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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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Although this novel is fantasy, its surroundings are real. The places and peoples of history shaped the setting in which it occurs. To cite only one example: Ys would lack many important cultural traits without the Phoenician mercantile expansion that built Carthage and Cartagena. These maps would be much emptier if they omitted matters not mentioned in the story.
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1


Day came to birth above eastern hills and streamed down the valley. It flamed off the towers of Ys, making them stand like candles against what deepness lingered in western blue. Air lay cool, still, little hazed. The world beneath it was full of dew and long shadows.


This was the feast of Lug. Here they also kept the old holy times, but the great ones of the city called then on its own Gods. A male procession, red-robed, the leader bearing a hammer, mounted the wall at High Gate. They lifted their hands and sang.




“Your sun ascends in splendor


The brilliance of Your sky


To light the harvest landscape


Your rains did fructify.


These riches and this respite


From winter, war, and night,


Taranis of the Thunders,


Were won us through Your might!







“You guard the walls of heaven,


Earth’s Lover, Father, King.


You are the sacrificer,


You are the offering.


The years wheel ever onward


Beyond our human ken.


Bestow Your strength upon us


That we may die like men.”





Behind them, where the Temple of Belisama shone on its height, female voices soared from Elven Gardens.




“Lady of love and life,


Lady of death and strife,


Maiden and wedded wife,


And old in sorrow,


Turn unto us Your face,


Grant us a dwelling place


In Your abiding grace,


Now and tomorrow!







“You are the Unity:


Girl running wild and free,


Hag brooding mystery,


And the All-Mother.


Evermore born again,


You, Belisama, reign,


Over our joy and pain


As does no other.







“You by Whom all things live,


Though they be fugitive,


Thank You for that You give


Years to us mortals.


Goddess of womankind,


Guide us until we find


Shelter and peace behind


Darkness’s portals.”





Ebb had barely begun and the sea gate of Ys remained shut. Nevertheless a ship was outward bound. Eager to be off while good weather held, her captain had had her towed forth by moonlight and had lain at anchor waiting for dawn. Mainsail and artemon unfurled, her forefoot hissed through the waves. He went into the bows, killed a black cock, sprinkled blood on the stempost, cast the victim overboard, held out his arms, and chanted.




“Tide and wind stand fair for our course, but we remember that the set of them is often to a lee shore;


“We remember that gales whelm proud fleets and reefs wait always to rip them asunder;


“We remember how men have gone down to the eels or have strewn their bones white on the skerries;


“We remember weariness, hunger, thirst, the rotting of live flesh and teeth loosened from jaws;


“We remember the shark and the ice, and the albatross lonely above desolation;


“We remember the blinding fog and the terrible sea-blink in dead calm:


“For these too are of Lir. His will be done.”





The King of Ys, Incarnation and high priest of Taranis, was not in the city, for this was not so momentous a day as to release him from the Watch he must keep when the moon was full. With a handful of fellow worshippers he stood in the courtyard of the Sacred Precinct, by the Challenge Oak, looking toward the sun and calling, “Hail, Mithras Unconquered, Savior, Warrior, Lord, born unto us anew and forever—” The silence in the Wood muffled it.


At the Forum, the heart of Ys, in the church that had once been a fane of Mars, Christians almost as few held a service. Nobody outside heard their song, tiny and triumphant.


2


Rain slashed from the west. Wind hooted. Autumn was closing in, with storms and long nights. If men did not soon take ship for Ériu, they would risk being weatherbound in Britannia until—Manandan maqq Leri knew when.


Two men sat in a tavern in Maia. That was a Roman settlement just south and west of the Wall, on the firth. Roughly clad, the pair drew scant heed from others at drink, albeit one was uncommonly large and handsome, his fair hair and beard not much silvered. Plain to see, they were Scotic. However, they kept to themselves and this was not an inn where people asked questions. Besides, the tiny garrison was in quarters; and barbarians went freely about, Scoti, Picti, occasional Saxons. Some were mercenaries recruited by Rome, or scouts or spies or informers. Some were traders, who doubtless did more smuggling than open exchange. It mattered not, provided they got into nothing worse than brawls. The Imperial expeditionary force had enough to do without patrolling every impoverished huddling place.


A tallow candle guttered and stank on the table between the two Scoti. Its light and the light of its kind elsewhere were forlorn, sundered by glooms like stars on a cloudy night. Niall of the Nine Hostages gripped a cup of ale such as he would not have ordered pigs swilled with at home, were a king allowed to own them. Leaning forward, elbows on the greasy, splintery wood, he asked low, “You are quite sure of this, are you, now?”


Uail maqq Carbri nodded. “I am that, my lord,” he answered in the same undertone. Most likely none else would have understood their language, but no sense in taking needless chances. “I’ll be telling the whole tale later, my wanderings and all, first in this guise, next in that, ever the amusing newcomer who commanded a rustic sort of Latin—”


“You will, when we’ve time and safety,” Niall interrupted. “Tonight be short about it. Here is a damnable spot to be meeting.”


It had been the best they could do. Niall, waging war, landing where he saw it would be possible and striking inland as far and savagely as would leave him a line of retreat, Niall could no more foresee where he would camp than could peacefully, inquisitively ranging Uail. Maia was a fixed point, not closely under the Roman eye; men of Condacht and Mide had bespoken this tavern in the past; they could agree to be there at the half moon after equinox. Nonetheless Uail had had to abide two evenings until Niall, delayed by weather, arrived.


Uail shrugged. “As my lord wills. No men I sounded out, officers or common soldiers, none of them had any word from on high. We wouldn’t await that, would we, now? But somehow they were all sure. The word has seeped through. Rome will fight one more season, hoping to have Britannia cleared of the likes of us by then. But no longer. Nor is there any thought of striking at Ériu. They will be needing the troops too badly across the Channel.”


Niall nodded. “Thank you, my dear,” he said. “I looked for the same. It sings together with what I learned myself, raiding them this year. They were never determined in pursuit when we withdrew. They’ve not moved against Dál Riata, nest of hawks though it is. We took in deserters, who told us they had no wish to fare off to an unknown battle away in Europe. Oh, it’s clear, it’s clear, we have nothing to fret about in our homeland from Rome.”


“That is good to know, well worth the trouble of finding out.”


Niall’s fist thudded down on the board. His voice roughened. “I should have been aware already. I should never have havered like this, letting years slip by—” Abruptly he rose. His mane brushed the ceiling. “Come, Uail. Toss off that horse piss if you must and let’s begone.”


