burst. Wind shouted hollowly.


The snag of a tower passed by and was lost. She understood that the deluge had snatched her from high ground and undertow was bearing her to the deeps. Surf brawled white across the city rampart. Already it had battered stone from stone off the upper courses, made the work into reefs; and still it hammered them, and they slid asunder beneath those blows. Right and left the headlands loomed above the wreckage, darknesses in wildness. Beyond them ramped Ocean.


A shape heaved into view, timbers afloat, fragment of a ship. It lifted on crests, poised jagged against clouds and the first dim daylight, skidded down troughs, rose anew. The gap closed between it and her. She gauged how she must swim to meet it. For this chance she could spend what might was left her. With the skill of a seal, she struck out, joined herself to the waters, made them help her onward. Her fingertips touched the raft. A roller cloven by a rock sent it from her.


She was among the skerries. Fury swirled around them, fountained above them. Never could she reach one, unless as a broken corpse. Billows crashed over her head.


Dazed, the animal warmth sucked from her, she did not know the last of them for what it was. She was simply in the dark, the time went on and on, her lips parted and she breathed sea. The pain was far off and brief. She spun down endlessly through a whiteness that keened.


At the bottom of that throat was not nullity. She came forth into somewhere outside all bounds. Someone waited. Transfiguration began.


2


Fear knocked in the breast of Gratillonius as he approached the Nymphaeum.


Around him dwelt peace. The stream that fed the sacred canal descended in a music of little waterfalls. Morning sunlight rang off it. This early in the year, the surrounding forest stood mostly bare to the blue overhead. The willows had unsheathed their blades, a green pale and clear if set beside the intensity of the pasture-lands below, but oak and chestnut were still opening buds. Squirrels darted along boughs. Certain birds started to sing. A breeze drifted cool, full of damp odors.


What damage he saw was slight, broken branches, a tree half uprooted. The storm had wrought havoc in the valley; the hills sheltered their halidom.


Nothing whatsoever seemed to have touched the space into which he emerged Swans floated on the pond, peacocks walked the lawn. The image of Belisama Mother stood on its pile of boulders, beneath the huge old linden, above the flowing spring. Earth of flowerbeds, gravel of paths, hedgerows and bowers led his gaze as ever before, to the colonnaded white building. The glass in its windows flashed him a welcome.


You did not let hoofs mar those grounds. A trail went around their edge to join one behind the Nymphaeum, which led on into the woods and so to the guardhouse and its stable. For the moment, he simply dismounted and tethered Favonius. The stallion snorted and stood quiet, head low. Despite having rested overnight at the last house they reached yesterday, man and beast remained exhausted. Recovery from what had happened would be slow, and then—Gratillonius thought—only in the body, not the spirit. Meanwhile he must plow onward without pause, lest he fell apart.


Corentinus joined him. The craggy gray man had refused the loan of a mount for himself and strode behind, tireless as the tides. He leaned on his staff and looked. Finally he sighed into silence: “Everything that was beautiful about Ys is gathered here.”


Gratillonius remembered too much else to agree, but he also recalled that his companion had never before beheld this place, in all the years of his ministry. It must have smitten him doubly with wonder after the horrors of the whelming. Usually Corentinus was plain-spoken, like the sailor he once had been. With faint surprise, Gratillonius realized that the other man had used Ysan.


He could not bring himself to reply, except for “Come” in Latin. Leading the way, his feet felt heavy. His head and eyelids were full of sand, his aches bone-deep. Doubtless that was a mercy. It kept the grief stunned.


But the fear was awake in him.


Female forms in blue and white appeared in the doorway and spread out onto the portico. Well might they stare. The men who neared them were unkempt, garments stained and wrinkled and in need of mending. Soon they were recognizable. Murmurs arose, and a single cry that sent doves aloft in alarm off the roof. The King, dressed like any gangrel. The Christian preacher!


They trudged up the stairs and jerked to a halt. Gratillonius stared beyond the minor priestess to the vestals whom she had in charge. His heart wavered at sight of his daughters.


Nemeta, child of Forsquilis; Julia, child of Lanarvilis. Them he had left to him Una, Semuramat, Estar—no, he would not mourn the ten who were lost, not yet, he dared not.


He found himself counting. The number of persons on station varied. It happened now to be seven, or eight if he added the priestess. Besides his own pair there were four maidens ripening toward the eighteenth birthdays that would free them from service. He knew them, though not closely. All were grandchildren of King Hoel. One stemmed through Morvanalis, by an older sister of that Sasai who later became Gratillonius’s Queen Guilvilis. One descended from Fennalis’s daughter Amair, one each from Lanarvillis’s Miraine and Boia. (Well, Lanarvilis had been dutifully fruitful in three different reigns; she deserved that her blood should live on.) Then there was a little girl of nine, too young for initiation but spending a while here as custom was, that she might become familiar with the sanctuary and serene in it. With her Gratillonius was better acquainted, for she was often in the house of Queen Bodilis, whose oldest daughter Talavair had married Arban Cartagi; the third child of that couple was this Korai.


He hauled his mind back from the past and addressed the priestess in Ysan: “Greeting, my lady. Prepare yourself. I bear dreadful tidings.”


It might have been astonishing how steadily she looked back. Most often the house mother at the Nymphaeum was elderly, seasoned in dealing with people. Runa was in her mid-twenties. However, she was the daughter of Vindilis by Hoel. You would expect forcefulness, and persuasiveness too when she cared to employ it. He had never known her well, either, and as the rift widened between him and her mother, they met less and less. He knew that after she completed her vestalhood without the Sign coming upon her she married Tronan Sironai. The union was without issue and evidently not happy. Though she did not terminate it, she re-entered the Temple of Belisama and occupied herself mainly with the activities of an underpriestess.


“We have wondered,” she said low. “We have prayed. Clear it is that the Gods are angry.” At you, said her gaze.


Riding here, he had thought and thought how to tell what he must. Everything that had occurred to him had dropped out of his mind. He could merely rasp forth: “I am sorry. Ys is gone. Somehow the sea gate opened during the storm. Ocean came in and destroyed the city. The Gallicenae have perished. Most of the people have. I do not know that your husband, or any near kin of any among you, is alive. We must look to our survival—”


What followed was never afterward clear in his memory. Runa yowled and sprang at him. His left cheek bore the marks of her nails for days. He fended her off before she got to his eyes. She cursed him and turned to her vestals. One had swooned, others wailed or wept; but Gratillonius’s Nemeta stood apart as if carven in ivory, while Gratillonius’s Julia tried to give comfort. Likewise did Corentinus, in his rough fashion. Runa slapped feces, grabbed shoulders and shook them, demanded self-control. Gratillonius decided it was best he seek the guardhouse and the Ysan marines barracked there.


That was bad enough, though they refrained from blaming him. Three among them reviled the Gods, until their officer ordered them to be quiet. He, a burly, blond young man named Amreth Taniti, accompanied Gratillonius back to the Nymphaeum.


In the end, as memory again began clearly recording, those two sat with Corentinus and Runa in the priestess’s room of governance. It was a chamber light and airy, furnished with a table, a few chairs such as were—had been—common in Ys, and a shelf of books. Three walls bore sparse and delicate floral paintings. On the fourth the blossoms were in a grassy field where stood the Goddess in Her aspect of Maiden, a wreath on Her flowing locks, arms outspread, smile raised toward the sun that was Taranis’s while at her back shone the sea that was Lir’s. Beyond the windows, springtime went on about its business just as joyfully.


Runa stared long at Corentinus. Her knuckles whitened on the arms of her seat. At last she spat, “Why have you come?”


“Let me answer that,” said Gratillonius. He had quelled weariness and despair for this while; he moved onward through what was necessary, step by step. So had he once led his men back from an ambush, through wilderness aswarm with hostiles, north of the Wall in Britannia. “I asked him to. We deal—I suppose we deal with Powers not human, as well as our mortal troubles and enemies. You know I am a Father in the cult of Mithras. Well, Corentinus is—a minister in the cult of Christ. Between us—”


“Do you include me?” she demanded rather than asked.


