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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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Byzantium panted for breath in the late summer heat. The deep green of the trees in the gardens wilted and sagged in the heat. The Golden Horn held a molten shimmer; sails bellied out, then collapsed. Even the statues, bull and lion, which gave the Bucoleon Palace its name, seemed to gasp: touching them burnt the careless hand.

A haze, more oppressive than the veil that clung to Anna's face, hung over New Rome. As much as the heat, apprehension and delight at her own bravery made her breath come faster.

She half expected the bull and lion guarding the palace to roar out that the Caesarissa Anna, eldest daughter of Emperor Alexius Comnenus and his wife, Irene, was stealing out of her home. When the creatures actually allowed her silent passage, she closed her eyes in relief and brief escape from the glare.

“You scuttle like a thief!” she hissed to make her maid hurry. She could threaten and swear the woman into obedience, even into silence, but not into composure. Obedience would do.

They turned away from the broad Mese that split and enriched the City into a side street. As the barrier of old houses blocked them from the Mese, the clamor of bargaining, theological quarrels, and political gossip that was Byzantium at work subsided.

Argument was as much a passion in Byzantium as racing; and, like racing or any other passion, dispute could turn deadly in the twinkling of an eye. Byzantium not only argued within itself, but about its enemies: Turks, heretics, or this latest wave of Western heretics, bandits, and tramps who had run riot in the suburbs. Anna's father, the Emperor Alexius, had taken his guard and his archers and put them down, then sent them on their way. They claimed to be pilgrims to the Holy Land; most Byzantines hoped they were on their way to hell.

The priests had compared the Franks or Celts or whatever they were calling themselves this year to a plague of locusts that swept across the Empire. Anna's own doctrine was sound; still, she preferred to put her trust in her father, his archers, and the tall, ax-bearing Varangians rather than in portents like locusts, shimmers around the sun, and eclipses of the moon. Still, the appearance of so many portents was a fact in itself. No educated person ignored facts, and Anna had received an education fit for the Empress she still dreamed of becoming.

The houses on this narrow street loomed overhead like weathered fortresses, many with jutting balconies that almost turned street into shadowed tunnel. Beneath the clinging silk of Anna's veil, her face cooled and her breath came more easily. Even though she and her maid were practically alone on this street, she did not dare to free herself from the veil's confinement. Not quite.

She could not remember how long it had been—if ever—since she had left the luxurious confinement of the Imperial palace, except for processions, which were simply walking imprisonment, studded with jewels. She would not count her move as a little girl, a child betrothed to the Imperial heir Constantine, to Maria Alania's palace so that the former Basilissa could raise her as a fit wife for her son. That was just more of the same type of life in a different women's quarters. Besides, it had come to naught, and with it, Anna's own hopes for the Purple after her father Alexius went—may the day be far off—to his undoubted and glorious salvation.

When news of her birth in the porphyry chamber had been proclaimed, how the people of Byzantium had shouted her name in the streets, she had been told as a child. And how quickly they forgot, this dark, volatile people so like her in looks and mood, who had shoved past her in the Mese, arguing, worrying, or denouncing the rabble from the West.

How long would it be before her absence was discovered? Gesturing at her maid to hurry, Anna tried to walk as swiftly as any of the men who had jostled her. She found the turn in the street just where the servant she had bribed told her a turn would be.

She scowled, her eyes filling with ready tears. She had been acclaimed not just as Caesarissa, but as Basilissa-to-be: she and Constantine. She was almost fourteen now and had reluctantly consented to another betrothal. The old longing stabbed at her even so long after Constantine's death. She had loved him as an intense, brilliant girlchild may adore an amiable, handsome boy conscious that he is older than she, but willing to smile at her and accept her adoration. Oh, he had been so charming.

The birth of Anna's brother Ioannes, that homely, interloping baby, had wrecked Anna's hopes. Constantine was no longer to be Emperor; and Anna, although still hailed as Caesarissa, realized that she would never be hailed as Empress. Constantine being Constantine, he hardly cared when they stripped the honors from him, but Anna cared for his sake—and for her own. She had cried in his mother's arms, and his mother had cried too. Then, it was back to Anna's parents for her: back to standards so rigorous that she might as well have lived in Old Rome, if it had had the blessings of Christianity.

Anna's father was the Emperor Alexius Comnenus. He could not be wrong. But he was very wrong if he thought she had forgotten that his eldest child shared his dreams of Empire.

She had been bred to rule, educated for it with the help of Michael Psellus, advisor to her grandfather, tutor to an Emperor: why would her father give her an Emperor's education if she were not to rule?

Perhaps, if she showed him how brave and devoted she was—See, Father, I went to the Jews’ market to find herbs for you!—he would finally appreciate her as more than a charming, accomplished eldest daughter and marriage pawn, and restore her birthright to her.

Heaven grant, though, that the time when she might grasp the diadem be far off. The City had weathered its plague of tramps. Now, it prepared to withstand another, this one composed of great lords, if you could call any of the Western barbarians truly noble. They would be hungry: when were the Westerners not starving for food, gold, land, anything they could snatch? How could they see the splendor of Anna's home and not covet it?

If she asked one of the aristocratic young officers of the Scholae what he thought, he would lie or try to curry favor. She did not know Nicephorus Bryennius, to whom she was betrothed, well enough to trust him yet. Perhaps, she should ask one of the Varangians, the tall Northerners with their red tunics and gleaming axes. They seemed to enjoy talking to their “little Caesarissa,” and she liked them. They preened, and then they bent over double lest they tower rudely over her, a tiny lady, overpowered by her Purple, as she looked up to them, her eyes deliberately round and admiring. They told her stories, with frequent pauses to supply words or replace ones they knew her father would hate to have her learn and, because she was Anna, probably use at the worst possible moment.

One or two told her indulgently that she would grow to be like her father and her mother. Her father was only moderately tall, though he had powerful shoulders and eyes that could take you prisoner across a room. Her mother, Irene, was the beauty. Anna knew she would never look like her, so she must be wise.

Her grandfather Andronicus had fought against the Turks. Sometimes, she had nightmares about the dreadful day when an Emperor, even one as worthless as Romanus, had been taken captive, and it was only by the grace of God that the Turks had not rushed from Manzikert across all Anatolia to the Golden Horn.

When she was younger, the dreams used to make her wake crying. Then, Maria Alania would come and hold her and sing to her those strange songs from her native land. After Maria's son Constantine died and Anna had returned to her mother's care, the Empress Irene had schooled her not to cry at those dreams, but to kneel and pray until God—and not her mother—comforted her.

To keep the crescent from polluting the dome of the Church of the Holy Wisdom, to preserve her father's life until she could take up his work, Anna would do anything. If that meant paying lip service to John as Caesar, so be it: her time would come. If that meant wedding Nicephorus Bryennius, she knew she must marry at some point. It was her parents’ wish that Anna marry—besides which a convent was hardly the ideal place from which to reach for a throne. The husband her parents had chosen for her seemed handsome enough. Calm, her mother told her. Mature. He would—what was the word?—steady her, be a steadying influence.

Anna snorted. Her veil fluttered briefly.

Her maid gestured: turn here. She did.

Anna had studied medicine along with the seven liberal arts. Her father's physician, studying her father's mood, indulged her. She knew where to find the true remedies, the Alexandrian cures. She would buy herbs and compound her own potions to lift her father's pain and her mother's burden of caring for him, even though as Basilissa she might have delegated the task to her maids. Then, her father would see, he would finally see that Anna—unlike the unspeakable, licentious women who had tried during Byzantium's long history to rule—was worthy of a crown and proclaim it, and the people of the city would shout her name once more.

As long as they acclaimed her, she would allow them to acclaim her consort too: an Empress could afford to be generous.