The mariner gaped. “What? It’s a wild night out.”


“And I’m wild to be off. The fleet lies on the north side of the firth, in a eove where no Roman comes any longer, two days’ walk for us from here. If we start at once, we can pass Luguvallium in the dark.”


“That would be wise,” Uail agreed. Yonder city was the western strongpoint of the Wall. Both men took their cloaks and trod forth.


The rain was not too cold nor the night too black for such as they. Kilts wrapped them from shoulder to knee; at their belts hung dirks, and pouches with a bit of dried meat and cheese; once they were beyond the Roman outposts, no one would venture to question them.


They had walked a while when Niall said in a burst: “I have need of haste, Uail maqq Carbri. I hear time baying behind me, a pack of hounds that has winded the wolf. Too long have I waited. There is Emain Macha to bring down, and afterward Ys.”


3


Among Celts, the first evening of Hunter’s Moon awakened madness. In Ys, folk no longer believed that the doors between worlds stood open then—if only because in Ys, they were never quite shut—but farmers and gardeners made sure their last harvests had been gathered, while herdsmen brought their beasts under roofs and seamen lashed a besom to every craft not in a boathouse. Within the city, it was an occasion for unbridled revel.


Weather permitting, the Fire Fountain played. Masked, grotesquely costumed—stag, horse, goat, goblin, leather phallus wagging gigantic; nymph, witch, mermaid, hair flying loose, breasts bared and painted—the young cavorted drunken through the streets. Workers of every kind were off duty, and none need do reverence to lord or lady. The older and higher-born watched the spectacle for a time, perhaps, before withdrawing to entertainments they had prepared for themselves behind their own walls. Those might or might not be decorous. Drink flowed, music taunted, and no encounter between man and woman, whomever they might be wedded to, was reckoned entirely real.


Certain classes observed restraint. The King kept Watch in the Wood as usual. Such of the Gallicenae ashore as were not with him held a banquet, and gave a prayer for the ninth out on Sena. Down in Scot’s Landing, the Ferriers of the Dead bolted their cottage doors and their families practiced rites that were austere; these were too close to the unknown for aught else.


Yet all, all was pagan.


Corentinus left the torchlight and tumult behind him. He had offered a Mass and sent his congregation to bed. Now he was alone.


Out Northbridge Gate he went, and up Redonian Way across Point Vanis. His long legs crunched the distance. Save for him, road and headland reached empty. This night was clear, quiet, and cold. Stars glimmered manifold before him, Hercules, the Dragon, Cassiopeia, at the end of the Lesser Bear the Lodestar. The Milky Way was dimmed by the high-riding moon and its frost halo. His breath gusted white. Grass, brush, stones lay hoar.


Where the road bent east above the former maritime station, Corentinus left it and made his way west. Soon he came to an outlook over the sea, vast and dark and slowly breathing. A grave was at his feet. He knew the headstone. The one who rested here was no Christian, but had been an honest soldier. This did not seem the worst possible place to stop.


Corentinus lifted his arms and his gray head skyward. “O God,” he called in anguish, “Maker and Master of the Universe; Christ Jesus, only begotten Son, God and man together, Who died for us and rose again that we might live; Holy Spirit—have mercy on poor Ys. Leave it not in its midnight. Leave it not with its demons that it worships. They mean well, God. They are not evil. They are only blind, and in the power of Satan. My dearest wish is to help them. Help me, God!”


After a silence, he bent his neck and bit his lip. “But if they are not worthy of a miracle,” he groaned, “if there can be no redemption, and the abomination must be cleansed as it was in Babylon—let it be quickly, God, let it be final, and the well-meaning people and the little children not be enslaved or burnt alive, but go down at once to whatever awaits them.


“Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. Lord, have mercy.”




II



1


The declaration of King Gratillonius hit the vernal Council of Suffetes like a stone from a siege engine. As prefect of Rome, he told them, he had lately received official word of that which he had been awaiting. The augmented legions in Britannia would take the field again this year, but only for a month or two. Thereafter they would return to the Continent and march south. Anticipating renewed barbarian incursions, mounting in scope and ferocity as time went on, Gratillonius wanted the shipyard of Ys to produce more naval vessels. Yet those would not become Ysan. That would be too provocative. Instead, he would offer them to the Duke of the Armorican Tract, to go under the command of the latter. Their crews would train Roman recruits to man them.


Outrage erupted. Hannon Baltisi, Lir Captain, roared that never would men of Ys serve under such masters, Christian dogs who would forbid their worship, who did not even ask the God’s pardon before emptying a slop jar into His sea. Cothortin Rosmertai, Lord of Works, protested that such a program would disrupt plans, dishonor commitments to build merchantmen; in this time of prosperity, the facilities were bespoken far in advance. Bomatin Kusuri, Mariner Councillor, questioned where enough sailors could be found, when trading, whaling, slaving, even fishing paid better than armed service in the Empire did.


Adruval Tyri, Sea Lord, maintained that the King was right about the menace of Scoti and Saxons. They would not be content to rape Britannia but would seek back to the coasts of Gallia. Yet Adruval hated the thought of turning Ysan ships over to Rome. What did Rome do for Armorica other than suck it dry? Would it not be better to build strength at home—quietly, of course—until Ys could tell Rome to do its worst?


Soren Cartagi, Speaker for Taranis, was also a voice for the Great Houses when he said, first, that to help the Christians thus was to speed the day when they came to impose their God by force; second, the cost would be more than the city could bear or the people would suffer; third, Gratillonius must remember that he was the King of a sovereign nation, not the proconsul of a servile province.


Queen Lanarvilis, who at this session was the leader of the Gallicenae, pointed out needs at home which the treasure and labor could serve. And was there indeed any threat in the future with which existing forces could not cope, as they had coped in the past? Had not the Romans now quelled their enemies and secured Britannia? Also in the South, she understood, peace prevailed; Stilicho and Alaric the Visigoth had ended their strife and come to terms. Rather than looking ahead with fear, she saw a sun of hopefulness rising.


Opposition to Gratillonius’s desire coalesced around those two persons. When the meeting adjourned after stormy hours, he drew them aside and asked that they accompany him to the palace for a confidential talk.


In the atrium there, he grinned wearily and said, “First I wish a quick bath and a change into garb more comfortable than this. Would you care for the same?”


Soren and Lanarvilis exchanged a look. “Nay,” the man growled. “Well seek straight to the secretorium and… marshal our thoughts.”