“Of course. Now hear me, Runa. We need these voices of different Gods so we can agree to set every God aside. Aye, later we can pray, sacrifice, quarrel, try coming to terms with the thing that’s happened. But first we have the remnant of a folk to save.”


Her glance raked him, the big frame, rugged features, grizzled auburn hair and beard. “Then you deny that your deeds caused the Gods to end the Pact,” she said flatly.


He tautened. “I do. And be that as it may, ’tis not worth our fighting about. Not yet.”


“That’s true, my lady,” Amreth said almost timidly. “Bethink you what danger we’re in.”


Corentinus raised a bony hand. “Hold, if you will.” Somehow his mildness commanded them. “Best we understand each other from the outset. I shall say naught against your beliefs, my lady. However, grant me a single question.” He paused. She nodded, stiff-necked. “Ever erenow, when a Queen died, a red crescent instantly appeared on the bosom of some vestal. This marked her out as the next Chosen to be one of the Gallicenae, bride of the King and high priestess of Belisama. True? Well, the Nine are gone in a single night. Here are the last of the dedicated maidens. Has the Sign come upon any of them?”


Runa sat straighter still. She passed tongue over lips. “Nay,” she whispered.


The knowledge had already seeped into Gratillonius, damping the fear, but to become sure of it was like a sudden thaw.


“I utter no judgment concerning your Gods,” Corentinus said quietly. “Yet plain is to see that we have come to the end of an Age, and everything is changed, and naught have we to cling to in this world unless it be our duty toward our fellow mortals.”


Visibly under the close-cropped beard, a muscle twitched at the angle of Amreth’s jaw. “Right that is, my lady,” he said. “We marines will stand by you and the vestals to the death. But this place was under the ward of the Gods, and no raiders or bandits ever dared put us to the test. Now … we number a bare dozen, my lady.”


Runa sat back. She had gone expressionless. Gratillonius studied her. She was tall; beneath the blue gown, her figure was wiry but, in a subtle fashion, good. Her face was thin, aquiline, with a flawless ivory complexion. The brows arched above dark eyes. Beneath her wimple, he knew, was straight hair, lustrous black, which could fall past the shoulders. Her voice was rather high but he had heard her sing pleasingly.


She turned and locked stares with him. “What do you propose?” she asked.


Halfway through, he noticed that he had fallen into Latin. She followed him without difficulty. Amreth sat resigned.


“Ys is lost. Nothing left but a bay between the headlands, empty except for ruins.” He forebore to speak of the dead who littered the beach and gulls ashriek in clouds around them. “Many people died who’d taken shelter there out of the hinterland. Very few escaped. Corentinus and I led them up the valley and billeted them in houses along the way. Those who don’t succumb in the next several days ought to be safe for a while.


“Just a while, though. The granaries went with Ys. It’s early spring. There’s nothing to eat but flocks and seed corn, nothing to trade for food out of Osismia.” He could certainly not make anyone go back and pick through the ghastliness in search of treasure. “Soon all will be starving. And the barbarians will hear of this, Saxons, Scoti, every kind of pirate. Ys was the keystone of defense for western Armorica. The Romans will have more than they can handle, keeping their own cities, without worrying about us. Most of their officials never liked us anyway. If we remain where we are, we’re done. “We have to get out, establish ourselves elsewhere. Corentinus and I are going on to search for a place. I am a tribune of Rome, and he’s a minister of Christ, known to Bishop Martinus in Turonum, and—But meanwhile somebody has to give the people leadership, those we brought from the city and those who held on in the countryside. Somebody has to bind them together, calm and hearten them, ready them for the move. A couple of landholder Suffetes are already at it, but they need every help they can get. Will you give it, my lady?”


The woman sat withdrawn for space before she said, “Aye,” in Ysan. “Between us, I think, Amreth and I may suffice. But first we must talk, the four of us. Grant me this day. Surely you can stay that long.” The hand trembled which she passed across her eyes. “You have so much to tell.”


—Nonetheless, throughout words and plain meals and tearful interruptions from outside, she held herself steel-hard. As the hours wore on, the scheme took shape, and hers were two of the hands that formed it.


—At eventide, the vestal Julia led her father and Corentinus to adjacent guestrooms, mumbled goodnight, and left them. They stood mute in the gloom of the corridor. Each had been given a candle in a holder. The flames made hunchbacked shadows dance around them. Chill crept inward.


“Well,” said Gratillonius at last, careful to keep it soft and in Latin, “we had to work for it, but we seem to have gained a strong ally.”


Darkness ran through the gullies in Corentinus’s face. “We may hope. Still, be wary of her, my son. Be wary of them all.”


“Why?’


“A dog abandoned grows desperate. If it does not find a new master, it goes the way of the wolf. These poor souls have been abandoned by their Gods.”


Gratillonius tried to smile. “You offer them another.”


“Whom they will perhaps not accept, as long as the old smell haunts them.”


“But the Gods of Ys are dead!” Gratillonius exclaimed. “They brought Their city down on Themselves—” down and down into the deeps of the sea.


Corentinus sighed, “I’m afraid it’s not that easy. The Enemy never gives up, not till Judgment Day.” He clapped his friend’s shoulder. “Don’t let him keep you awake, though. You need your rest. Goodnight.”


—Gratillonius recognized the chamber assigned him. Here he and Dahilis had lodged when they came to ask a blessing on their unborn child, she who would become Dahut. He gasped, knotted his fists, and struggled not to weep. Only after he had surrendered did sleep come to him, full of fugitive dreams.


3


Southbound out of Gesocribate, Niall and his men passed within sight of the island Sena. Low it lay in the heaving seas, bare of everything but sere grass and brush, a pair of menhirs near the middle, and some stones of the building at the east end. Wind whistled as it drove smoke-gray clouds overhead. Waves ran murky, streaked with foam, bursting in white where they struck rocks. A few seals swam in them, following along with the ship at a distance as if keeping watch. Cormorants rode the surges, dived, took flight on midnight wings.


Niall nodded. “Lir was more wrathful that night than ever I knew,” he said slowly.


A shiver passed through Uail maqq Carbri, and him a hardened man. “I do think the Goddess willed it too,” he muttered. “That was Her house.”


“Like the Ulati when they burned down Emain Macha before we could make it ours. Someday men will dare settle here again because of the fishing grounds. They will take those stones for their own use. Then the last trace of Ys on its holy isle will be gone. But I have seen the ruins. That is enough.”


Uail’s gaunt countenance drew into a squint as he peered at his lord. “Was it for your enjoyment you had us come this way?”


Niall straightened, taller than any of the crew, a tower topped with the silvering gold of his hair. “It was not,” he said grimly. “Let no man gloat that Ys is fallen, for a wonder and a glory it was in the world. When we return home, I will be forbidding poet and bard to sing this one deed of mine.”


Uail kept silence. The King had told how he destroyed Ys, then laid gess on further talk about it unless he spoke first. He could not thus keep the story from spreading, but it would take root more in humble dwellings than in high. Most likely after a few lifetimes it would be forgotten, or be a mere folk tale with his name no longer in it.


Niall’s eyes were like blue lightning. “I did what I did to avenge my son and my brave men, a sworn duty,” he went on. “Else would that never have been my desire. As was, at the end I must … force myself.” He gripped the rail and looked afar. The handsome visage was briefly twisted out of shape.


“You need not have this pain, dear,” Uail ventured to say. “We could have gone directly back to Ériu.”


Niall shook his head. “I must see what I wrought and make sure the vengeance is complete.”


The ship toiled on eastward under oars. Ahead cruised her two attendant currachs, each with a pilot who had knowledge of these waters, picking a way among the reefs. The horns of land loomed ever more high and massive in view. Between their ruddy-dark cliffs there gleamed no longer the bulwark and the towers of Ys. Remnants thrust out of the bay, pieces of wall, heaps of stone, a few forlorn pillars. Waves chewed at them. The overturned carcass of a vessel swung about like a battering ram wielded by blind troops.


With care the crew worked their way toward Cape Rach. They saw the pharos on top, as lonely a sight as they had ever seen, and lost it as they passed along the south side. Flotsam became frequent, timbers, spars, but no other sign of man apart from a fragment of quay. The storm had swept away the fisher hamlet under the cliffs.