At the end of the street, sunlight and market noise struck her ears like hammers upon brass. The stalls of the perfume sellers in the Imperial quarter were very different from the tumult that sprawled out before her, all of it demanding attention, wariness, purchase, and watch out, something's coming through here! She smelled water and sweat, ships being unloaded and repaired, frying fish, and the lairs of exceedingly aggressive cats. Her maid coughed.

“The sooner I get what I want, the sooner we go home,” she told her maid. Pressing her veil against her mouth, Anna picked her way through the filth into the market itself.

Gradually, clean-swept stones replaced the squalor. The stinks of fish, drying wool, and a thousand unmentionable objects gave way to the cool pungency of the herbs she sought.

She followed her nose and an increasing sobriety of robes toward a building in better repair than most. Here, the language changed along with the garments. Anna shivered with excitement and more than a little fear. The Greek she heard here was more strongly accented, as if the merchants had not grown up speaking it. Some indeed spoke languages no doubt drawn from almost the length of the great silk roads. Persian? Aramaic? How strange it must be to speak as one's birth speech the very language that Christ used. She was not certain at all that it should be allowed to unbelievers.

In the manner of merchants everywhere, these men gossiped about the war to come. The lords of the West were coming—the son-in-law of the Northerner who had conquered that island ... she rather thought it was near Thule; a man with a name like an angel—Isangeles, was it?—married to a princess from near the Gates of Hercules. A prince of the Western church. And Bohemond.

The light seemed to dim as it lanced through the narrow windows whenever she heard his name. Marcus Boamundus. Bohemond, son of Robert the Wily. Fox and son of fox from a land of foxes, who had fought her father to a standstill and would not be satisfied with anything less than a throne to repay him for all the years he had been little more than a mercenary no decent strategos would hire. If, as the stories went, he had torn his best crimson cloak into tiny crosses to adorn his kinsmen's garments in token of this madness the Westerners termed a pilgrimage, being Bohemond, he expected to be repaid for the sacrifice—in Purple.

She wondered that the chain had not yet been stretched across the Horn to close it. Her father had sent out a fleet. No doubt they were waiting for its return and for the plague of human locusts that would follow. And for Bohemond, who had once come close to defeating her father in a day that would have been as dreadful as a second Manzikert.

The churches of Byzantium rang with prayer. How frightening it must be for the Jews, who refused the comfort and protection of Christ. They looked frightened, these bearded men, who clustered together, their heads bent over scraps of parchment and papyrus. Occasionally, one would beat his breast as if in repentance; another would lay hand upon his shoulder; they would nod, visibly gathering composure, then separate, to go about their work.

Anna kept her head down, her steps tiny, a veritable icon of ladyship. She entered the building into which the most sober of the merchants and bearded men who would have looked like priests if they were not probably Jews vanished. In its shelter, her head came up. It was scrupulously clean, and it smelled of herbs she could recognize, had put hand to, had seen her father's physicians use for his aching joints and shortness of breath.

The long, polished rooms held nothing the merchants did not need: a box could serve as well as a table and was scrubbed as clean. Anna followed her nose and her instinct. Her maid followed with the purse. Even through their veils, Anna could see how fearfully the woman's eyes bulged.

The merchants whispered and drew away from her. And they watched, always watched, from those dark eyes that, even more than the Byzantines', were scholars’ eyes. She had heard servants’ whispers that these people used the blood of Christian children in whatever unimaginable rites her father and his predecessors had not suppressed. She did not really believe that.

It was not as if her father had oppressed the Empire's Jews. He was a kindly master. When the Jews’ old dwellings near the bronze workers, the old Chalkoprateia, had burned, he had even helped them find new homes.

Alexius's daughter put up her chin through her veils and swallowed. In an instant more, she would summon the courage to demand that these ... these clients of her father procure what herbs she required.

The men kept staring at her.

“A girl just that age,” one of them whispered in husky Greek.

“Hundreds, all gone now. May millstones grind the bones of those evil men."

Perhaps Anna would need two instants longer.

Her maid put her hands on the purse she carried, a spectacularly stupid gesture that practically shouted “Come rob me!” and edged behind Anna.

“Caesarissa, what if they...” The maid's voice broke. Anna hissed pure fury at her. Thank God her mother had instilled in her the virtue of self-control.

The bearded men—it was impossible that they be taller than the Varangians; no one was taller than a Varangian—loomed up between Anna and the boxes and bales that had been her quarry. Three more stood in the door, blocking sunlight, sound, air ... and escape. They still watched her, but now their eyes filled with what Anna realized was terror.

She had seen men stare and back away like that as if they saw a leper, the time they brought the son of the blinded Emperor Romanus before her father and his Varangians. People backed away until the traitor stood all alone. And then the guards closed in, bringing him to the prison where the brazier and the hot irons for blinding waited.

Now Anna and her maid stood isolated. The merchants stared at her and whispered in Greek and those older tongues, poplar leaves and branches rustling against each other. Sometimes, poplars fell on people, Anna recalled.

“I'll bring him."

Footsteps—rapid but a trifle uneven—pounded out of the hall. Anna forced herself not to crane her neck. It sounded as if the man who fled the hall might have a very slight limp. She would remember that when she was rescued. If she were rescued.

Anna waited. A moment more, and the footsteps returned, this time accompanied by others.

The princess touched her veils lest she be exposed in the presence of her enemies. She should cross herself, she knew. Instead, she reached for the tiny knife she had brought along. Her maid sank to her knees.
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The newcomers strode toward Anna. One was the man with the not-quite-limp. He was no Jew. He could have been a tradesman or a minor scholar or a kind of priest. Why was he here, and why had he run out, as if fetching reinforcements?

The first of the two men he had fetched was ... no, his hair and beard were no longer fair, but silvering fast; and his massive height seemed bent by long years of fighting. Her eyes widened at the sight of a Northerner without his ax.

He must be in service to the third man, who looked so familiar that Anna found him the strangest and most frightening of all.

Anna's maid rattled off whispered urgent prayers. Her breath gusted somewhere in the neighborhood of Anna's back.

One or two of the younger men grumbled. The newcomer's eyes blazed anger. “Even after all these years? The mood you're in, I bless Theodoulos for bringing me right away. A wonder you didn't turn him away, too. This is mine to deal with."

He gestured. The older men went back to their business, their faces tense, even sorrowful. The younger men glared, then subsided, not without a few glances at the old Northerner, who had not bent an inch or thawed the winter in his eyes.

“If any of the ships bring further word—anything at all—I want to hear. Instantly."

The stranger crossed the pale-scrubbed, echoing floor. Unfortunately, it did not open up to swallow him or Anna herself. She forced herself to look up at him. Taller than her father, he lacked her father's breadth of shoulder. His beard and hair were grey. She thought he had to be a few years older than the Emperor, though he moved without the stiffness that plagued her father. Alexius's eyes sparkled with energy and wit; this man's eyes seemed more remote, as if he was used to staring into the vast distances of the caravan routes or across time into ancient texts. He was studying her now, and his eyes glinted with ... with what? For a moment, she had thought that he shared the Jewish merchants’ inexplicable sorrow, but now? Surely, he could not think this was amusing!

She was the Caesarissa Anna, Emperor Alexius's eldest daughter, in danger of her life; and she was not used to being laughed at. Anna drew herself up. Her maid's prayers grew louder.

Then, he bowed to her, the exact depth that Imperial ceremonial accorded a woman born in the Purple.

“Caesarissa,” he said, “you honor us, but your presence is an honor we may not survive."

His Greek was as fine as Anna's own, even to the accent used at court. Unlike social climbers as far back as Athens, he did not lisp, which Anna's tutors called a vulgar affectation.

Raising himself from his deep bow, he tried to peer through her veils at what she knew was her very puzzled face. He might dress like a wealthy merchant, speak with these men in their own language, and even have some power over them, but he was a Roman, not a Jew; and in the shapely boning of his face, the dignity of his carriage, Anna could trace something...

The man nodded. “They did not lie who spoke well of the Emperor's eldest child's wit—although perhaps not her prudence. Your father, may Christ save His Sacred Majesty, saved my life long before you were born. It has been years since we were close, but he was dear to me."