“Debate grew too heated,” the woman added in haste. “You’ve brought us hither that we may reason with one another, not so? Let us therefore make sure of our intents.”


Gratillonius regarded them for a silent moment. Tall she stood in her blue gown and white headdress, but her haunches seemed heavier of late, while her shoulders were hunched above a shrunken bosom. That brought her neck forward like a turtle’s; the green eyes blinked and peered out of sallowness which sagged. He knew how faded her blond hair was. Withal, she had lost little vigor and none of her grasp of events.


Soren had put on much weight in the last few years; his belly strained the red robe and distorted its gold embroidery. The chest on which the Wheel amulet hung remained massive. His hair and beard were full of gray; having taken off his miter, he displayed a bald spot. Yet he was no less formidable than erstwhile.


Sadness tugged at Gratillonius. “As you will,” he said. “I’ll have refreshments sent up, and order us a supper. We do have need to stay friends.”


—When he opened the door of the upstairs room, he saw them in facing chairs, knee against knee, hands linked. Taken by surprise, they started and drew apart. He pretended he had not noticed. “Well,” he said, “I’m ready for a stoup of that wine. Council-wrangling is thirsty work.” He strode to the serving table, mixed himself a strong beakerful, and took a draught before turning about to confront them.


Soren’s broad countenance was helmeted with defiance. Lanarvilis sat still, hands now crossed in her lap, but Gratillonius had learned over the years to read distress when it lay beneath her face.


He stayed on his feet, merely because in spite of the hot bath he felt too taut for anything else. The light of candles threw multiple shadows to make him stand forth, for dusk filled the window of the chamber and dimmed the pastoral frescoes, as if to deny that such peacefulness was real.


“Let me speak plainly,” he began. “Clear ’tis to see, I hope to win you over, so you’ll support my proposal tomorrow. That’ll be difficult for you after today, because I put you on your honor not to reveal certain things I’m about to tell you.”


“Why should we make that pledge?” Soren demanded.


“Pray patience,” Lanarvilis requested gently. To Gratillonius: “Ere you give out this information, can you tell us what its nature is?”


“My reasons for believing the barbarian ebb has turned, and in years to come will flood upon us. Already this year, seaborne Saxons occupied Corbilo at the mouth of the Liger. They’re bringing kinfolk from their homeland to join them.”


“I know,” Soren snapped. “They are laeti.”


“Like the Franks in Armorica,” Gratillonius retorted. “Rome had small choice in the matter. I mentioned it for what it bodes. There is worse to relate. The reason why I ask for your silence about it is that if word gets loose as to what my sources are, it could be fatal to them.”


“Indeed?” answered Soren skeptically. “I know you worry yourself about the northern Scoti, and doubtless you’ve been wise to keep track of them, but naught has happened aside from some piracy along the Britannic shores, nor does it seem that aught else will.”


Gratillonius shook his head. “You’re mistaken. I’ve nurtured relations with the tribes in southern Hivernia for more cause than improving trade. ’Tis a listening post. My informants and… outright spies would be in grave trouble, if it become known what regular use I have made of them. Yonder King Conual of the rising star, he has no hostility of his own toward us; but he is a sworn friend of northerly King Niall. The two wouldn’t likely make alliance against Rome or Ys, but neither will wittingly betray the other. Now you may remember my telling you what I found out a while back, that Niall led the reaving fleet which we destroyed.”


Soren thought. “I seem to recall. What does it matter?”


“He is no petty warlord. I’ve discovered that he was the mastermind behind the great onslaught on the Roman Wall, sixteen years ago. Since then, and the disaster he suffered here, he’s warred widely in his island. The latest news I’ve received makes me sure that this is the year when he intends to complete and consolidate his conquests there. After that—what? I expect he will look further. And… he has never forgotten what Ys did to him. He has vowed revenge.”


Soren scowled and tugged his beard. Lanarvilis ventured: “Can he ever master naval strength to match ours? Besides a few crude galleys, what have the Scoti other than leather boats? Where is their discipline, their coordinated command?”


Gratillonius sighed. “My dear,” he told her—and saw how she almost imperceptibly winced—“like too many people, you’re prone to suppose that because barbarians are ignorant of some things we know, they must be stupid. Niall will bide his chance. What he may devise, I cannot foresee, but best would be if we kept him always discouraged. I’m sending my man Rufinus back to Hivernia this summer. His mission will be to learn as much about what is going on as he can; and he’s a wily one, you know. If he can do Niall a mischief, so much the better. You’ll both understand that this is among those matters whereof you must keep silence.”


She nodded.


“Aye,” Soren agreed reluctantly, “but you’ve not shown us that Ys will have need of more navy, let alone that she turn it over to Rome.”


Gratillonius drew breath. “What I have to tell you will become generally known in the course of time,” he said. “However, by then the hour may be late for us. I’ve had passed on to me things that are still supposed to be state secrets. If we act on them, we must pretend we are acting on our own initiative. Else my sources will likely be cut off, and the heads of some among them, too.”


Soren gave him a shrewd glance. “Apuleius Vero?”


“Among others. He wishes Ys well. Have I your silence?”


Soren hesitated an instant. “Aye,” he said; and: “You know I am faithful, Grallon,” said Lanarvilis.


The King took another long draught before he gripped the beaker tight, as if it were a handhold on the brink of a cliff, and told them:


“Very well. The peace between Stilicho and Alaric is patchwork. It cannot last. Stilicho made it out of necessity. Trouble is brewing in Africa and he must protect his back as best he can while he tries to deal with that. He’s terminating the campaign in Britannia not because the diocese has been secured but because he needs the troops in the South. He wants them as much for protection against the Eastern Empire as against any barbarians. Meanwhile Alaric and his kind wait only to see which of the two Romes they can best attack first. Stilicho is fully aware of that. He expects that within the next several years he must begin calling in more soldiers from the frontiers. Britannia, in particular, may be denuded of defenders.”


Shocked, Lanarvilis whispered, “Are you certain?”


Gratillonius jerked a nod. “Most of what I’ve said is plain enough, once you’ve given a little thought to the situation. Some of it, such as the African matter or the expectation of transferring legions—those are buried in letters to high officials. Lower officials who found ways to read them have sent the word along a network they’ve woven for the sake of their own survival; and one or two have passed it on to me. However, all in all, is it such a vast surprise? Is it not more or less what we could have foreseen for ourselves?”


She shivered. Soren grimaced.