The beach was still Scot’s Landing, laughed the men. They could go ashore. Their ship was no war galley capable of being grounded and easily relaunched; in accordance with their guise of peaceful traders, she was a round-bottomed merchantman. But they could drop the hook, leave three or four guards aboard, and ferry themselves in the currachs.


Niall led them up the path to the heights. It was slippery and had gaps, demanding care. Caution was also needful when foes not spied from the water might lurk above.


None did. Only the wind and a mutter of surf had voice. Standing on the graveled road that ran the length of the cape, the men saw bleakness around, desolation below in the bay. Such homes as they glimpsed, tucked into the hills above the valley, seemed deserted. On their left were ancient tombs, beyond them the pharos, and beyond it nothing but sky. The air felt suddenly very cold.


Niall raised his spear and shook it. “Onward for a close look and maybe a heap of plunder, boys!” he cried. “It’s glad the ghosts are of those who died here these many years agone.”


That rallied their spirits. They cheered and trotted after him. His seven-colored cloak flapped in the wind like a battle banner.


A paved road brought them down to the bayshore. Part of the southern gateway rose there, a single turret, an arch agape, a stretch of wall which had irregularly lost its upper courses. Inland, on their right, the amphitheater appeared undamaged, or nearly so; but an oakenshaw north of it had flamed away on the night Ys died, was blackness whence thrust a few charred trunks.


No matter that Niall of the Nine Hostages was their chief, the awe of a doom fell upon the men.


Waves rushed and growled above the remains. Amidst and beyond the wreckage above the waterline lay strewn and heaped incredible rubbish. Waterlogged silk and brocade draped broken furniture. Silver plates and goblets corroded in torn-up kelp. Tools and toys were tumbled together with smashed glass and shattered tiles. Copper sheathing lay green, crumpled, beside the debris of cranes and artillery. Paint or gilt clung to battered wood. Calmly smiling, a small image of the Goddess as Maiden nestled close to the headless, gelded statue of a man that might well have stood for the God. And skulls stared, bones gleamed yellowish in the damp, everywhere, everywhere.


Smells were of salt and tang, little if any stench. In the past few days, gulls at low tide and crabs at high had well-nigh picked the corpses clean, aside from what hair and clothing clung. Many birds walked the sands yet, scavenging scraps. They were slow to flee men who shouted or threw things at them. When they did, they flapped awkwardly, stuffed fat.


That was after the hush among the warriors broke. “Ho, see!” yelled one. He bent over, picked an object up, and flourished it: a pectoral of gold, amber, and garnets. Immediately his fellows were scrambling, scratching, casting bones away like offal, wild for treasure.


Niall stood apart, leaning on his spear. Uail did likewise. Presently the King said, distaste in his tone and on his face, “You too think this is unseemly?”


“It is that,” Uail replied.


Niall seized his arm so hard that he winced. “I am not ashamed of what I did,” hissed from him. “It was a mighty deed. But I must needs do it by stealth, and that will always be a wound in me. Do you understand, darling? Now we shall give Ys its honor, for the sake of our own.”


Again he shook his spear in the wind. “Lay off that!” he cried. The sound went above the surf to the farther headland and back. Men froze and stared. “Leave these poor dead in peace,” Niall ordered. “Well go strip yon houses. The plunder should be better, too.”


Whooping, they followed him inland.


—Toward sunset they returned to Cape Rach. Besides what they had taken from the mansions, they brought firewood off the wind-demolished, nearly dry buildings that had stood outside the main land gate. Niall sent a currach party to relieve the watch on the ship, who were to bring camping gear for all with them. When they arrived, he gave them gifts to make up for the looting they had missed. “Will we do more tomorrow?” asked one hopefully.


The King frowned. “We might. I cannot promise, for it may be we shall have to withdraw fast. Soon the Romans are bound to come for a look, and they will sure have soldiers with them. But we shall see.”


—He could not sleep.


The wind whispered, the sea murmured. More and more as the night grew older, he thought he heard a song in them. It was music that keened and cut, cold, vengeful, but lovely in the way of a hawk aloft or a killer whale adown when they strike their prey. The beauty of it reached fingers in between his ribs and played on his caged heart until at last he could endure no more. He rolled out of his kilt, stood up, and wrapped it back around him against the bleakness of the night.


Banked, the fire-coals glowed low. He could barely make out his crew stretched in the wan grass and the gleam on the spearhead of him who kept guard. That man moved to ask what might be amiss. “Hush,” breathed Niall, and went from him.


Clouds had gone ragged. Eastward the moon frosted those nearby and seemed to fly among them. Time had gnawed it as the tides gnawed what was left of Ys. Dew shimmered on the paved road, wet and slick beneath his bare feet. Between the hulking masses of headland, argency flickered on the bay. As he came closer, walking entranced, wind shrilled louder, waves throbbed deeper.


He stopped on the sand at high water mark, near a shard of rampart and the survivor of those two towers which had been called the Brothers. Looking outward, he saw how ebb tide had bared acres of ruins. When last it did I was ransacking undefended houses, he thought in scorn of himself. By this dim uneasy light he discerned fountains, sculptures, Taranis Way running toward what had been the Forum. Across Lir Way, a particular heap had been the Temple of Belisama, and Dahut’s house had stood nearby. A skull lay at his feet. He wondered if it had been in the head of anyone he knew, even—He shuddered. It was a man’s. Hers would have the strong sharp delicacy of a brooch from the hand of an ollam craftsman in Ériu.


Unshod, he did not wish to go farther, through the fragments. He folded his arms, gazed at the white unrestfulness of the breakers, and waited for that which had called him.


The song strengthened. It was in and of the wind and the waves, but more than they, from somewhere beyond. It yearned and it challenged, a harp and a knife, laughter and pain, endlessly alone. Someone sported in the surf, white as itself, like a seal but long and lithe of limb, high in the breast, slim in the waist, round in the hips, plunged and rose again, danced with the sea like a seal, and sang to him. Vengeance, it sang, I am vengeance, and you shall serve me for the love I bear you. By the power of that love, stronger than death, I lay gess on you, Niall, that you take no rest until the last of Ys lies drowned as I lay drowned. It is your honor price, King on Temir, that you owe her whom you betrayed; for never will her love let go of you.


Long and long he stood at the edge of the fallen city while the siren sang to him. He remembered how he had called Mongfind the witch from her grave, and knew now that once a man has let the Otherworld into his life, his feet are on a road that allows no turning back.


But he was Niall of the Nine Hostages. Fear and regret were unbecoming him. At the turn of the tide, she who sang fell silent and swam away out of his sight. He strode back to the camp, laid himself down, and dropped quickly into a sleep free of dreams.


—In the morning he ranked his followers before him. They saw the starkness and were duly quiet. “Hear me, my dears,” he said.


“A vision, a thought, and a knowledge came over me in the night. You will not be liking this, but it is the will of the Gods.


“Ys, that murdered our kinsmen, must do more than die. Overthrown, she could yet be victorious over us. For folk will be coming back to these parts and settling. If they saw what we see, they would recall what we have heard, the tales and the ballads, the memory of splendor; and in their minds we would be the murderers. Shall they found a new city and name it Ys? Shall they praise and dream of Old Ys till heaven cracks open? Or shall, rather, the city of treachery die forever?


“Already, I have told you, I want no word of it bound to my own fame. Today I tell you that nothing of it may abide.


“Our time here is short. We cannot do the whole work at once. But this is my command, that we leave the valley houses be—others will clean them out soon enough—and start the razing of yonder lighthouse which once guided mariners to Ys.”


—Dry-laid, it yielded more readily to strong men than might have been awaited from its stoutness. They cast the blocks over the cliff. When they set sail, half was gone. Niall thought of a raid in summer, during which the rest could be done away with. Of course, warriors would require booty. Well, much should remain around the hinterland, as well as in settlements on this whole coast.


He grinned. They might find a party of Gauls picking over the shards of Ys, and rob them. In the song of the siren had been promise as well as threat.


He sobered, and men who noticed slipped clear of his nearness. She had laid a word on him. Year by year, as he was able, he must obey. Untouched thus far on Cape Rach stood the necropolis. He must level it. First would be the tomb of Brennilis.