Anna realized she could name this stranger. There had been whispers of a Ducas who had turned on Anna's own grandfather that dreadful day at Manzikert. He had run mad, followed Romanus across Anatolia to his inglorious death, had disrupted holy services in Hagia Sophia, and almost drowned himself. Capping this madman's brief, but extraordinarily busy career, he had run off to Cappadocia to become a monk, but even they wouldn't take him. So he had married a Jew instead, heiress to a merchant prince whose riches, whisper had it, rivaled those of Solomon and Sheba combined.

“Good for Leo!” her father had exclaimed. “My mother, God rest her soul, always loved him."

Ice had sheathed the Empress Irene's beauty at Alexius's words, more so at his laughter. This Leo Ducas had even succeeded in organizing the remnants of the akritai, old veterans, youths, Armenians, and anyone else in Cappadocia who could fight against the Turks. Even though he had won, Anna's father had let him live.

Did Anna's father ever hear from this most disreputable of kinsmen? Judging from Irene's expression, she wouldn't have put it past him, and she didn't like the idea any more than she liked her husband's stubbornness on the subject of his choice of heir.

“Romanus blinded, his sons blinded, dead. The dreadful day at Manzikert cast a long, long shadow,” her father had said. “Leo was some years older than I. If he's come into wealth, it's the first luck he's had, and God love him for it."

Her mother flared her nostrils in disdain. Ordinarily, that would have been enough to make her father nod and listen: the Emperor usually let himself be swayed by his wife's counsel, just as, years ago, he had bowed to the good advice of his mother, Anna Dalassena. Except in the matter of his son the Caesar, that unsightly child, secretive in the same way that her father was. Anna never would have suspected that he could keep sympathy for a man who had turned on his own Ducas kin.

On that note, Anna had been sent from the room. Her mother's lips had pursed, and Anna knew better than to speak the renegade's name ever again.

Now, she felt her lips part on it.

“You are right, Caesarissa,” he said. “I am Leo Ducas, although I would not presume to call myself kin. I am not going to presume to scold, either, and say you shouldn't have come. It's true that you could scarcely have turned up at a worse time: still, you are here; and we must deal with facts. The question now is how can we serve you—then get you safely home?"

Had she put them all in danger simply by coming here? When Anna became Basilissa, she must care for all her people. This might not be, she realized, a particularly auspicious start.

Leo Ducas bowed again. This time, when he rose, his eyes were gentle. He even smiled at her, a smile so charming that Anna found herself constrained to smile back. She pinched her maid's shoulder: get up.

“You are frightening these people, Caesarissa,” Leo Ducas told her, still in that gentle, persuasive voice. “They know their lives answer for your well-being, never more than now, when our news has been so bad. They think I have some power to intercede, so I have promised to take you off their hands. Come: you shall walk with me into the next room, where my own wife will find you what you desire."

Leo attempted to convey her, with a skilled courtier's gestures, into the next room, where all manner of thing even more unknown and more fearsome than a Jewish merchant princess might await. She planted her feet and tried to summon her wits.

Leo smiled at her. “Come now. It really does not do to frighten the merchants, Caesarissa."

Anna was not certain that she wanted—or that she ought—to see this ... this Lilith of a woman her kinsman had wed.

Leo Ducas's eyes flashed into quick anger. “My wife, Asherah, is a great and kind lady, a woman of valor, as it is written in the Proverbs, her worth far above rubies. Even your august grandmother, who was my shield when I was a boy, thought so."

She pulled her veil away from her face. The unrestricted air against it felt like a release from prison.

“You have your father's eyes,” Leo Ducas murmured. This outrageous creature actually seemed happy about it.

She supposed she should have resented the familiarity. Instead, her lips twitched. Only imagine: the sight of Anna Dalassena meeting the Jewish woman that a young Ducas had married. Seeing that would have been better than a spectacle at the Hippodrome. Her thoughts raced toward a conclusion as skilled as that of any adult logician: just how had the Jews of the city approached her father, anyhow? Through a man with ties to them and to the Empire. No wonder her mother had been furious.

Alexius would not expect his daughter to know. So, what Leo Ducas told her was valuable information. It might be equally valuable to meet this mysterious woman, gain her goodwill, and assure her of the friendship of a Caesarissa.

Leo's eyes warmed again, with comprehension and a wry affection, as if for the daughter of a friend or a very young kinswoman he found promising.

“I learned very early when to leave these people in peace, Caesarissa. Your father needs them. As you will learn, so do you."

He ushered her past him, then held out his hand to her maid. “You will be safe,” he promised her more gravely than he had spoken to Anna herself. “Nordbriht here will guard you while my foster son Theodoulos makes sure that, when you leave, all is done with propriety."

The woman bowed to him as if he were still an intimate of the Emperor. She eyed the former guardsman with some apprehension, not unmixed with admiration. Now, the old wolf visibly unbent. Preened, even.

Did Anna imagine that her newfound kinsman winked at her?

Leo Ducas led Anna around piled boxes toward an unmarked door. He tapped on it, then pushed it open.

The room was small, haphazard, as if hasty workers had thrown up partitions, scarcely more than shelf space, between wall supports and only bothered to paint one of them, leaving the other dark. Light streamed in from a window, at which a woman stood, gazing as if her life depended on seeing what lay outside.

“Asherah."

Speak the word only leapt into Anna's mind. How young and joyous Leo Ducas's voice sounded as he spoke his wife's name.

“No word beyond what we had from the last ship, Leo,” she said as if continuing an old conversation.

Tension stiffened the woman's shoulders, even through the shimmers and folds of the fine silk she wore. As Leo strode forward, his hands outstretched to clasp them and ease the strain from them, the lady Asherah turned. Her face was as drawn as those of the merchants—the other merchants—outside. But as she looked at her husband, it glowed with welcome.

Anna sighed. No one's face lit thus at the sight of her. And she had never been so purely glad of anyone except her father, who preferred her brother. And now she was betrothed to an estimable young man who would “steady” her. For an instant, she envied the unlikely pair, renegade and outcast though they were.

“My heart”—Leo's voice warmed the tiny room—“we have an august visitor, come to seek aid for her father. Caesarissa, I beg the honor of presenting to you the lady Asherah bat Joachim. Asherah Ducaina, if you prefer. My wife."

This Asherah, who bowed to her as gracefully as if she had lived at court her entire life, was older than her mother. She might even have grown children older than Anna. Yet, she was just as beautiful in her way as the Empress Irene. The Empress was a golden lily, shimmering in mosaics. Asherah blossomed like the deep-hearted roses Anna had always admired in the palace gardens.

Her smile had the same devastating results on Anna as Leo's.

Pay attention, Anna told herself, as the sonorous terms of court courtesy—Asherah's accent was as pure as Leo's own—filled the tiny room. She could respond to such ceremony in her sleep, and often had.

All right, so now she had met what her odd cousin insisted on calling his wife. What interested her more was the older woman's worktable, heaped with samples and accounts and yellowing books, some written in scripts she had never seen before. One contained drawings of a man, a woman, of planets, even a dragon, twisting about a central axis, within a starry sphere.

Medicine or philosophy? Anna wondered. Perhaps her cousin's wife really could help her to the herbs she sought or even better.

Asherah rose from the deep reverence Leo had probably taught her to perform. The Persian silks of her garments rustled about her and shifted colors with her movements. She put out a white, gemmed hand for the veils that she had evidently tossed across a box, then laughed at the folly of such ceremony among kin.

“Caesarissa, is your father dear to you that you venture here? Yes? Then, he is a lucky man! I would have done that and more for my father, blessed be his memory. If you permit, I shall tell you all I learned that helped him in his old age."

“The Emperor is younger than I!” Leo protested.

“Younger than you? Ah, Leo, when I look at you, I still see the young officer...” Memories flitted across Asherah's face. “Now, though, it is the Caesarissa who is the young one. August lady, you must consider this place as your own."