Gratillonius pursued: “Think ahead, on behalf of our children and grandchildren. If Rome collapses, Scoti and Saxons will swarm into Britannia, Franks and their kin into Gallia. They’ll breed like cockroaches. Here is Armorica, thinly peopled, thinly guarded. At this lonely tip of the peninsula, how long can Ys by herself hold out?”


Stillness took over the room. Night deepened in its window. The candle flames guttered.


Lanarvilis mumbled at last, her head bowed, “Tours is a grim word. I should see what documents you have, but—aye, belike we’d better think how I can change my stance tomorrow.”


Soren’s fist thudded on the arm of his chair. “You’d give the ships to Rome, though!” he exclaimed. “To Rome!”


“How else dare we build them at all?” Gratillonius replied, flat-voiced. “This is another warning I have from underground. Boy-Emperor Honorius starves for some way to assert himself. His guardian Stilicho is willing to indulge him, if the undertaking be such as Rome can afford. Indeed, Stilicho too would be glad of any accomplishment that impresses the West, the East, and the barbarians alike. To suppress a ‘rebellion’ in Ys would be easier than to dislodge the heathen Saxons in Corbilo. Nay, we must give no grounds for accusations against us, but keep ourselves too useful to Rome for it to make a sacrificial animal of us.”


Soren cursed.


—He left directly after supper. “We’ve talked enough,” he said. “Best I go home now.” Gratillonius gave him a glance. The King had dispatched a messenger early on to inform Soren’s wife that he would be absent this evening. “I want… to sleep on this.” Gruffly: “Oh, I’ll hew to my word. Tomorrow I’ll urge that the Council consider your proposal more carefully, look into ways and means. But I must devise the right phrases, the more so after what position I took today, eh? Also, remember I’m not sure yet of your lightness, only sure that I disbelieve we’ve need of everything you want. However, goodnight, Grallon.”


He took Lanarvilis’s hand and bent slightly above the veins that lumped blue in it. “Rest you well, my lady,” he said low. Releasing her, he stumped fast across the mosaic floor of the atrium to the exit. A servant scurried to let him out and hail a boy to light his way with a lantern.


“Good dreams to you, Soren,” Lanarvilis had breathed after him.


These had been useful hours, Gratillonius thought, and the meal at the end was amicable. He had won about as much agreement as he had hoped. Next came further maneuvers, bargainings, compromises…. He might finally get half what he asked for, which was why he asked for as much as he did…. With luck, work might commence year after next, which was why he began asking this early…. Aye, time has made this bluff soldier into a very politician, he thought; and realized he had thought in Ysan.


He turned his gaze back to Lanarvilis. Time was being less kind to her, he mused. But then, she was a dozen years older than he.


“Wish you likewise to leave?” he dropped into a silence that felt suddenly lengthy. “I’ll summon an escort.”


“Are you weary?” she replied.


“Nay. Belike my sleep’ll be scant. If you care to talk further, I’d—I have always valued your counsel, Lanarvilis.”


“Whether or not I agreed with you?”


“Mayhap most when you disagreed. How else shall I learn?”


She smiled the least bit. “There speaks our Gratillonius. Not that argument has ever swayed him far off his forechosen path.” She wiped her brow. “ ’Tis warm in here. Might we go outside for a span?”


He understood. Sweats came upon her without warning, melancholy, cramps; her courses had become irregular; the Goddess led her toward the last of womankind’s Three Crossroads. “Surely. We’re fortunate that the weather’s mild.”


They went forth, side by side. Soren had not actually required a lantern, for a full moon was up. When that happened on a quarter day, the King lawfully absented himself from his monthly stay in the Wood. Light fell ashen-bright on the paths that twisted through the walled garden, between hedges, topiaries, flowerbeds, bowers. At this season they were mostly bare; limbs and twigs threw an intricacy of shadows. The air was quiescent, with a hint of frost. Crushed shell scrunched softly underfoot.


How often he had wandered like this, with one or another of his women, since that springtime when first he did with Dahilis.


“Do you feel better?” he asked presently.


“Aye, thank you,” said Lanarvilis.


“Ah, how fares Julia?”


“Well. Happy in her novitiate.” Abrupt bitterness: “Why do you ask?”


Taken aback, he could merely say, “Why, I wanted to know. My daughter that you bore me—”


“You could have met with her occasionally. ’Twould have made her happy.”


“Nay, now, she’s a sweet girl. If only I had the time to spare—for her, for all my girls.”


“You have it for Dahut.”


That stung. He halted. She would have gone on, but he caught her arm. They faced each other in the moonlight.


“Well you know, Dahut suffered a loss she cannot even talk about,” he rasped. “She’s needed help to heal her sorrow. I’ve provided what poor distractions I could think of, in what few hours I could steal from the hundreds of folk who clamor after me.”


“She’s had well-nigh a year to recover, and been amply blithe during most of it.” Lanarvilis yielded. She looked off into the dark. “Well, let’s not quarrel. She is the child of Dahilis, and we Sisters love her too.”


Her tone plucked at him. He took her hands. They felt cold in his. “You are a good person, Lanarvilis,” he said clumsily.


“One tries,” she sighed. “You do yourself.”


Impulse: “Would you like to spend the night here?”


How long since they had last shared a bed? More than a year. As much as two? He realized in a rush what small heed he had paid to the matter. He would simply hear from another of the Nine that Lanarvilis was giving up her turn with him. That happened from time to time with any of them, for any of numerous causes. They decided it among themselves and quietly informed him. When he did call at the house of Lanarvilis, they would dine and talk, but she gave him to understand that she felt indisposed. He agreed without disappointment. Return to the palace and a night alone had its own welcome qualities, unless he elected to go rouse someone else. Guilvilis was always delighted to please him, Maldunilis willing, Forsquilis and Tambilis usually downright eager.


Her gaze and her voice held level. “Do you wish me to?”


“Well, we did intend speaking further of this statecraft business, and, and you are beautiful.” He did not altogether lie, seeing her by moonlight.


She blinked at tears, brushed lips over his, and murmured, “Aye, let us once again.”


—They had left the window unshuttered, undraped. Moonlight mottled rumpled bedclothes and unclothed bodies.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I hoped ’twould give you pleasure.”


“I hoped so too,” she answered. “ ’Twas not your fault.”


He had, in fact, tried for some time to rouse her, until the Bull broke free of restraint and worked Its will. Her continued dryness had made the act painful to her.


“We’ve had a troublous day,” he said. “Tomorrow morning?”


“Nay, better we sleep as late as we can. That meeting will be contentious.”