II


1


The sun was not yet down, but the single glazed window was grayed and dusk beginning to fill the room where Apuleius Vero had brought his guests. It was a lesser chamber of his house, well suited for private talk. Wall panels, painted with scenes from the Roman past, were now vague in vision. Clear as yet sheened the polished walnut of a table which bore writing materials, a pair of books, and modest refreshments. Otherwise the only furniture was the stools on which the three men sat.


The news had been brought, the shock and sorrow uttered, the poor little attempts at condolence made. It was time to speak of what might be done.


Apuleius leaned forward his slender form and regular features. “How many survivors?” he asked low.


Gratillonius remained hunched, staring at the hands clasped together in his lap. “I counted about fifty,” he said in the same dull voice as before.


The tribune of Aquilo drew a sharp breath and once more signed himself. “Only half a hundred from that whole city and … and those from outside whom you say had taken refuge? Christ be with us. Christ have mercy.”


“There may be two or three hundred more who stayed in the countryside, including the children. We’ve tried to get in touch with them.”


Corentinus’s fist knotted on his knee. Tears gleamed under the shaggy brows. “The children,” he croaked. “The innocents.”


“Most will starve if they don’t soon get help,” Gratillonius said. “Afterward the reavers will come.”


Apuleius forced business into his tone. “But I gather you have leaders for them while you are off seeking that help. Where have you been?”


“Thus far, only Audiarna. The reception we got there decided me to come straight to you.”


“What did they say?”


Gratillonius shrugged. Corentinus explained, harshly: “The tribune and the chorepiscopus both told us they had no space or food to spare. When I pressed them they finally cried that they could not, dared not take in a flock of pagans who were fleeing from the wrath of God. I saw it would be useless to argue. Also, they were doubtless right when they said our people would be in actual danger from the dwellers. Ys is—was near Audiarna. The horror of what has happened, the terror of more to come, possesses them in a way you should be free of here at your remove.”


Apuleius looked at Gratillonius and shook his head in pity. The centurion of the Second, the King of Ys had lacked strength to dispute with a couple of insignificant officials and must needs leave it to his clerical companion.


“We can take in your fifty at once, of course,” Apuleius told them. “A trading town like this has a certain amount of spare lodging in the slack season. It is not a wealthy town, though. We can find simple fare, clothing, and the like for that many, but only temporarily. The rest shall have to stay behind until something has been worked out with the provincial authorities. I will dispatch letters about that in the morning.”


“God will bless you,” Corentinus promised.


Gratillonius stirred and glanced up. “I knew we could count on you, old friend,” he said, with a slight stirring of life in his voice. “But as for the tribunes or even the governor—I’ve given thought to this, you understand. They never liked Ys, they endured it because they had to, and some of them hate me. Why should they bestir themselves for a band of alien fugitives?”


“Christ commands us to succor the poor,” Apuleius answered.


“Pardon me, but I’ve never seen that order very well followed. Oh, Bishop Martinus will certainty do what he can, and I suppose several others too, but—”


“I’ll remind them that people who become desperate become dangerous. Don’t fret too much.” With compassion: “It’ll take time, resettling them, but remember Maximus’s veterans. Armorica continues underpopulated, terribly short of hands for both work and war. We’ll get your people homes.”


“Scattered among strangers? After they’ve lost everything they ever had or ever were? Better dead, I think.”


“Don’t say that,” Corentinus reproved. “God’s left the road open for them to win free of the demons they worshipped.”


Gratillonius stiffened. His gaze sought Apuleius and held fast. His speech was flat with weariness but firm: “Keep them together. Else the spirit will die in them and the flesh will follow it. You’ve been in Ys. You’ve seen what they can do, what they know. Think what you’ve gained from the veterans and, all right, those former outlaws who came to these parts. We’re going to need those hands you spoke of more than ever, now Ys is gone. It was the keystone of defense for Armorica. How many troops does Rome keep in this entire peninsula—two thousand? And no navy worth mentioning; the Ysan fleet was the mainstay of that. The barbarians will be coming back. Trade will be ripped apart. I offer you some good fighting men, and some more who can learn to be, and others who’re skilled workmen or sailors or scribes or—Man, can you afford to waste them?”


He sagged. Twilight deepened in the room. Finally Apuleius murmured, “You propose to resettle the Ysans, your former subjects, rural as well as urban, in this neighborhood?”


Gratillonius was barely audible: “I don’t know any better place. Do you?”


Corentinus took the word. “We’ve talked about it a little, we two, and I’ve given it thought of my own. I used to live hereabouts, you recall, and though that was years ago, the King’s brought me the news every time he paid a visit. There’s ample unfilled land. There’s iron ore to be gathered nearby, and unlimited timber, and a defensible site that fishers and merchantmen can use for their terminus.” Apuleius opened his mouth. Corentinus checked him with a lifted palm. “Oh, I know, you wonder how so many can be fed in the year or more it’ll take them to get established. Well, in part we’ll have to draw on Imperial resources. I’m sure Bishop Martinus can and will help arrange that; his influence isn’t small. The need won’t be great or lasting, anyway. For one thing, the Ysan hinterland grazes sheep, geese, some cattle and swine. Their herders would far rather drive them here and see most eaten up than keep them for the barbarians. Then too, Ys was a seafaring nation. Many a man will soon be fishing again, if only in a coracle he’s made for himself, or find work as a deckhand on a coastal trader.” He paused. “Besides, the former soldiers and former Bacaudae who owe their homes to Gratillonius—I think most of them will be glad to help.”


Apuleius gripped his chin, stared afar, sat long in thought. Outside, sounds of the town were dying away.


Finally the tribune smiled a bit and said, “Another advantage of this site is that I have some small influence and authority of my own. Permissions and the like must be arranged, you understand. That should be possible. The situation is not unprecedented. Emperors have let hard-pressed barbarian tribes settle in Roman territory; and Ys is—was—actually a foederate state. I have the power to admit you temporarily. Negotiating a permanent status for you will take time, since it must go through the Imperium itself. But the, alas, inevitable confusion and delay are to the good, for meanwhile you can root yourselves firmly and usefully in place. Why then should the state wish to expel you?


“Of course, first you require somewhere to live. While land may lie fallow, it is seldom unclaimed. Rome cannot let strangers squat anywhere they choose.”—unless they have the numbers and weapons to force it, he left unspoken.


“Well?” asked Corentinus tensely.


“I have property. To be precise, my family does, but God has called most of the Apuleii away and this decision can be mine.”


Gratillonius’s breath went sharp between his lips.


Apuleius nodded, as if to himself, and continued methodically. “You remember, my friend, that holding which borders on the banks of the Odita and the Stegir where they meet, a short walk hence. On the north and east it’s hemmed in by forest. Of late, cultivation has not gone so well. Three tenant families have farmed it for us, one also serving as caretakers of its manor house. They grow old, that couple, and should in charity be retired. As for the other two, one man has lately died without a son; I am seeing what can be done for his widow and daughters. The second man is hale and busy, but—I strongly suspect—would welcome different duties. God made him too lively for a serf. Can the Lord actually have been preparing us here for a new use of the land?”


“Hercules!” Gratillonius breathed. Realizing how inappropriate that was, he gulped hard and sat silent.


“Hold on,” Apuleius cautioned. “It’s not quite so simple. The law does not allow me to give away an estate as I might a coin. This grant of mine must employ some contorted technicalities, and at that will involve irregularities. We’ll need all the political force we can muster, and no doubt certain … considerations … to certain persons, if it is to be approved. However, I’m not afraid to have the actual work of settlement commence beforehand. That in itself will be an argument for us to use.”


“I knew I could count on you—” Abruptly Gratillonius wept, not with the racking sobs of a man but, in his exhaustion, almost the quietness of a woman.


Apuleius lifted a finger. “It will be hard work,” he said, “and there are conditions. First and foremost, they were right as far as they went in Audiarna. We cannot allow a nest of pagans in our midst. You must renounce those Gods, Gratillonius.”


The Briton blinked the tears off his lashes, tasted the salt on his mouth, and replied, “They were never mine.”