She touched her husband's hand, pushing it playfully away, when he would have drawn her to his side.

“Leo”—again that look, with Asherah's heart glowing in her deep-set eyes—“give the Caesarissa a chair. We must talk. Oh, she is too thin, she must have honeycake, fruit, whatever else a young girl likes."

Her words tumbled one over the other. She was speaking too much, too quickly, but the sheer music of her voice beguiled a smile from the reluctant Anna. Leo seemed totally besotted. Had he really been that way for more than twenty years?

It almost made sense, even to a very young woman and a devout Christian. Afraid and heartsick and at least as mad as Anna's family said he was, in his youth, he must have taken one look at this creature and lost his heart along with what remained of his wits. Oh, it was good that Jews had their own laws, their own dwellings, and that laws binding them were strict. Otherwise, all the Romans would pursue such ladies.

“Leo, I sent Binah to the docks. Don't scold, my love; you know she can protect herself. Will you find this child some food? Caesarissa, forgive me, you may be a woman grown, but you are still too thin."

Leo's laughter was a little forced. “Caesarissa—kinswoman—you are in the best care I can provide. I beg you to excuse me as I obey."

Anna edged down onto the chair he had given her and poised there, stiff-backed. Asherah darted to her worktable and her shelves, pulling down books, opening boxes, and piling them on the already-cluttered surface. Her fingers brushed a single curling sheet, torn, stained, and covered in exotic script.

Asherah drew her fingers back as if it burned her, then, visibly, forced herself to take hold of it and turn it upside down.

From a corner, she tugged a pillow that showed signs of being cut from a rug. When she dropped it at Anna's feet and seated herself, it was so wide and high that their heads were still almost level. She reached out her hands, allowing Anna to decide if she wanted to place her own hands within them. She was struggling with that decision when Leo kicked open the door.

Asherah started, her face going still. Her husband shook his head and held out a tray.

“No word yet, my heart. Honeycakes, watered wine, whatever I could quickly find. I shall keep watch, while you advise our little Caesarissa."

He set down his burden and quickly left.

“We shall not need the men, shall we?” Again, that irresistible smile.

Anna imagined that Jews had strange rituals or that they were too stiff-necked to eat with strangers, not that Christians really wanted to. Furthermore, was this food safe? At least, one knew one could trust the palace cooks. Usually.

Murmuring swift words, Asherah snatched up a cake, broke it in two, and ate half of it. Then she held out the dish to Anna.

She ate first to reassure me, Anna realized. The woman's rings gleamed with sapphires, an ancient specific against poison. Shivering a little, she reached for the half of the cake that Asherah had left and bit into it.

Asherah tilted her head. “Do you like it? In the palace, I suppose, you have cooks that make these cakes look like scraps, no?"

“My maid?” Anna whispered through a mouthful of pastry.

“I am sure Theodoulos will see she is cared for. He grew up among monks, you know."

Poison would be bitter, wouldn't it? The cake was sweet. If these people meant her harm, surely they would have more subtle ways of working it. My father befriended these people! They will not harm me. She ate another cake, and Asherah nodded approval as if Anna were her own daughter.

Whispering another blessing, the lady poured for both of them from the Persian silver pitcher, beaded with a coolness that made Anna realize how dry her mouth was. Asherah drank, wiped the rim of the cup, and handed it to Anna.

“I can add more water if you require it, or, if you care to wait, we can have sherbet made in the true Persian style."

Anna's eyes strayed to the books and herbs.

“We know you must return home soon,” Asherah said. “But you really must eat. You will be wed soon, and you are much too thin."

Anna flushed. Nicephorus Bryennius was much older than she, a man in truth, where Anna knew herself truly to be little more than a grown girl. She reached for the goblet, finer even in a warehouse than anything the imperial children were allowed to use except on state occasions, and sipped cautiously. A noble vintage: that was to be expected. Leo Ducas had an aristocrat's training, and his marriage must have made him very rich.

“They say your promised husband is a good man,” Asherah went on. “Do you like him?"

Anna shrugged. She blinked away a disgraceful tear.

“How should I not care? You are my husband's kin. My own marriage was so sudden I had no time to fear. But you, already you lost the one man, the young Caesar Constantine, whom you had known since you were a little girl. You must remember him, yet he is gone. Now, you sit among women in the palace, and they laugh and tell such stories that you do not know where or how to look. Doubtless you feel left out, perhaps a little afraid..."

“He is well enough, I suppose,” Anna spoke quickly.

Not since she had lived with Maria Alania, who confided in her as if she were a child of her own, not a future daughter-in-law, had anyone looked at her as if her happiness, her feelings mattered. Anna approached the Basilissa for a respectful kiss almost as she would kneel before an icon—and only if she felt herself to be in a state approaching grace. This Asherah smiled at her, assuming that, as an almost-bride, she would have worries she would be ashamed to express.

“Just all right?” Asherah echoed softly. She put down a second honeycake and touched Anna's hand. “You are very young. I was older when I wed, and so was my elder daughter. I think it is better that way, but you are a good girl and do not choose, is that it?"

“I would remain unwed,” Anna whispered. “But my father needs..."

Asherah misread the doubt on Anna's face.

“A marriage of state?” Asherah sighed. “Your Nicephorus—he is a Caesar, no?—is older than you. I have heard about him: respected and liked, a scholar and soldier. His father was no friend to my people, not as your father, the Lord of Hosts bless him, is. An arranged match is not all a young girl could wish, but if the young man is fine and steady—and I think your Nicephorus is—love can grow from such matches."

She would need all the love she could get, which wasn't much; and she would need it soon. The thought struck Anna like prophecy, and she drank again to conceal her shudder.

The attempt failed. Asherah nodded.

“We are frightened too. Look,” she said, “I shall show you a book I received in the cargo of the last ship from Venezia, where many of my kinfolk live. The writer is one Master Donnolo, a philosopher and a fine physician, even though he was not born in Alexandria."

Were they truly frightened? Asherah and Leo seemed to have made their own world, coming and going as they would, bridging worlds and rules in a way unthinkable for Anna.

“Are you ... all your people ... merchants and physicians?” There! The question was out, and it did not sound too impolite.

“Not all, my dear. Some are wives and mothers, some go out along the caravans ... My people do what every other people in the world do. And”—she drew a quivering breath—“we try to live and honor God. Your father ... oh, when the Chalkoprateia burned, Leo dared to write. We had letters, messengers back and the favor of the Emperor."

Asherah's eyes filled. “We try to live,” she repeated. “Oh, how we try."

Anna took her hand. Her own eyes filled in sympathy; her mother had once said she cried as easily as a good woman should pray, and then she had had that reproof to cry about as well.

“You are afraid. Why?"

Asherah's hand trembled, then clasped hers, hard.

“The news is very bad,” Asherah whispered. “God forgive me for saying it, but I am glad my father did not live to see what I fear is coming. Only your father stands between us and growing evil. And he is ill."

The great lords from the West, Anna thought. Years ago, Bohemond had fought Alexius to a standstill in Italy. Her father was wilier now, older, and he sat on his throne surrounded by armies he had fought to rebuild, a battle almost as hard as any other he had won.

Asherah withdrew her hand, drew it across her face, and made herself smile.

“I am talking far too much,” she said. “Leo would be furious at how I afflict a kinswoman and guest with my babbling. You must come back later, when the times again smile on us, and let us show you how well we treat our guests.

“Now to business,” she said, pointing toward her worktable. “Your father's joints pain him, I have heard. After so many years on campaign, it is not surprising. But it sounds as if he has the start of the gout. He is young for that."