“Nonetheless—”


“Confess we it to ourselves and the Gods, I have grown old.”


Bodilis is just a year or two younger! speared through him. She would be glad of me!


It was as if an outside voice came: “Would you feel otherwise with Soren?”


Lanarvilis gasped and sat bolt upright. “What do you ask?”


“Naught, naught,” he said, immediately regretful. “You are right, we should go to sleep.”


He recognized the steel: “Do you dare imagine… he and I… would commit sacrilege?”


“Nay, never, certainly never.” Gratillonius sat up also, drew breath, laid a hand on her shoulder. “I should have kept silence. I did for many years. But I do see and hear better than you seem to suppose. There is love between you twain.”


She stared at him through the moon-tinged dark.


He smiled lopsidedly. “Why should I resent it? The Gods sealed your fate ere ever I reached Ys. You have been loyal. That’s as much as a centurion can ask.”


“You can still surprise me,” she said as if talking in dreams.


“Indeed, I’d not really take it amiss if you and he—”


Horror snatched her. She clapped a palm across his mouth. “Quiet! You’re about to utter blasphemy!”


To that he felt wholly indifferent. He grew conscious of how tired he was. “Well, we need never speak of this again.”


“Best not.” She lay down. “Best we try to sleep. Soren and I—we’ve left any such danger behind. It is too late for us.”
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 “Nay,” Keban said. “Don’t.”


“What?” Budic dropped his arms from her waist and stepped back. “Again?”


“I’m sorry,” she said miserably. “I feel unwell.”


The soldier stared at his wife. Several days of field exercises had sent him home ardent, the moment Adminius gave furlough. “What’s the matter? A fever, a bellyache, what?”


Keban drooped her head. “I feel poorly.”


He regarded her for a space. She stood slumped, her paunch protruding; jowls hung sallow down to the double chin; but that was no change from what she had become during the past four or five years. Nor was her hair, unkempt and greasy, or the sour smell of an unwashed body, or the soiled gown in need of mending. Yet the bones beneath, the eyes, the lips, remained comely; and he remembered.


“You are never quite sick,” he mumbled, “and never quite in health…. Well, come on to bed, then. ’Twill not take long, and you can rest there afterward.”


“Nay, please,” she whimpered. “I would if I could, but not today, I beg you.”


“Why not?”


She rallied spirit enough to retort: “Shall I puke while you’re banging away in me? I am sorry, but I do feel queasy, and the smells—your breath, your cheese—Mayhap tomorrow, dear.”


“Always tomorrow!” he shouted. “Can you no longer even spread your legs for me? You did for every lout in Ys when you were a whore!”


She shrank against the wall. He waved around at the room. Dust grayed heaped objects, strewn clothes, unscoured kitchenware. “May I at least have a clean house, that I needn’t be ashamed to invite my friends to?” he cried on. “Nay. Well, be it as you will.”


She began to weep. “Budic, I love you.” He would not let himself listen, but stalked out the door and slammed it behind him.


The street bustled beneath a heartlessly bright sun. He thrust along its serpentine narrowness, through the shabby district it served. When acquaintances hailed him, he gave curt response. There were temptations to stop and chat, for several were female, wives or daughters of neighbors…. But that could lead to sin, and trouble, and possibly deadly quarrels. Let him just find a cheap harlot in Tomcat Alley or the Fishtail or walking these lanes.


Keban would understand. She’d better. She oughtn’t to inquire where he’d been. Still, her sobs might keep him awake tonight—


Budic halted. “Christ have mercy,” he choked in Latin. “What am I doing?”


It throbbed in his loins. Relief would allow him to repent. But the Church taught that God did not bargain. The pagans of Ys bought off their Taranis, Lir, lustful Belisama with sacrifices; but only offerings made with a contrite heart were acceptable to the Lord God of Israel.


Budic turned on his heel and strode, almost running, to the Forum.


How wickedly merry and colorful the throng was that eddied and swirled over its mosaic pavement, around the basins of the Fire Fountain, between the colonnades of the public buildings! A merchant passed by in sumptuous tunic, a marine soldier in metal and pride. A maiden with a well-laden market basket on her head had stopped to trade jokes with a burly young artisan on his way to a job. A Suffete lady, followed by a servant, wore a cloak of the finest blue wool, worked with white gold emblems of moon and stars; her thin face was bent over a pet ferret she carried in her arms. Silken-clad and Venus-beautiful, a meretrix lured a visiting Osismian who looked moneyed as well as wonder-smitten. An old scholar came down the steps of the library bearing scrolls that must be full of arcane lore. A vendor offered smoked oysters, garlicky snails, spiced fruits, honeycakes. A shaggy Saxon and a kilted Scotian, off ships in trade, weaved drunkenly along, arm in arm. Music lilted through babble and clatter. It came from a troupe of performers, their garb as gaudy as their bearing, on the stairs to the fane of Taranis; flute and syrinx piped, harp twanged, drum thuttered, a girl sang sultry verses while another—shamelessly half-clad in what might be a remotely Egyptian style—rattled her sistrum and undulated through a dance. Young men stood beneath, stared, whooped, threw coins, burned.


The Christian forced his way forward. At the church he was alone.


That former temple of Mars had changed its nature more than once. Entering by the western door, Budic found the marble of the vestibule not only clean but polished. The wooden wall that partitioned off the sanctum in Eucherius’s day had been replaced by stone, dry-laid as Ysan law required but elegantly shaped and fitted. Inset murals displayed the Chi Rho, Fish, and Good Shepherd. Corentinus had left the sanctum austerely furnished, which he felt was becoming. However, the cross now on the altar had been intricately carved, with skill and love, by a Celtic believer, and was trimmed with beaten gold. An organ had been installed. It was not that the present chorepiscopus had made many converts in Ys, though he had done much better than his predecessor; and those he had drawn to Christ—like Keban—were generally poor. But the resurgence of trade brought a substantial number of believers to the city each year; and there were some who took up residence as representatives of mercantile interests; and Corentinus was not a man whom one could fob off when he suggested making a donation.


The deacon who greeted Budic was a strong young Turonian whose call sent echoes ringing. “Hail, brother!” He used Latin. “May I help you?”


Budic wet his lips. “Can I see… the pastor?”


“You’re in luck. In weather like this he’s apt to go for a twenty-mile ramble, if he isn’t ministering to the needy or whatever. But he has Church business to handle today, letters and accounts and such.” The deacon laughed. “If he minds being interrupted, I’ve guessed wrong. Hold, brother, while I go ask.”