Corentinus said, like a commander talking of an enemy who has been routed at terrible cost, “I don’t think we’ll have much trouble about that, sir. How many among the survivors can wish to carry on the old rites? Surely too few to matter, except for their own salvation. Let most hear the Word, and soon they will come to Christ.”


“I pray so,” Apuleius answered solemnly. “Then God may be pleased to forgive one or two of my own sins.”


“Your donation will certainly bless you.”


“And my family?” Apuleius whispered.


“They too shall have many prayers said for them.”


Both men’s glances went to Gratillonius. He evaded them. Silences thickened.


“It would be unwise to compel,” Corentinus said at length.


The door opened. Light glowed. “Oh, pardon me, father,” said the girl who bore the lamp. “It’s growing so dark inside. I thought you might like to have this.”


“Thank you, my dear,” said Apuleius to his daughter.


Verania entered timidly. It seemed she had taken the bringing upon herself, before it occurred to her mother to send a slave. Gratillonius looked at her and caught her look on him. The lamp wavered in her hand. She had barely seen him when he arrived, then the womenfolk and young Salomon were dismissed from the atrium.


How old was she now, he wondered vaguely—fourteen, fifteen? Since last he saw her, she had filled out, ripening toward womanhood, though as yet she was withy-slim, small-bosomed, barely up to his shoulder if he rose. Light brown hair was piled above large hazel eyes and a face that—it twisted in him—was very like the face of Una, his daughter by Bodilis. She had changed her plain Gallic shift for a saffron gown in Roman style.


She passed as near to him as might be in the course of setting the lamp on the table. “You are grieved, Uncle Gaius,” she murmured.


What, had she remembered his nickname from her childhood? Later Apuleius had made her and her brother be more formal with the distinguished visitor.


“I brought bad news,” he said around a tightness in his gullet. “You’ll hear.”


“All must hear,” Apuleius said. “First we should gather the household for prayer.”


“If you will excuse me.” Gratillonius climbed to his feet. “I need air. I’ll take a walk.”


Apuleius made as if to say something. Corentinus gestured negation at him. Gratillonius brushed past Verania.


Within the city wall, streets were shadowed and traffic scant. Gratillonius ignored what glances and hails he got, bound for the east gate. It stood open, unguarded. The times had been peaceful since Ys took the lead in defending Armorica. Watchposts down the valley sufficed. How much longer would that last?


Careless of the fact that he was unarmed, Gratillonius strode out the gate and onward. His legs worked mechanically, fast but with no sense of vigor. A shadowy part of him thought how strange it was that he could move like this, that he had been able to keep going at all—on the road, in council, at night alone.


The sun was on the horizon. Level light made western meadows and treetops golden, the rivers molten. Rooks winged homeward, distantly cawing, across chilly blue that eastward deepened and bore a first trembling star. Ahead loomed the long barricade of Mons Ferruginus, its heights still aglow but the wrinkles beneath purple with dusk.


He should turn around, raise his arms, and say his own evening prayer. He had not said any since the whelming of Ys. There had been no real chance to.


He did not halt but, blindly, sought upward. The rutted road gave way to a path that muffled foot-thuds. It wound steeply among wild shrubs and trees, occasional small orchards, cabins already huddling into themselves. Boughs above him were graven black. Ahead they were mingling with the night as it welled aloft.


He reached a high place and stopped. This was as far as he could go. He wanted in a dull fashion to trudge on, maybe forever, but he was too drained. It would be hard enough to stumble his way back down. Let him first rest a while. And say that prayer?


From here he looked widely west. A streak of red smoldered away. “Mithras, God of the sunset—” No, somehow he could not shape the words. Mithras, where were You when Ocean brought down Ys and her Queens, where were You when it tore Dahut from my hand?


He knew the question was empty. A true God, the true God was wholly beyond. Unless none existed, only the void. But to admit that would be to give up his hold on everything he had ever loved. But if the God was too exalted to hear him, what matter whether or not He lived outside of human dreams? A good officer listens to his men. Mithras, why have You forsaken me?


The sky darkened further. Slowly within it appeared the comet. It was a ghost, fading toward oblivion, its work done, whether that work had been of warning or of damnation. Who had sent it? Who now called it home?


The strength ran out of Gratillonius. He sank to the ground, drew knees toward chin, hugged himself to himself, and shivered beneath the encroaching stars.
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A waning half moon rose above woodlands whose branches, budding or barely started leafing, reached toward it like empty hands. They hid the River of Tiamat, low at this season; among stars that glimmered in the great silence went the Bears, the Dragon, the Virgin. Only water had voice, chirring and rustling from the spring of Ahes to a pool in the hollow just beneath and thence in a rivulet on down the hill, soon lost to sight under the trees. Moonlight flickered across it.


Nemeta came forth. Convolvulus vines between the surrounding boles crackled, still winter-dry, as she passed through. Her feet were bare, bruised and bleeding where she had stumbled against roots or rocks on the gloomy upward trail. First grass in the small open space of the hollow, then moss on the poolside soothed them a little. She stopped at the edge and stood a while catching her breath, fighting her fear.


The whiteness of her short kirtle was slashed by a belt which bore a sheathed knife. Unbound, tangled from her struggle with brush and twigs on a way seldom used, her hair fell past her shoulders. A garland of borage, early blooming in a sheltered spot despite the rawness of this springtime, circled her brows. In her left hand she carried a wicker cage. As she halted, a robin within flapped wings and cheeped briefly, anxiously.


She mustered courage and lifted her right palm. Nonetheless her words fluttered: “Nymph Ahes, I greet you, I … I call you, I, Nemeta, daughter of Forsquilis. She was—” The girl swallowed hard. Tears coursed forth. They stung. Vision blurred. “She was of the Gallicenae, the nine Queens of Ys. M-my father is Grallon, the King.”


Water rippled.


“Ever were you kindly toward maidens, Ahes,” Nemeta pleaded. “Ys is gone. You know that, don’t you? Ys is gone. Her Gods grew angry and drowned her. But you abide. You must! Ahes, I am so alone.”


After a moment she thought to say, “We all are, living or dead. What Gods have we now? Ahes, comfort us. Help us.”


Still the spirit of the spring did not appear, did not answer.


“Are you afraid?” Nemeta whispered.


Something stirred in the forest, unless it was a trick of the wearily climbing moon.


“I am not,” Nemeta lied. “If you will not seek the Gods for us, I will myself. See.”


Hastily, before dread should overwhelm her, she set down the cage, unfastened her belt, drew the kirtle over her head and cast it aside. The night air clad her nakedness in chill. Taking up the knife, she held it against the stars. “Cernunnos, Epona, Sucellus, almighty Lug!” She shrilled her invocation of Them not in Ysan or sacerdotal Punic but in the language of the Osismii, who were half Celtic and half descendants of the Old Folk. When she slew the bird she did so awkwardly; it flopped and cried until she, weeping, got a firm enough hold on it to hack off its head. But her hands never hesitated when she gashed herself and stooped to press blood from her breasts to mingle in the pool with the blood of her sacrifice.


—False dawn dulled the moon and hid most stars. A few lingered above western ridges and the unseen wreck of Ys.


Nemeta crossed the lawn toward the Nymphaeum. Her steps left uneven tracks in the dew. She startled a peacock which had been asleep by a hedge. Its screech seemed shatteringly loud.


A woman in a hooded cloak trod out of the portico, down the stairs, and strode to a meeting. The girl stopped and gaped. Runa took stance before her. Now it was Nemeta’s breathing that broke the silence. It puffed faint white.


“Follow me,” said the priestess. “Quickly. Others will be rousing. They must not see you like this.”


“Wh-wh-what?” mumbled the vestal.


“Worn out, disheveled, your garb muddy and torn and blood-stained,” Runa snapped. “Come, I say.” She took the other’s arm and steered her aside. They went behind the great linden by the sacred pond. Hoarfrost whitened the idol that it shaded.


“What has found you tonight?” Runa demanded.


Nemeta shook her dazed head. “I kn-know not what you mean.”