“But I have not begun to—"

“Tell me about your father? Now, you fear that we spy on him? Caesarissa, he and my husband are still kin; when you are older you will know that sometimes agemates compare illnesses. We have made sure the Emperor has the best possible care. I myself help mix the medications that his physicians use. But”—the lady eyed Anna shrewdly—“it is still no wonder that you fear and you wish to do more. It is frightening to see a man lose his breath. Now, as your father's physicians have told you, no doubt, we do not yet know how to cure your father's ailment, but much can be done to alleviate his pain. I used these herbs, steeped in hot, hot water—you have seen such decoctions?—when my father's bones ached. You shall have them, and this salve, and..."

Asherah pulled free, rose, went to her table, and wrote something in the script Anna had seen in the books strewn about. “You shall give this to your father's physician, who knows me, and he will explain anything you want to know."

Anna too rose and leaned over the worktable with its tempting array of books. She pointed at the one from Italy Asherah had said was a medical book, despite its picture of a dragon.

Asherah smiled. “I wish you read Hebrew,” she said. “It is the study of a lifetime to learn it well, although Leo ... he has learned everything so well. It is more than a language. It is a means of knowing. This book, Sefer, in our language, begins at the beginning, with how the world was formed."

“In the beginning...” Reassured by the familiarity of a religious dispute, Anna reached for another honeycake. She had not realized how hungry she was.

“I do not question it,” Asherah disappointed her by saying. “Still, this theory may perhaps be new to you. You know how the universe is formed, how the celestial sphere circles around a fixed axis."

“But this is a dragon,” Anna interrupted. “And dragons are evil."

“Not always,” said Asherah. “In the Land of Gold—Ch'in, where silk first came from—dragons are a symbol of empire. Only the Emperor may wear certain types of dragons embroidered on their clothing.” She reached over and picked up a pale green stone, intricately and curiously carved in the form of a strange creature, wings outstretched, claws gripping at the air.

“Here is just such a dragon,” she stated. “But in this book, Master Donnolo teaches us about the ‘tli.’”

Asherah placed the Ch'in dragon upon the drawing in the outspread book. “His theory is thus: When God created the firmament, He created it in the form of a great dragon, a great twisted serpent, and set it in the fourth heaven, the abode of the sun. He stretched it like a bar, from end to end, twisting it halfway about its length, joining the constellations and the planets and the luminaries to it. It moves and carries the luminaries..."

Anna glanced up rapidly. She had read of the heavens when she studied Ptolemy, and yet, what was this talk of dragons? “We cannot see this tli?"

Asherah shook her head. “It is fire and water. We can know the tli only through the learning handed down in ancient books—its power, its rule, how it was created, its good and its evil. Some say that there are two, dwelling within the fixed sphere."

Her eyes half closed, gazing into unimaginable vistas Anna tried to share. “The sphere turns the constellations, moved by the power of the tli; and all moves in accordance with the sphere. That is why it is written that the whole world depends upon the sphere—and the heart. For just as the world with all that is in it is ruled by the tli and the sphere, so is man ruled by the heart, for the heart rules the body."

Oh my, Anna thought. She set down the remains of a honeycake, lest it stain this precious, dubious treasure of a book.

“I would like to read this for myself,” she said.

“Theodoulos and I shall translate it ourselves for you,” Asherah declared. “A wedding gift to you, little scholar. And in earnest of it, this!"

She handed her the dragon. Its cool stone clung to Anna's hand.

“Since it is of Ch'in, it is not a tli at all, really; but it will serve as a symbol, just as our weak words do, of my promise."

Deep eyes met Anna's, fathoming her hunger for the knowledge and serenity Asherah possessed.

“Could I...” She had been taught to speak without her voice cracking like her brother's would, in a few years. “Could I come speak with you again?"

In knowledge was power—and perhaps advantage for an ambitious Caesarissa. Her freedoms would be greater once she was wed.

Her father cast his nets wide, she knew. She wanted so to think that these people—her newfound cousin who did nor look nearly so insane now and this strange, cultivated lady—were part of them. They were wise, secretive, and they liked her. Perhaps they could help her to her heart's desire.

Clamor erupted in the street outside the warehouse, shouts that turned swiftly to wailing.

“Our Father, our King, protect us!” Asherah cried.

She leapt up. With movements so swift she must have planned them long ago, she slammed shutters over the window, dashed the contents of her table into a box on the floor, and turned—putting herself between Anna and the door.

“God have mercy,” Anna prayed. “Christ have mercy.” She reached for her knife.

Footsteps thundered outside, underlying rhythmic shouts.

Asherah quivered, listening. Snatching up a sword in a dusty sheath, she drew it with her left hand. Damascus steel.

“Stay behind me, whatever happens,” she commanded. “For your soul's sake, do not speak!” She drew deep, rhythmic breaths, and her eyes grew distant. Her right hand moved as if drawing patterns in the air.

The doors of the warehouse burst open. A woman's voice rose above the outcry of the men, her quicker steps racing toward them.

Anna forced herself not to sink to her knees. Not when Asherah prepared to defend her to the death against God only knew what peril. Still, what approached might be a peril that only struck down Jews. In that case, it would be Anna who would save Asherah, and she must stay alert. She drew herself up. The Purple, she had been taught, made the best winding sheet.

Footsteps thundered outside. Had the Westerners already arrived—invaded? How could her father have failed, and failed so soon?

Her hand tightened on the tiny dragon, which bit into her palm. For good or for ill, she thought. God have mercy. Christ have mercy. Maybe she could throw the dragon at her attackers. When they collapsed laughing, perhaps she and this lady, who clearly intended to protect Anna with her life, could flee. That was stupid strategy. She had been stupid to come here.

Anna's head spun. She commanded herself not to faint, but the room was spinning like the tli in the heavens. Her breath came fast and shallow. Her eyes must be as clouded as her wits; she would have sworn she saw light dance on Asherah's right hand, rebounding in the mean little room to fill it with a sphere.

The door of the tiny office slammed open.
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Asherah leapt back, raising her sword and hand. The sapphires of her rings glittered. Light seemed to pour from the gems, collect about her hand, form into a ball.

Anna tightened her hand on her own weapon. Into thy hands...

“No!” cried the woman who rushed in. She flung up her own hand, which clutched crumpled documents.

The light seemed to subside, collapse into itself, and vanish. As it faded, Asherah sagged.

“Binah, oh thank God. Where are the others?"

“They're safe for now. They've taken the messengers to the empty warehouse where everyone can hear them. I took the letters and came on."

The newcomer Binah caught Asherah in a sustaining grasp. The older woman permitted it. She even let her head rest briefly on the newcomer's shoulder. Then, she stepped free and sheathed her sword.

“Caesarissa, this is my foster daughter, Binah,” Lady Asherah said. Her voice still shook, and her eyes were dark with remembered terror.

Binah looked past her foster mother toward Anna. Oh, she was tall. She was much taller than Asherah, taller than Anna's grandmother, who was the tallest woman Anna had ever met. And she was beautiful.

Terrible as an army with banners. For the first time in Anna's life, she thought she understood what those words meant: this woman, perhaps ten years at the most older than Anna herself, lovely, but stately as a fortress. Golden butterflies fastened her veils and adorned the heavy silk of her clothing—a purple so deep that it was almost black, so rich that, strictly speaking, no one but one born to it should wear it.

Anguish had turned her face with its strongly marked, symmetrical features pale and drawn, but the violet eyes that took Anna in could have inspired armies. A Jewish Helen, Anna thought. A wonder.

Visibly, Binah forced control upon herself. She inclined her head and poised for the deeper, ceremonial bow of ritual.

“Caesarissa, you might wish to sheathe your knife,” she said. “I entreat you."

She turned back to face Asherah, whose gaze fell to the documents she held.

“You should have let me read them first!” Asherah cried.

“I had hoped to spare you,” Binah protested. “Besides, you were busy.” She gestured at Anna.

Asherah shook her head from side to side as if the younger woman brought word of some disaster. “You cannot protect me. You do not want me hurt, but I am still your mother,” she said. “I have heard what you have. And I have made the same observations. It is dragon's breath, the tli twisting in its evil aspect to burn us. What did we ever do?"