Left by himself, Budic shifted from foot to foot, wondered how to say what he wanted to and whether he wanted to, tried to pray and found the words sticking in his throat.


The deacon returned. “Go, with God’s blessing,” he said.


Budic knew the way through corridors to the room where Corentinus worked, studied, cooked his frugal meals, slept on his straw pallet, practiced his private devotions. This likewise had seen improvement since Eucherius; it was equally humble, but shipshape. The door stood open. Budic entered timidly. Corentinus swiveled about on his stool, away from a table littered with papyrus and writing-shingles. “Welcome, my son,” he said. “Be seated.”


“Father—” Budic coughed. “Father, c-could we talk in private?”


“Close the door if you like. God will hear. What is your wish?”


Instead of taking another stool, Corentinus went on his knees before the big gray man. “Father, help me!” he begged. “Satan has me snared.”


Corentinus’s mouth twitched slightly upward, though his tone soothed. “Oh, now, it may not be quite that bad. I know you rather well, I think.” He laid a hand on the blond head. “If you have strayed, I doubt it’s been very far. Let us pray together.”


They stood up. His voice lifted. Budic wavered through responses.


It was immensely heartening. Afterward he could speak, though he must pace to and fro, striking fist in palm, looking away from him who sat and listened.


“—we were happy once, she new in the Faith, we both new in our marriage—


“—since she lost our baby five years ago, and would have died herself, if you hadn’t fetched Queen Innilis—


“—denies me. She pleads poor health… says that’s why she’s such a slattern—


“—lust like a beast’s. Sometimes I’ve just forced her—


“—God forgive me if He can. I’ve thought how much easier it would be if she had died then—


“—today I set off in search of a whore—”


He wept. Corentinus comforted him. “You are sorely tried, my son. Satan does beset your soul. But you have not surrendered to him, not yet, nor shall you. Heaven stands always ready to send reinforcements.”


—In the end, Corentinus said: “The harder the battle, the more splendid the victory. Many a man, and woman also, has suffered like you. But in trouble lies opportunity. Marriage was instituted by God not for pleasure but for the propagation of mortal mankind. Sacrifice of the pleasure is pleasing to Him. No few Christian couples, man and wife, have made this offering. They give up carnal relationships and live as brother and sister, that He be glorified. Can you do that, Budic? Certainly a childless marriage—and it’s clear that poor Keban has gone barren—such a marriage thwarts—no, I won’t say it thwarts the divine purpose, but it is… immaterial to salvation at best, self-indulgence at worst. If you and she, instead, unite in the pure love of God—it won’t be easy, Budic. Well do I know it won’t be easy. I cannot command you in this, I can only counsel you. But I beg you to think. Think how little you have now, how impoverished and sordid it is; then think how infinitely much you might have, and how wonderful, forever.”


—Budic left the church. The sun had moved well down the sky since he entered. Corentinus’s benediction tolled in his head.


Blindly, he walked up Lir Way and out High Gate. Twice he almost collided with a wagon. The drivers swore at him.


He had made no vow. He believed he hoped he would grow able to, but first the turmoil in him must somehow come to rest. A dirt road, scarcely more than a track, went from Aquilonian Way on the right, toward heights above the valley. He turned off onto it, wanting a place where he could be alone with God.


Everywhere around him swelled the young summer. Air lay at rest, its warmth full of odors: earth, greenery, flowers. A cuckoo called, over and over, like the sound of a mother laughing with her newborn. Trees enclosed the path, yew, chestnut, elm, their leaves overarching it in gold-green; sunlight spattered the shade they cast. Between them he had an ever wider view across Ys of the towers, Cape Rach with its sternness softened by verdancy, tumultuous salt blue beyond. Birds skimmed, butterflies danced. Distantly, from one of the estates that nestled on the hillside, he heard a cow bellow; she was love-sick.


Hoofs thudded. Around a bend came a party of riders.


Budic stepped aside. They trotted near, half a dozen young men on spirited horses, their faces wind-flushed—Suffete faces, mostly, but Budic recognized Carsa’s among them, the Roman youth who was spending another season here, studying under learned men of the city while he worked to get a commercial outpost well established. They were all lightly and brightly clad. Mirthfulness sparkled from them.


In the van was a horse that Budic also recognized: Favonius, the King’s most splendid stallion, already the champion of races in the amphitheater and overland. He whickered and curvetted. The star on his head blazed snowy against the sorrel sheen of his coat.


Upon his back sat Princess Dahut. A woman should not ride an entire, Budic thought confusedly; it was especially dangerous at the wrong time of the month. Gratillonius should not have allowed this. But who could refuse Dahut? She might have been a centauress, as fluidly as she and the animal moved together. Her clothes were a boy’s, loose tunic and tight breeches, daring if not forbidden for a girl on an exiguous saddle whose knees guided as much as her hands did. Oh, blue-streaked alabaster tapering down to rosy nails… heavy amber braids, lapis lazuli eyes…


She reined in. Her followers did the same. “Why, Budic,” she called. At fourteen and a half years of age, she had lost the lark sweetness of voice that had been hers as a child; the tones came husky, but sang true. “ ’Tis gladsome to see you. Had you not enough tramping about on maneuvers? What beckoned you hither?”


He stood dumb. An Ysan youth said glibly, “What but the chance of encountering you, my lady?”


She laughed and dismissed the flattery with a flick of fingers. “How went the practicing?” she asked. Looking closer: “You’ve a sadness on you, Budic. That should not be, on so beautiful a day.”


“ ’Tis naught,” he said. “Do not trouble yourself, my lady.”


“Oh, but I do. Am I not the Luck of the legionaries?” Dahut’s smile grew tender. “ ’Twould be wrong to query you further, here. May Belisama be kind to you, brave man of my father’s, friend of mine…. Forward!” And that was a trumpet cry. The party went on, recklessly fast, back toward Ys.


Budic stared their way a long while after they had vanished from his sight. It was as if a new fragrance lingered in the air.


When Innilis saved Keban’s life, I swore I would always be at the beck of the Gallicenae, he thought slowly. Pastor Corentinus didn’t like that. Could it be that God has punished me for it? But why? What can be wrong about serving you, Dahut, daughter of my centurion, Dahut, Dahut?
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At last all was ready. On the mound of the Goddess Medb at Temir, Niall of the Nine Hostages held a mighty slaughter. Smoke rose to heaven from the fires where the beasts cooked, and folk gorged themselves on the meat until many had prophetic dreams. In the morning the host assembled and went north.