“Indeed you do, unless They stripped you of your wits for your recklessness.” When she got only a blind stare for reply, the priestess continued:


“I’ve kept my heed on you. Had there been less call on me elsewhere—everywhere, in these days of woe—I’d have watched closer and wrung your scheme out of you erenow. It struck me strange that you never wailed aloud against fate, but locked your lips as none of the rest were able to. I misdoubted your tale that you snared a bird to be your pet; and tonight it was gone from your room together with yourself, nor have you brought it back. And you have crowned yourself with ladygift, the Herb of Belisama.


“I know you somewhat, Nemeta. I was nine years old when you were born; I have watched you grow. Well do I recall what blood is in you, your father’s willfulness, your mother’s witchiness. Each night after you went to bed, since the news came, I have looked in to be sure. … Ah, you were aware of that, nay, sly one? You waited. But I slept ill this night, and looked in again, and then you were gone.


“Where? And what answer did you get? Who came to you?”


The girl shuddered. “Who?” she said tonelessly. “Mayhap none. I cannot remember. I was out of myself.”


Runa peered long at her. Fifteen years of age, Nemeta was rangy, almost flat-chested. Her face bore high cheekbones, curved nose, big green eyes; the mane of hair grew straight and vividly red, the skin was fair and apt to freckle. Ordinarily she stood tall, but in this hour, drained of strength, she stooped.


“You sought the Gods,” Runa said at last, very low.


Nemeta raised her glance. Life kindled in it. “Aye.” Her voice, hoarse from shrieking, gained a measure of steadiness. “First just Ahes. I begged her to speak to Them for us. Not the Three of Ys, though I did make this wreath to—remind—The old Gods of the land. They might intercede or—or—When she held off—has she fled, has she died?—I summoned Them myself.”


“Did any come?”


“I know not, I told you.” Nemeta dropped her glance anew. Her fingers twisted and twined together. “It was as though I … blundered into dreams I can’t remember—Did I see Him, antlered and male, two snakes in His grasp? Were there thunders? I woke cold and full of pain, and made my way back hither.”


“Why did you do it?”


“What other hope have we?” Nemeta half screamed. “Yon pale Christ?”


“Our Gods have disowned us, child.”


“Have They?” Fingers plucked at the priestess’s sleeve. “Forever? At least the Gods of the land, They live. They must!”


Runa sighed. “Mayhap someday we shall learn, though I think that will be after we are dead, if then. Meanwhile we must endure … as best we can.” Sternly: “You will never be so rash again. Do you hear me?”


Stubbornness stood behind bewilderment; but: “I p-promise I’ll be careful.”


“Good. Bide your time.” Runa unfastened her brooch and took the cloak from her shoulders. “Wrap yourself in this, lest anyone spy your state. Come along to your room. I’ll tell them you’ve been taken ill and should be left to sleep. ’Twould not do to have word get about, you understand—now that we shall be dealing with Christians.”


As she guided the girl, she added: “If we hold to our purpose and are wise in our ways, we need not become slaves. We may even prevail.” Bared to the sky, her countenance hardened.
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When the warriors appeared, Maeloch spat a curse. “So nigh we were to getting clear. Balls of Taranis, arse of Belisama, what luck!” He swung about to his men. “Battle posts!”


All scrambled for their weapons, some into Osprey where the fishing smack lay beached. The tide was coming in, but would not be high enough to float her off for another two or three hours. With axes, billhooks, knives, slings, harpoons, a crossbow, they formed a line before the prow—fifteen men, brawny, bearded, roughly clad. That was almost half again as many as the craft carried while at work, but these were bound for strange and dangerous bournes. At their center. Maeloch the captain squinted against the morning sun to make out the approaching newcomers.


From this small inlet, land lifted boldly, green, starred with wildflowers, leaves already springing out on trees and shrubs. Here was no bleak tip of Armorica jutting into Ocean, but one of a cluster of islands off the Redonic coast of Gallia, well up that channel the Romans called the Britannic Sea. fowl in their hundreds rode fresh breeze which drove scraps of cloud across heaven and bore odors of growth into the salt and kelp smells along the strand. A rill trickled down from the woods decking the heights. The foreign men must have followed it. They continued to do so as they advanced.


Maeloch eased a bit. They numbered a mere half dozen. Unless more were lurking behind them, they could not intend hostilities. However, they were clearly not plain sailors like his crew, but fighters by trade—nay, he thought, by birth. It would cost lives to provoke them.


He shouldered his ax and paced forward, right arm raised in token of peace. They deployed, warily but skillfully, and let him come to them. He recognized them for Hivernians, though with differences from those in Mumu with whom Ys now had a growing traffic. Nor were they quite like those he had fought—seventeen years ago, was it?—after that gale the Nine raised had driven their fleet to doom. Here the patterns of kilts, cut of coats and breeks, style of emblems painted on shields were subtly unlike what he had seen before. But swords and spearheads blinked as brightly as anyone’s.


Maeloch was no merchant. However, he had had his encounters when boats put in to Scot’s Landing or chanced upon his over the fishing grounds. It behooved a skipper to speak for his men; he had set himself to gain a rough mastery of the Scotic tongue. “A good day to yuh,” he greeted in it. “Yuh take … hospitality … of us? We … little for to give … beer, wine, shipboard food. Yuh welcome.”


“Is it friendly you are, then?” responded the leader, a man stocky and snub-nosed. “Subne maqq Dúnchado am I, sworn to Eochaid, son of King Éndae of the Lagini.”


“Maeloch son of Innloch.” The fisher captain had decided before he left home to give no more identification than he must. With phrases and gestures he indicated what was quite true, that Osprey had been blown east, far off course, by the gigantic storm several days ago. Once she had clawed her way around the peninsula, there was no possibility of making any port; she could only keep sea room, running before the wind, full-reefed sail as vital as the oars. When the fury dwindled, his vessel—seams sprung, spars and strakes strained, barely afloat because the crew spent their last flagging forces bailing her—must needs crawl to the nearest land. They grounded her at high tide, and after taking turns sleeping like liches, set about repairs.


Maeloch refrained from adding that he had not simply chanced on the haven. He had never before been so far east, but some of his followers had, and all had heard about the Islands of Crows. That name had come on people’s lips in the past hundred years, after the Romans withdrew a presence which had always been slight. Pirates and barbarians—seaborne robbers—soon discovered this was a handy place to lie over. With curses and a rope’s end Maeloch had forced his men to gasp at the oars and the buckets till they found a secluded bay. He hoped to refit and set forth before anybody noticed them.


So much for that, he thought harshly. The island folk were a few herders, farmers, fishers. They had no choice but to stay in the good graces of their visitors, furnish food, labor, women … and information. Doubtless a fellow ranging the woods up above had spied the camp and scuttled off to tell. Doubtless he got a reward.


“Scoti come far,” Maeloch ventured. In truth it was surprising to find them here. They harried the western shores of Britannia and, in the past, Gallia. Eastern domains were the booty of rovers from across the German Sea.


Subne tossed his head. “Our chief goes where he will.”


“He do, he do.” Maeloch nodded and smiled. “We poor men. Soon go home.”


To his vast relief, Subne accepted that. Had the warriors searched Osprey they would have found hidden stores of fine wares, gold, silver, glass, fabric, gifts with which to proceed in Hivernia should necessity arise to shed his guise of a simple wanderer.


He was not yet free, though. “You will be coming with us,” Subne ordered. “Himself wants to know more.”


Maeloch stamped on a spark of dismay. “I glad,” he replied. Turning to Usun, he said in swift Ysan: “They’d ha me call on their leader. If I refused, we’d get the lot o’ them down on us. Float the ship when ye can and stand by. Be I nay back by nightfall, start off. Ye should still have a fair wind for Britannia, where ye can finish refitting. … Nay a word out o’ ye! Our mission is for the Nine and the King.”


Stark-faced, the mate grunted assent. Maeloch strode from him. “We go,” he cried cheerily. The Scoti looked nonplussed. Belike they’d expected the whole crew to accompany him. But Maeloch’s action changed their minds for them. Their moods were as fickle as a riptide. Also, he knew, they made a practice of taking hostages to bind an alliance or a surrender. To them, he was the pledge for his men.