“What you have always done,” Binah replied. “As we both know."

Binah shook her head. “You know too what we must do now. We must all endure.” Those extraordinary eyes closed. Her hand moved in the same sort of gesture Asherah had used.

Why, those were warding gestures, such as some magus of the Chaldees would make. And Asherah's talk of the tli and stars and cycles, her own gestures, and the eerie light that had glimmered in her hand so that Anna distrusted her own vision...

“You're astrologers,” she blurted. One of her teachers studied the motions of the stars and their effects on human life. When she was older, steadier, she too might learn—though it was a grey area for one not warded by Faith. But these were Jews, not Christians; they lacked her protections.

“No, you're more. You're sorcerers.” She had not meant it to sound like an accusation. The words cut the air with the deadly elegance of Damascus steel cutting silk.

“And how would a princess of Byzantium recognize a sorcerer?” asked Binah. Her voice almost hissed, and Asherah stiffened.

You shall not suffer a witch to live. She could charge these two with sorcery, she supposed, but would her own fortunes withstand the scandal? She could not become Empress with the taint of heresy, of witchcraft on her. Nicephorus Bryennius would not be permitted to marry her, which might be to the good. But it would break her father's heart.

“Binah, she's a child, she's Leo's kin. Daughter, she could be the one to rule this land...” Why was Asherah so frightened?

“You think so?” Binah eyed Anna.

Anna forced herself to stand as straight as her father's guardsmen. I am porphyrogenita. I am not afraid.

“I don't agree,” said Binah. “I see a rash, rebellious child who might use what power she has to ruin people for a whim."

“Look closer...” said Asherah. “Beneath the clouds you sense."

Binah smiled. Her expression reminded Anna of some of the very oldest pagan statues she had seen, the lips carved in formal mirth that did not touch the dark, hooded eyes. It lacked the charm of Asherah's or even Leo's smiles. Anna had seen smiles at court that might as well be blows. Those smiles did not frighten her. Binah's smile did ... almost.

She caught Anna's eyes and held them. The violet of her gaze seemed to deepen, engulfing Anna's consciousness as if she entered the dark places of the earth, where, as it was written in Job, gold and jewels were to be found.

Anna felt herself swaying toward Binah where she stood like a jeweled statue herself, toward those great deep eyes, deeper into the darkness, into the caves, the ancient silences where creatures of unimaginable power moved through history ... dark-haired men and women wearing triple crowns; a golden-haired man from the West, his blue eyes fixed on vacancy; Leo himself, surrounded by frightened men; Asherah grasping a black knife, moving forward to stand before a laboring...

...what was that creature she attended? Was it an immense stone, or truly a woman? And was the child Asherah carried from that place a human infant or a creature from the caves beneath the earth?

Oh God, Anna would never escape this place alive.

I will not let these people be hurt. The voice seemed to echo in her head.

These people? Was this Binah not a Jew like her mother?

You will threaten no one ... harm no one...

Witches ... sorcerers ... they were damned. If she were caught consorting with them ... Dear God, she didn't want to be sewn up in a sack and thrown into the Bosphorus. Not even her parents could spare her. Or would.

You will forget ... forget...

“Binah."

Asherah's voice made Anna start. Binah turned to look at her. Her eyes cooled.

“You have become much stronger,” she told Asherah.

“Will I not need all my strength?"

“I congratulate you, but I advise caution."

“The stranger at our gates.” Asherah's voice was firm. “Remember that. She is this Emperor's eldest child. And your father's kin. Just look at her."

“It is too early to know,” said Binah. “She is young, angry, ambitious. It is a deadly lust, power."

“I told you, daughter, you dare not protect us!"

“What I can do, I will. See, she has already forgotten."

“Will it stay so?” Asherah's voice was a whisper.

Binah merely shrugged.

Anna shook herself. What were they talking about? Her attention had drifted, like that of an unschooled child. Everyone always said she was too young to understand. But she was a woman, soon to be wed; she knew enough of medicine to impress the lady Asherah, they said; and if lady Asherah treated her with respect, surely, then, her foster daughter, however beautiful, should too.

Binah bowed again.

“Caesarissa, I beg your pardon, but messengers have come to speak to the men. We have more news from the West, from Solomon ben Simson. He is family in the North—” she corrected herself, then shook her head. Her dark hair glistened in the light, the jeweled butterflies gleaming upon them seeming to move their fragile wings to hold the lavish coils in place.

Anna had the sense of having forgotten something—but not her manners. If bad news had come, clearly, it was time for her to take her leave.

“If the news is bad,” Anna heard herself saying in her mother's most decorous tone of voice, “you will want to receive it in privacy. In any case, I should leave before I am missed.” She let herself look about for her wandering kinsman, who had promised that she would be brought safely home. “My thanks for your hospitality and for the herbs."

More commotion. Binah turned and looked into the warehouse. “They're coming."

Asherah nodded. She turned back toward Anna, who held out her hands. A jade dragon, carved in the manner of the Ch'in, rested in her left hand. Anna blinked. Had she taken it without permission?

“You admired it, remember?” Asherah asked. “Before Binah interrupted?"

“Oh. Yes.” Like a much younger, more docile girl, Anna made as if to return it. How curious it was, and how precious. Why could she not remember?

“No, no, keep it. If ever you need me, send it, and I will know."

Surely it would be the other way around? As a princess, surely, her patronage might be worth something to these embattled, frightened people.

“If I can help you...” she ventured.

“I could be your go-between,” Binah offered.

Anna smiled at her. Imagine Binah dressed in the style of the court. She was so beautiful! How people would stare! She herself would love to see it.

Binah swept up the herbs and salves that her foster mother had assembled. “I will carry these for you to the litter myself."

“Caesarissa.” Asherah unclasped a bracelet from her wrist. “I am sure you will have finer gifts when you wed. Still, I would be honored if you accepted this. The sapphires come all the way from the Land of Lions, as they call it."

“I will value it because my new cousin's wife gave it to me."

Asherah's face went grave. “I pray that you always remain this innocent."

But that was silly; Anna would be a married woman, not innocent at all.

Asherah put her hands out and took Anna's face between them. “Will you accept the same blessing I gave my daughter as she stood beneath her marriage canopy?"

Anna knew better. Nevertheless, she bowed her head and let Asherah whisper and kiss her on the brow.

“Go now with God. My husband will escort you home."

“Better let Theodoulos do that,” Binah suggested. The women's eyes met, locked.

Asherah reached forward and snatched the letters her foster daughter still held. She flinched even as she touched them. “After all these years among us, the old fears reach out to harm him. Arrange it as you wish."

Before Anna knew it, Binah had ushered her out of the tiny office and into the warehouse. At its door, she could hear the familiar accented rumbling of a Northerner speaking to Leo Ducas.

“Kirjalax's girl? Kyrios Alexios, I should say. Of course I shall guard her. The old wolf has a tooth or two in his head, and sharper fangs in his sword and ax."

Binah laughed, mirth that Anna was sure did not reach her heart. “Your father is well regarded even by old soldiers, Caesarissa."

“How does your father come to be served by a Varangian?” Anna asked Binah, just to have something to say.

“Nordbriht?” asked Binah. “He says he took back his word, his Emperor being dead after Manzikert. And then he met my father as he journeyed to Cappadocia. He was selling his sword to merchants, and my father wanted to be a monk. They fought Turks together and have never parted."

Romanus, defeated, taken captive, blinded, and dead after great pain, cast an even longer shadow than Anna had believed. Did her father know his cousin held a Varangian's oath?

A litter rested on the ground, old, but still of good quality. Its curtains parted, and Anna's maid peered out, uttering her thanks to several saints at the sight of her nursling.

“Theodoulos had my mother's litter fetched,” Leo told Binah. That was right: even the poorest branches of the Ducas family would have a house in the upper city. His mother would have traveled in a litter as befitted her rank.