Glorious was that sight. In the van rolled the chariots of Niall and his three oldest living sons, Conual Gulban, Éndae, and Éogan. Their horses neighed and pranced, lovely to behold, each team perfectly matched in color of white, black, roan, or dapple gray, plumes on their heads above the flowing manes, bronze hangings ajingle and aflash. The cars gleamed with gold, silver, brass, polished iron. The drivers were only less brilliantly garbed than the riders, who stood tall beside their spar-high spears, cloaks blowing back from their finery like rainbow wings. Behind came the chariots of the nobles, and then on foot the giant warriors of the guard, whose helmets, axheads, spearheads shone sun-bright and rippled to their gait as a grainfield ripples under the summer wind. The tenant levies followed, tumultuous, and the lumbering oxcarts and lowing, bleating herds of the supply train. On the flanks, to and fro, galloped wild young outriders. Clamor rang from horizon to horizon, horns, rattle and clank, shouts, footfalls, hoofbeats, wheel-groan, and overhead the hoarse ravens who sensed that war was again on its way.


At Mag Slecht, Niall paused for another sacrifice. It depleted his cattle and sheep, but he would soon be in Qóiqet nUlat and living off the country. The campaign should not take many days, if all went well, though afterward he and his sons would be long occupied in bringing their sword-land to heel. Meanwhile Cromb Cróche got His blood-feast.


Summoned beforehand, the Aregésla joined him there in numbers greater than he had brought himself. Their chieftains were eager for a share in the fighting, glory, and spoils. Niall warned them sternly to keep obedient to him and make no important move without his leave. Maybe they would heed.


First the warriors traveled west, to bypass a huge stockpen at the Doors of Emain Macha, for it was a strongpoint that would have cost them precious time. A courier brought word that allies were on the move, kinsmen of Niall’s in Condacht who had pledged him help. He hastened his pace as much as could be. It was well and good for the Firi Chondachtae to subdue the Ulatach hinterlands, taking their reward in booty, but he wanted to be in possession of the royal seat and its halidoms—the power—before they got there.


After he turned north and later east, sharp fights began, as tuaths rallied against the invaders. He went through them, over them, scarcely checked. More difficult were the many earthworks, the Walls of the Ulati. Garrisons sallied from the hill forts or sent arrows and slingstones in murderous flocks from the tops of earthen ramparts. Most lords would have squandered men trying to take each of these, while Fergus Fogae gathered force to himself at Emain Macha from his entire realm. Niall, who had learned from his battles with the Romans, simply bypassed them. Nowhere stood a cliff of stone from sea to sea, such as had balked him in Britannia. At worst, it was easier to struggle through woods and bogs than to overrun well-entrenched defenders. They could be left for later attention.


In the end, after pushing across the gently rolling countryside, leaving havoc behind, Niall reached the outer guardian of Emain Macha itself. A few miles short of his goal, this wall reared high and green to right and left, as far as eye could see. Where the road made a break, fortifications hulked on either side, aswarm with armed men. They howled and jeered at the oncoming enemy.


Niall called a halt some distance off. As camp was being pitched, he summoned three of the Aregéslach leaders. “Now you shall prove your worthiness,” he told them. “After dark, take a number of your followers aside—quietly, now. Go well off to north or south; we will decide which. At first light, storm the wall. Agile men can climb the embankment, and the seeing will be poor for Ulatach archers. With such a surprise, you can get across at not too great a cost. You will have a running fight, but hasten back to this road and attack at the rear.”


It seemed a risky venture, but they could not show doubt before the tall, golden man. Their plans being laid, they in their turn egged on their folk until brawls broke out over who should have the right to go.


Before dawn, wind was driving rain in gray spear-flights. Niall had foreseen this by the clouds and made it part of his scheme. When scouts dashed back to tell of combat noises, he had the horns blown, and his host advanced. Unsure how big the troop was that had assailed them from behind, the Ulati gave it more heed than was necessary. While they were thus bewildered, Niall smote them head-on.


Terrible was the struggle in that strait passage, but also brief it was. With axes and swords athunder at the flanks of their horses, the chariots rolled through and, once in the open again, began harvesting. Romans would not have boiled from their stronghold, desperate, but Niall knew his Gaels. His men seized the chance, forced their way into the works, and laid about them. After some unmeasured time of uproar, he held the guardpoint. Rain ceased, clouds parted, sunbeams struck, carrion birds feasted.


Niall stopped for a day, that he might take stock while his people tended their wounded, buried their dead, and celebrated their victory. The way to Emain Macha stood open, but well he knew that word had flown thither and warfare remained to do. He wanted his host fully prepared. This work included heaping praise on the three Aregésla in the hearing of many and bestowing on them gold, weapons, promises of dominion and high rank. He was careful, though, to keep it clear that his sons would always be above them.


Thereafter he moved onward. King Fergus came forth against him. The armies met on a field which ever afterward bore the name Achat Lethderg—the Place of the Red Goddess, Medb of Temir.


There did Niall break the Ulati. Throughout that day the battle crashed and snarled. Edges grew blunt with striking, men grew so weary that they staggered about, horses that had been stabbed or hamstrung screamed while wounded warriors fought to keep their pain to themselves, wheels and hoofs and feet trampled earth into mud and the fallen into shapelessness from which jutted shards of bone. At last terror came upon the Ulati, and such of them as were able fled any way they could while such of the Firi Mide and Aregésla as were able pursued them like hounds a deer, cutting at them and laughing in glee. Behind them they left their King Fergus, dead in the wreckage of his chariot, and comrades beyond counting. So did Niall prevail.


Too weary for more thanksgiving than a muttered dedication to the Gods of those Ulatach captives whose throats they cut, the warriors dragged themselves into fireless circles and slept where they dropped. In the morning Niall left most of them behind to rest and prepare proper honors for their fallen. With Conual Gulban, Éndae, Éogan, and enough guards to be safe from attack, he drove ahead for a look at Emain Macha.


This was a bright day. Wind whooped over meadows and shaws, which glowed intensely green. Small white clouds ran before it, and birds in their jubilant hundreds. Here and there, water gleamed like silver. Though the air was cool, along it flowed smells of loam, leaves, blossoms, growth—summer. Good it was to ride at ease, taking some stiffness out of the hard-used flesh by balancing against jounce and sway, calling merrily to each other, as charioteers tried which team could show the most paces and prances: they, the victors.