He wondered if his spirit could find its way back to Ys, for the Ferrying out to Sena.


Game trails, now and then paths trodden by livestock, wound south from the brooklet, through woods and across meadows, down into glens and aloft onto hills, but generally upward. The warriors moved with the ease of those accustomed to wilderness. Maeloch’s rolling gait, his awkwardness in underbrush or fords, slowed them. They bore with it. Warmth rose as morning advanced until sweat was pungent in his tunic.


After maybe an hour the party reached a cliff and started down a ravine that was a watercourse to the sizeable bay underneath. There men lounged around smoky fires. Below the height were several shelters of brushwood, turf, and stones. Some appeared to be years old. This must be a favored harbor for sea rovers.


Two galleys of the deckless Germanic kind lay drawn up on the beach, their masts unstepped. Leather currachs surrounded one. The other was by herself, three hundred feet away. She was longer and leaner, with rakish lines and trim that had once been gaudy. The sight jolted Maeloch. He felt sure he knew her aforetime.


Subne led him to the first. Those were two separate encampments. Such bands tried to keep peace, and mingled somewhat with each other, but had learned not to put much trust in their own tempers.


Scoti sprang to their feet, seized arms, calmed as they recognized comrades, and gathered around. They did not crowd or babble like city folk; their stares were keen and their speech lilted softly. Subne raised his voice: “Chieftain, we’ve brought you the captain of the outland ship.”


A man bent to pass under the door of the largest hut nearby, trod forth, straightened his wide-shouldered leanness. Behind him a young woman peeked out, grimy and frightened. Maeloch saw a few more like her in the open, natives commandeered to char, cook, and be passed from man to man.


His attention went to the leader. Eochaid maqq Éndae, was that the name? The king’s son was well dressed in woad-blue shirt, fur-trimmed leather coat, kilt, buskins, though the garments showed soot and wear. His age was hard to guess. Gait, thews, black locks and beard seemed youthful, but the blue eyes looked out of a face furrowed and somber. It would have been a handsome face apart from what weather had done to the light skin, had not three blotchy scars discolored it on cheeks and brow.


His gaze dwelt for a moment on Maeloch’s grizzled darkness and bearlike build. When he spoke, it was in accented but reasonably good Redonic, not too unlike the Osismiic dialect: “If you come in honesty, have no fear. You shall be scatheless. Say forth your name and people.”


He must have visited himself on these parts before and at length, Maeloch decided; and he was no witless animal. An outright lie would be foolhardy. The fisherman repeated what he had told Subne, but in the Gallic language and adding that he was from Ys.


Eochaid raised brows. “Sure and it’s early in the year for venturing forth.”


“We carry a message. We’re under … gess … not to tell any but him it’s for.”


“They know not gess in Ys. Well, if you gave an oath, I must respect it. Nonetheless—” Eochaid reached a swift decision, as appeared to be his way, and addressed a man, who sped off. “We must talk further, Maeloch,” he resumed in the Gallic tongue. “The Dani over there have lately been in Ys. I’ve sent for their captain. First you shall have a welcoming cup.”


He settled himself cross-legged on the ground. Maeloch did likewise. The hut was unworthy of a chieftain entertaining a guest, at least in clear weather. Eochaid gestured. His wench scurried to bring two beakers—Roman silver, Roman wine, loot. A number of warriors hung about, watching and listening although few could have followed the talk. Others drifted off to idle, gamble, sharpen their weapons, whatever they had been doing. All had grown restless, waiting on the island.


“You can better give me news of Ys than Gunnung,” Eochaid said. “He was there two months agone; but a German would surely miss much and misunderstand much else.” The marred visage contorted in a grin. “Beware of repeating that to him.” His intent was obvious, playing Northman off against Armorican in hopes of getting a tale more full and truthful than either alone might yield.


Bluntness was Maeloch’s wont. “What d’ye care, my lord? Foemen break their bones on the wall of Ys and go down to the eels in the skerries around.”


For an instant he thought Eochaid had taken mortal offense, so taut did the countenance grow. Then, stiffly, the Scotian replied: “Every man in Ériu remembers how Niall maqq Echach won sorrow there. Will Ys seek to entrap the likes of me too? I should find out ere I again sail near.”


Maeloch knew what was in his mind. Scoti had learned from the disaster and from the later strengthening of the Ysan navy to confine their raids to Britannia—until this new generation reached manhood. Would the city and her she-druid Queens avenge attacks on the rest of Gaul, as they would any on Armorica? Eochaid must be headlong, and belike driven by a murderousness he could only take out on aliens, to have ventured past it. Now, with his men turning homesick, he was having second thoughts.


His words reminded him of that which brought heat into his tones: “Not that I can ever really go back—never to my father’s house. And this is the work of Niall. O man of Ys, in me you have no enemy. The foeman of my foeman is my friend. Might we someday, together, bring him low?”


A thrill rang through Maeloch. “Mayhap we do have things to say one to the other, my lord.”


The runner returned with the foreign skipper. Eochaid lifted a knee in courtesy to the latter and beckoned both to sit. The wench brought more wine while namings went around.


Gunnung son of Ivar was a huge blond man, young, comely in a coarse fashion. His tunic and breeks were wadmal, but gold gleamed on his arms and was inlaid in his sword haft. A certain slyness glittered in his eyes and smoothed his rumbling voice.


Talk went haltingly, for he knew just a few Celtic words, Eochaid and Maeloch no more Germanic. The runner, a sharp-faced wight called Fogartach, could interpret a little. Moreover, Gunnung had a rough knowledge of Latin, picked up when he went adventuring along the Germanic frontier and in Britannia, while Maeloch had gained about as much over the years—though their accents were so unlike as to make different dialects.


Regardless, Gunnung was happy to brag. Not many of his kin had yet reached the West. It was Juti who were beginning to swarm in, together with Angli, Frisii, and Saxons. Hailing from Scandia, outlawed for three years because of a manslaying, he had gathered a shipful of lusty lads and plundered his way down the coasts of the Tungri and Continental Belgae. Finally they settled for the winter among some Germanic laeti in eastern Britannia, but found the country dull. Defying the season, they embarked for Ys, of which they had heard so much. Piracy there was out of the question, but they did a bit of trading and saw many wonders. “Of course, ve said ve vere alvays peaceful shapmen, ho, ho!”


Eochaid had been watching Maeloch. “Gunnung tells of strife in Ys,” he said slowly.


The fisher scowled, searched for a way out—it was loathsome, opening family matters to strangers, let alone barbarians—and at length muttered, “The quarrel’s more ’twixt Gods than men. The King has his, the Queens have theirs. ’Tis nay for us to judge.”


“They’ve sent challengers against the King, I hear.”


“And he’s cut them down, each filthy hound o’ them!” Maeloch flared. “When he comes back—” He broke off.


“Ah, he is away?”


“On business with the Romans.” Maeloch swore at himself for letting this much slip out. “He may well ha’ returned since I left. He’ll set things right fast enough.”


Gunnung growled a demand which Fogartach relayed, to know what was being said. Eochaid nodded and the interpreter served him.


The Dane guffawed, slapped his knee, and cried, “luk-hai!” Looking at Maeloch, he went on in his crude Latin, “Vill the King then throw his datter off the ness?” He leered. “That douses a hot fire. Better he put her in a whorehouse. She make him rish, by Freyja!”


Maeloch’s belly muscles contracted. “What you mean?”


“You not hear? Vell, maybe nobody but they she got killed. For I think they also first yumped through her hoop.” Gunnung sighed elaborately. “Ah, almost I vish I stayed and fighted too like she vant. Never I have a gallop like on her. But I do not vant for only nine vomen till I die, haw-aw!”


“Who … she?” grated out of Maeloch’s throat.


“Aa, Dahut, who else? She vant I kill her father and make her Qveen. I am a man of honor, but a she-troll like that is right to fool, no?”


“Hold,” interrupted Eochaid. He laid a hand on Maeloch’s arm. “You’re white and atremble. Slack off, man. I’ll have no fighting under my roof,” as if that were the sky.


“He lies about—a lady he’s not fit to name,” the Ysan snarled.