What did Asherah and Binah travel in? Anna wondered. Perhaps they rode on camels. Or horses, like the viragos of the West. Bohemond's mother, now: the story was that she donned armor and fought like a man.

“The house is in good repair,” Theodoulos said. “I hadn't been there since the fires.” He looked down at his hands.

“You worked as hard as any of us, son,” Leo said, with a glare at the stubborn merchants. “This too shall pass."

Anna had heard Theodoulos named correctly. Greek, obviously Christian, he must have found it hard to grow up amid strangers. He could have been reared and educated within sight of Hagia Sophia, whereas Binah, his foster sister who was probably at least ten years younger than he, was as exotic as Asherah.

“Theodoulos,” Binah murmured, “was raised by the monks of Peristrema. When they were killed in a raid by Turks, my father took him in out of Christian charity.” Her voice took on a tinge of irony. “Well, it happened before I was born."

Anna regarded her in a way that had often proved effective in charming information from her elders. Was Leo still Christian? Anna promised herself that one day she would unravel this whole mysterious skein.

Binah shook her head with a look Anna knew meant You have inquired too much already.

“So, do we take the princess home, daughter?” Leo asked Binah.

“My brother does, and Nordbriht,” Binah replied. “I think you should stay, now that the news has come from the North."

“You read the letters first?” Like his wife, Leo glared at the young woman. Binah stood unmoved as marble. Would Anna ever be able to withstand her parents thus?

“You will be needed,” Binah said.

As if her words were prophecy, a wail of anguish resounded in the warehouse. The color drained from Leo's face.

“Go to her."

Binah laid a hand upon her foster father's arm, giving it a faint, but unmistakable push. Leo smiled distractedly at Anna, then strode off. Six steps later, he broke into a run.

“Here,” she offered, “let me help you into the litter, Caesarissa.” Her bow at parting could not have been improved. She let the curtains enclose Anna and her pallid maid, then gestured for the bearers to pick up the litter and carry her away.

“I should go back to assist the lady Asherah,” Anna began. She drew breath to call to her bearers.

Theodoulos, walking beside the litter, bent over. “Don't you understand, Caesarissa? The news is bad. They do not want Christians to see them weep."

Anna twined her new bracelet about her wrist. Its catch was cunningly worked in the shape of a dragon.

A moment more, and the clamor of the markets of Byzantium swelled to drown the lamentations in the warehouse. Mingling with the brine, the sweat, the frying oil, and the perfumes of the city came the stink of fear from the West.
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Leo raced into his wife's cluttered office. She had kicked off her shoes and crouched down on the floor, clutching the letters she had snatched from Binah to her breast. Asherah's voice keened upward, then broke.

“Ah, Lord God! Wilt thou destroy all the residue of Israel?” Her voice rose and fell in the desert-borne progressions of Ezekiel. Leo had always loved the Hebrew chant, but it made him shudder now. Asherah dropped the letters beside her on the floor and wrung her hands.

Leo stared at those fragile-seeming, competent hands. The first time he had seen her, one of those hands had rested, trembling, on his arm as she stood, compelled to watch an Emperor's eyes burnt out. Another time, gestures from those hands had summoned powers that had saved Leo's life from assassins sent by his own people. Those hands had clasped him close, restoring him to the world. They had midwifed an ancient goddess, raised children, and calculated accounts and horoscopes and the fortunes of her family. Those capable, white hands.

Before Leo could stop her, Asherah tore at her garments. The silk parted with a shriek of fabric, and her white skin gleamed. He hurled himself to his knees beside her, gathering her close against his shoulder, pulling the torn cloth back over her breasts.

He shook with the force of Asherah's sobs. She had not cried so before he went off to war, the dreadful day she had miscarried, or even when her father died.

Leo shifted her into one arm and reached with the other for the letters she had dropped. He hated them already, and he knew he would hate them worse once he had read them.

Now Binah knelt beside them. “Comfort, Mother,” she whispered.

Now, was she speaking to Asherah or invoking her own birth beneath the earth in Cappadocia as it trembled with the incomprehensible labor pangs of a creature who had been worshipped long before the coming of the Christians?

“I'll take care of her, little one,” Leo told her. Absurd to call this creature, who looked like something out of Homer, “little one,” but something in her still responded with the child's trust with which she had once clung to him.

Leo had guarded her birth and her first steps. He would die for her, but it was hard to be father to the likes of Binah; and as she grew to womanhood and powers beyond those of a woman and a scholar came upon her, it had become that much harder.

“You go out, keep people away. I'll bring her home as soon as..."

As soon as I judge it right to let anyone else see my wife. His Asherah was a poised, private woman: her grief should not be exposed before strangers.

“No one will stop me,” Binah said, and smiled in the way that always reminded Leo of her mother beneath the earth. He had never seen Binah in a fury, her powers arrayed. He did not want to think of the goddess-child as anything but his own little girl.

“Emich!” Asherah cried. Leo had seen that name on copies of notes and bills of sale sent from the Rhinelands. “Volkmar ... Gottschalk. Cursed be their names. Let their bones be ground up on millstones of iron!"

Leo shuddered. He had never heard Asherah curse anyone before.

The news from Mainz and Worms and Speyer, already bad, had turned catastrophic. Some of Asherah's distant kin and trading partners (which were the same thing, practically) in Mainz and Cologne had tried to pay for safety—which never worked. Matters must have gone tragically awry, as it did when warriors from the West mixed in matters of money and faith.

And I alone escaped to tell you. Leo remembered how messengers had found his Emperor, telling him how he had lost crown, fortune, armies, hope, and his life. It had been quicker for the Jews who died when gates were forced, when synagogues were burnt. Some had abjured their faith, and must be counted worse than dead.

What would become of a man and his adopted son, who had joined his lives to these endangered lives? Leo put that thought aside. He spread out the letters. The now-familiar Hebrew script blurred, then steadied under his eyes.

“Don't read them, Leo,” Asherah cried. She tried to snatch them back, but he took unfair advantage of his longer reach to hold them away from her. At this distance, the letters became easier to read. Immediately, he wished they hadn't.

“Kyrie eleison, Christe eleison,” he gasped. Tactless, Leo, tactless, he chided himself, but how else could he pray?

“They said in Worms we drowned a Christian and used the water to pollute the city wells. Emich, may his name be blotted out, led a mob upon the quarter and killed them all. The bishop intervened and took in those of us who survived, but they forced it ... they forced the sanctuary and killed five hundred!

“In Speyer, one woman slew herself rather than be violated,” Asherah wept.

My God, what if someone touched Asherah?

Leo shook her gently. “Asherah, Asherah, we heard all this. What else happened?"

Asherah went on as if his words, his presence, could not touch her. “Mothers killed their children. Girls threw gold out of the windows to distract the mob while the babies died. Oh curse them, curse them, curse these ... these Christians."

Leo flinched at the hate in Asherah's voice. He had heard that depth of rage only once before, when Binah's mother turned against the men who violated her birthing chamber in the earth.

He caught her hands before she could reach up and scratch her face.

“In May. In Mainz,” Asherah gasped. “It happened in Mainz. We knew Emich of Leisingen had attacked. Two hundred marks each in silver to the archbishop and the city's lord, they sent ... you oversaw our part of the transfer of funds. Seven gold pounds to Emich, and he pledged he'd spare the community. The next day, Emich attacked the palace, and the archbishop fled with all his staff. All those Jews were slain."

Leo shut his eyes. He felt himself rocking in grief too.

“You can take pride in the city lord, Leo. He held firm, but Emich burnt his palace and everyone had to flee. Several Jews renounced their faith; the rest died. Two more days..."

“I know, Asherah, I know..."

“One man burnt down the synagogue to spare it from desecration, then killed himself and his family. Rabbi Kalonymos ben Isaac, you remember him? He read Theodoulos's letters, sent them to Rashi—that's Solomon ben Isaac, in France, who wrote back saying Theo could grow up and be a scholar, a veritable gaon among Christians? Rabbi Kalonymos and fifty friends fled to Rudesheim and begged shelter from the archbishop at his country place."

“Why, so then he's safe, isn't he?” Leo asked. At least one brand had been spared from the burning.

Asherah shook her head. “No ... Rab Kalonymos and his people were so distraught that the archbishop saw his chance and tried to convert them all."

“Oh God, no,” Leo whispered. He had liked Kalonymos, who had sent books to his father-in-law and written them when Joachim died.

“The rabbi ... his mind just snapped. He seized a knife and threw himself at his host. The archbishop lived, but they killed all the Jews there, just when they were safe. All dead,” she keened, “all dead."

“Asherah!” he whispered. He put his arms out to embrace her, then let them fall. How alien he felt in his good robes, the Christian garments he had put on to escort the little Caesarissa back to her palace. At least, she was safe for now.

His wife's eyes were glazed from the passion of her grief. Leo pressed the letters and his hand against his chest as if that could ease the pain that transfixed him.

These Christians, she had said. As if the very name were obscenity.

Twenty-five years bridging the gulf between worlds, he thought. Half a lifetime if you looked at it that way, and less than the blink of an eye if your history was as long as that of the Jews among whom he had made his life. Asherah had loved him faithfully, and he had thought he was as dear to them as he had been to Asherah's father.

Once, when he and Joachim had feared Asherah was dead in the collapse of the underground city that had proved a refuge against the Turks, Leo had offered actually to convert and Joachim forbade. It was not simply the matter of canon law, which was even stricter than Joachim. You loved what you loved; you believed what you believed; and truly, it did not matter.

Only now it mattered, he feared. Men Leo could not remotely imagine as brothers had turned his faith into a curse to his wife. So had all his life been a fraud, then? Perhaps, except for one thing: Asherah still clung to him. He looked down at the letters. Was this rage of language, these heart-deep curses truly what they thought of Christians, or was this the helpless fury of people driven temporarily insane?

A hand came up and touched his where it held the letters. It was a wonder his fingers did not blister. Why did the sky not darken before helpless people—mothers, old men, scholars—had reason to write such things?

“Leo,” Asherah gasped, “Leo, don't read them. My people are in mortal anguish. They say terrible things.” She sobbed once again. “These murders have taught my people—taught me—to hate."

“God have mercy on these poor lives,” Leo whispered.

“They don't mean what they say. They don't know what they say. They can't judge all of your people by these."

Forgive them, Father?

He bent and touched his lips to her hair, yet kept turning over the pages, reckoning up his wife's dead, who had become his. The mother, found lying with her children in her arms. The people who had hurled themselves off a bridge. The others, burnt within their synagogue. The rabbi who attacked a bishop. Then, another name leapt out. Menachem.

Rest his soul. He remembered how, in Cotyaeum, after the Emperor Romanus had been defeated, Andronicus Ducas, the grandfather of the little princess he had learned today to cherish, had ordered Menachem to blind his Emperor. Menachem had wept, had complied, and had botched the job—and his own forgiveness. Troubled of soul, he had spent years in Jerusalem, had accounted himself healed, and taken up his duties—only to meet this!

“This last letter, Leo.” Asherah reached out to touch the most battered of the letters. “You remember Menachem?” Asherah echoed his thoughts in the uncanny way she always had. “That good old man. He was never well after that ... In any case, he'd gone to Trier, God only knew why; but now we know too. To die.

“He saw the knights coming, he cried out ‘Never again,’ and then he said the Sh'ma and just stood there till they hurled him in the Moselle. Kiddush ha-Shem, they call it. Glorification of the Name. I don't understand, I just don't. Saul killed himself and they called it a sin, so how can it be right now?"

“He's at peace now, Asherah,” Leo said. “No more nightmares. No more doubts. And—” He sought through the stained sheets, which seemed to cling to his fingers, for any comfort he could offer. “These scum have turned back,” he said. “Volkmar disappeared. Emich fled. And Gottschalk was taken. Cast down by the judgment of God. Now, only the Franks come on."

“They are bad enough,” Asherah wept.

“The messengers told me that this Henry who calls himself Emperor in the West has said that anyone who kills a Jew will have his head struck off."

“How much did we pay him?” Asherah demanded. “O sun and moon! Why did you not hide your light? Why did the sky not darken?"

Leo set the letters down and gathered his wife into his lap. So small she was, so beloved, and so valiant, as she had always been. Her torn garments fell away again from her breast. Selfless with his pity and his love, he covered her again and stroked her hair.

Asherah huddled in on herself, rejecting him; but he could wait. Life burnt so strongly within her that she would reach out to him again, she would have to. But if she did not grieve, it would consume her. Outside her office, merchants were weeping in the warehouse as the messengers told their stories. The torrent of grief flowed through the winding streets and into the shuttered houses that were guaranteed them—but for how long?—by the will of the Emperor. Mourning seemed to float across the waters toward the forces that massed upon Byzantium from the West.

When Asherah's sobs finally subsided to faint shudders, he raised her chin in two fingers.

“What are we going to do?” she whispered.

“This Emperor is our friend. My friend, once. He granted us Pera, didn't he?"

“We paid,” Asherah grumbled. “Oh, God of Hosts, how we have paid. Besides, you might say that because he is your kin, like the child who just left."

“You seemed to like her.” Leo let himself chuckle at the stiff, precocious girl.

“She is charming, Leo. Just as she was schooled to be. But something hangs over her—that evil man Psellus who hurt you long ago. The likes of him would take her as a student; she is strong and might not bend, but she would twist for power, I know it. She called Binah and me sorcerers."

“And Binah did not strike?"

“I can still control Binah. But she laid a forgetting on her. Please God the Caesarissa never remembers."

“Binah was merciful."

Asherah shook her head against Leo's chest. He dared to stroke a lock of hair back from her brow. When she did not flinch, he raised it to his lips.

Leo had felt the lure of Empire in his blood and refused it. Asherah, for all her strength, had refused even to consider it. Their own daughters had run on a far longer tether than even she had had, but none had ever played for Empire. Except, of course, Binah; and there was no telling, ever, what stakes she played for. Her mother had been a goddess beneath the earth, and the legacy burnt strong in her as it did not, thank God, in Theodoulos.

Our children are safe, out along the caravan routes in the East, Leo thought in silent thanksgiving. The girls are wed, their marriages and their wits enriching our house. Our son—if his studies progress, please God, one day he will be a physician as learned as any in Alexandria.

What of the elder two, however, their foster children? Binah remained near Asherah, her right hand and probably several fingers on her left, struggling with her powers and her at-times-dubious humanity.

Theodoulos? Leo had inherited him from the monks too late: scholar he might be, to a degree that scholars like Kalonymos, now slain, prized his letters, calling him a Christian gaon; but he had never quite adapted. Or been wholly accepted.

“I could move to the house,” Leo said. Meaning his parents’ house, which had come to him upon their deaths. “I can take Theo with me. Binah, for all her witchiness, works very well with you and the others, but Theo came to us too old. Too old to learn a trade, too old to learn the power that Binah wields as easily as breath. I'd send him back home to Cappadocia, but with the Emir there, it could be risky. Arslan—"

“Your namesake,” Asherah murmured.

“—and young Kemal have taken over from their father, and there is no way that Theo understands horses or land the way they do."

“He's not much of a merchant,” Asherah sighed.

“The others do not trust him. These days, they scarcely trust me. At least our other children grew up in your faith and bear no taint of me."

Asherah's head moved back and forth—no—against his chest. She had visited the old house so close to the palace twice. Once, when she had met Leo's parents, which had to be a meeting unrivaled for wariness since the beginning of the world, and again, after the fire, when Leo had opened it to families burnt out of their homes. Compared with the almost Persian splendors that had surrounded Asherah since her birth, the Ducas house was austere, even poor, though Leo remembered his narrow boyhood room as a haven of peace.
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