Gunnung sensed rage and clapped hand to hilt. Eochaid gestured him to hold still. “He s told me how a princess lay with him, hoping he would challenge her father and win,” the Scotian said in Gallic. “Was it true, now?”


“It was nay, and I’ll stop his mouth for him.”


“Hold! I think the Gods were at work in this. You yourself said we must not judge. Dare you, then? If he lies, sure and They will be punishing him. If he does not lie—I know not what,” Eochaid finished grimly. “But to me he has the look of a man whose luck has run out. Yet today he is my guest; and I will never spend my men on a bootless quarrel that is none of ours. Heed.”


Maeloch stared around the circle of warriors. They too had winded wrath and drawn closer. Their spearheads sheened against the sun. Inch by inch, his fingers released the helve of the ax that lay beside him. “I hear,” he said. To Gunnung, in Latin: “I be surprised. Hurt. You understand? Grallon be my King. Bad, bad, to know his daughter be wicked.”


The Dane smiled more kindly than before. “Truth hurt. I tell truth.” Wariness reawoke. “You no fight, ha?”


Maeloch waved a hand at the men. “How? If I want to. No fight.”


“He’s gloated about it,” Eochaid said in Redonic. “That is ill done, and now here to your face. But you told me you have a task of your King’s. Save your blood for that.”


Maeloch nodded. He had gone impassive. “I will.” He pondered. “Mayhap he can even help. There’d be rich reward.”


“How?” asked Eochaid instantly.


Maeloch considered him. “Or mayhap ye can. Or both of ye. My oath binds me to say no more till I have yours. Whatever happens, whatever ye decide, ye must let my men and me go from this island.”


“If I refuse?”


Maeloch drew down the neck of his tunic. White hairs curled amidst the black on his breast. “Here be my heart,” he said. “My oath lies in it.”


That was enough. Barbarians understood what Romans no longer did, save Grallon: a true man will die sooner than break his word. After a pause, Eochaid answered, “I swear you will go freely, unless you harm me or mine.”


“Vat this?” Gunnung wanted uneasily to know.


“Scoti help me?” Maeloch replied. “You help me too? Gold. Scoti protect me.”


“You no fisher?”


“I travel for the King of Ys. You not fought King. Not his enemy. You like to help? Gold.”


“I listen.”


Maeloch passed it on Eochaid. The four sitting men rose. Solemnly, the Scotic chief called his Gods and the spirits of this island to witness that no unprovoked hindrance should come to the Ysans from him.


“Now I can say this much,” Maeloch told him. “We’re bound for Hivernia … Ériu. The errand’s about your enemy Niall and nay friendly to him. Our craft be just a fishing smack, damaged. We’ve nay yet got her rightly seaworthy, though we can sail in fair weather. This be a tricky season. We’d house at home were the business not pressing. An escort ’ud be a relief. We can pay well and … get ye past Ys without trouble.”


Fogartach explained to Gunnung. “Haa!” the Dane bellowed in Latin. “You pay, you got us.”


“It may be best that the men of Ériu guide you,” Eochaid said.


“Yours and his together?” Maeloch suggested. “Well, settle that ’twixt yourselves. First ye’ll want to see what we can offer ye.” He paused. “Wisest might be that none but ye twain have that sight. Too often gold’s drawn men to treachery.”


Eochaid took a certain umbrage at that. Gunnung, however, nodded when it was rendered for him; he must know what ruffians fared under his banner. “He be not afraid to go alone with me,” Maeloch stated in Gallic, leaving Eochaid no choice but to agree.


The Scotian did order a currach full of warriors rowed to the inlet to lie offshore—“in case we have a heavy burden to carry back,” he explained. “This eventide all our seafarers shall be my guests at a feast.”


He gave directions about preparing for that, sent word to the Dani, called for refilled wine goblets. When those had been drained to Lug, Lir, and Thor, the three captains set off.


Forest took them into itself. Beneath a rustling of breeze, noon brooded warm and still. Branches latticed the sky and wove shadows where brush crouched and boles lifted out of dimness. Sight reached farther on the ridges, but presently nothing was to be seen from them either except tree crowns and a glittery blue sweep of sea. Nobody spoke.


The trail dipped down into a glade surrounded by the wood. Folk said that one like that lay near the middle of the grove outside Ys and was where the sacred combat most often took place. Maeloch, in the lead, stopped, wheeled about, and brought his ax up slantwise. “Draw sword, Gunnung,” he said in Latin. “Here I kill you.”


The big bright-haired man hooted outraged astonishment. Eochaid sensed trouble. He poised the spear he carried. Maeloch glanced at him and said in Gallic, “This be no man of yours. He befouls my King. Ye swore I’d be safe of ye. Stand aside while I take back my honor.”


“It’s breaking the peace you are,” Eochaid declared.


Maeloch shook his head. “He and I swapped no oaths. Nor be there peace ’twixt Ys and Niall. Later I’ll tell ye more.”


Eochaid’s mouth tightened. He withdrew to the edge of the grass.


“You die now, Gunnung,” Maeloch said.


The Dane howled something. It might have meant that the other man would fall and his ghost be welcome to whimper its way back to the little slut he served. Sword hissed from the sheath.


The two stalked about, Gunnung in search of an opening, Maeloch turning in the smallest circle that would keep the confrontation. The Dane rushed. His blade blazed through air. Maeloch blocked it with his ax handle. Iron bit shallowly into seasoned wood. Maeloch twisted his weapon, forced the sword aside. Gunnung freed it. Before he could strike again, the heavy head clattered against it. He nearly lost his hold.


Maeloch pressed in, hewing right and left. His hands moved up and down the helve, well apart as he drew it back, closing together near the end as he swung. The sword sought to use its greater speed to get between those blows. A couple of times it drew blood, but only from scratches. Whenever it clashed on the ax, weight cast it aside. The next strike was weaker, slower.


Gunnung retreated. Maeloch advanced. The Dane got his back against a wall of brush. He saw another blow preparing and made ready to ward it off. As the ax began to move, Maeloch shifted grip. Suddenly he was smiting not from the right but the left. The edge smacked into a shoulder. Gunnung lurched. His blood welled forth around two ends of broken bone. The sword dropped from his hand. Maeloch gauged distances, swung once more, and split the skull of Gunnung.


A while he stood above the heap and the red puddle spreading around it. He breathed hard and wiped sweat off his face. Eochaid approached. Maeloch looked up and said, “Ye had right. His luck had run out.”


“This is an evil thing, I think,” Eochaid replied. “And unwise. Suppose he had slain you. What then of your task?”


“I have a trusty mate, and ye promised my crew should go free.” Maeloch spat on the body. “This thing misused the name of Dahut, daughter of Queen Dahilis—or misused her, which is worse yet. The Gods wanted him scrubbed off the earth.”


“That may be. But I must deal with his gang.”


“Yours outnumbers them. And ’twasn’t ye what killed him. Come with us to Ériu like ye said ye might.”


“What is your errand there, Maeloch?”


“What be your grudge against King Niall?”


“This.” As Eochaid spoke, it became like the hissing of an adder or a fire. “He entered my land, the Fifth of the Lagini, laid it waste, took from us the Bóruma tribute that is ruinous, made a hostage of me. And I was not kept in honor; he penned me like beast, year upon year. At last I escaped—with the help of a man from Ys—and took my revenge on that follower of his whose satire had so disfigured me that never can I be a king after my father. That man’s father cursed my whole country, laid famine on it for a year. Oh, the women and children who starved to death because of worthless Tigernach! But he was a poet, for which I am forever an exile. Do you wonder why I am the enemy of Niall?”


Maeloch whistled. “Nay. And I think he brews harm for us too.”


“How?” Eochaid laid a hand over Maeloch’s. “Speak without fear. I have not forgotten that man from Ys.”


Maeloch stared down at the corpse. He gnawed his lip. “It goes hard to tell. But Dahut—she guests a stranger who admits he’s from Niall’s kingdom. They go everywhere about together. The Queens be … horrified … but she mocks them, and meanwhile the king be away. Has yon outlander bewitched her? His name is likewise Niall. I’m bound for Ériu to try and find out more.”
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