Smoke stained heaven. Niall scowled. “That can only be Emain Macha burning,” he said. “Hurry now.”


They topped a hill and looked across to the drumlin beyond. There on the ridge, behind its earthworks, the ancient seat of the Ulatach Kings was, and flames consumed the buildings within. “Stop,” Niall told his driver Cathual. In a voice gone heavy: “The Ulati themselves have done this. They knew they could not hold it, and would not let us have it.”


“So they are indeed brought low!” cried Élogan.


His father shook a silvering head and murmured, “I did not mean the war to end thus. Here something great is perishing. But you are too young to understand.”


Higher and higher raged the fires. The smoke of them blackened half the sky. It roiled and swirled, that smoke; uneasy red light played on it from below; shapes came and went within it, darkling visions. Were they chariots that ascended on the wind, and in them Conchobar, Cú Culanni, Amargin, Ferbaide, and more and more, the heroes of the Red Branch departing forever? The sounds of flames afar was like all Ériu keening for her beloved, her defenders.


Chill struck into Niall. He fought it off. “Well,” he said, “for good or ill, this is the end of an age. The new one belongs to you, my dears.”


Nevertheless he kept himself at the head of things. Notwithstanding that Conual, Éndae, and Élogan would be kings over these conquests, much was left to do before they were firmly in power. He must quell the Ulati who still resisted, and make allies agree to a share of spoils neither unfair nor overly large. Niall did not think he could return home before Lúgnassat, if then.


He even thought about pushing on after the enemy. It was against his better judgment. Driven into corners, the Ulati would be as dangerous as trapped wolves; meanwhile the Midach host would melt away, because men must go back for harvest and other work. What Niall and his sons had won should be ample for their lifetimes. To overreach would be to court the anger of the Gods. Yet… Domnuald was unavenged.


Thus it was with a certain relief that Niall received a present from one of his Condachtach kin when they met. This man had been in a clash to the southwest, where his folk overtook a ragtag company living off the land. Prisoners said its leader, who fell in combat, was Fland Dub maqq Ninnedo, who had fled to league himself with Fergus Fogae. Remembering that Niall had set a price on the head of Fland, the Condachtach chieftain brought it as a gift.


Niall made lavish return. Later, alone by lamplight in his tent, he stared long at the withered thing. Was it indeed what remained of his son’s killer? Men lied, perhaps most often to themselves. They said what others wanted to hear, or their hearts did, and soon believed it. How could he know? In the meantime he could only bring home this head to show, which he had not taken with his own hands. It was a thin revenge.
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Morning mist followed a night’s rain. The Rock of Cassel reared out of it against gray heaven. Seen from below, blurred to vision, the castle on top no longer looked stark. It was as elven as Ys glimpsed across the sea.


Rufinus and Tommaltach paced the ruts of a road near the foot of the upthrust. Pasture lay empty, a drenched green on either side. Sometimes a sheep bleated out in the blindness that closed in after a few yards. The men could be quite sure that nobody overheard them.


Although each took every chance to practice the language of the other, today each spoke his own—if Ysan be reckoned as Rufinus’s; for it is easier to be exact when the tongue moves in familiar ways. “You understand, then,” the Redonian said. “I am not here, once again, simply to talk about further trade arrangements, now the Roman expeditionary force is departing Britannia. Trade could take care of itself. My mission is to gather intelligence for my lord, King Grallon.”


Tommaltach’s young visage writhed. He gripped his spear tighter. “I’ll not be betraying King Conual.”


“Certainly never.” Rufinus stroked fingers across the hand that held the shaft. “Have I not explained, have you not seen for yourself, there is not conflict? ’Tis Niall in the North who’d fain destroy Ys—Ys where you keep memories and friends and dreams dear to you.”


“But Niall and Conual are—”


“They are not enemies. Nor are they blood brothers. They have a fosterage in common, little else. Besides, Grallon seeks not the destruction of Niall. He merely wants forewarning, so he can be prepared to fend off any assault.”


“What you mean to do is, is underhanded!”


Rufinus laughed. “Truly? Think. Having learned that Niall will likely be gone for some while, I propose to fare up to his country and see whatever I can see, hear whatever I can hear. No more. ’Tis only that in his absence I, a man from Ys, can travel freer than would else be the case. Conual has already given me leave. Indeed, he’s charged me with carrying gifts and messages to various people.”


“But he supposes—”


“He supposes I will be exploring the possibility of peace and commerce.” Rufinus shrugged, spreading his palms wide. “Well, is that a falsehood? Grallon would welcome the event. To you and yonder boulder, I confess ’tis unlikely in the extreme. Conual has told me the same. Yet there is no possibility whatsoever ere we know more about the circumstances at Temir. I am just staying discreet.”


Tommaltach sighed and gave in. “You’ll be needing guides,” he said. “Sure, and I wish I could be that, but we have another season of war ahead of us here, until himself has gotten the oaths he wants.”


“I know. May the Gods shield you.” Rufinus was silent for a dozen paces. “Guides will be easy enough to engage. And I doubt anybody without powerful cause will attack a band of Ysan marines. I’ve confided in you, good friend, not because I wish your aid today, but because in future we can help one another.”


Tommaltach gulped. “How can that be?”


Rufinus tugged the forks of his beard in succession. “You are son to a tuathal king, and a warrior who has won some fame. Men heed you. Our ships that lie waiting to bear us home—can they be protected by a gess as well as a guard? You could lay one. Also, I am no druid, to read the morrow. It could be that we return here under… difficult conditions. I know not what they may be, but a strong voice in our favor might prove invaluable.


“In exchange—Well, I’ve spoken with King Grallon. He’d like having a man from Mumu reside in Ys, to handle such matters as may arise concerning Scoti. ‘Twould encourage commerce, and thus be to our advantage. Now we understand that this is a thought foreign to your folk, and so we would undertake to support such a man ourselves for the first several years, with a generous stipend—”


Tommaltach gasped. He stubbed his toe, nearly fell, came to a halt, and cried, “I could live in Ys?”


“You could that,” Rufinus said, “and be welcome everywhere, among both commoners and Suffetes, on into the presence of the King and his wives and daughters.”
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By Hivernian standards, the estate of Laidchenn maqq Barchedo was magnificent. Southward it looked down a sweep of meadow to an argent streak that was the River Ruirthech; beyond, vague in vision as a fairyland, reached the country of the Lagini, which Rufinus had skirted on his way north. Elsewhere he saw more grazing for great herds of cattle and sheep; shielings near their small fields of oats or barley; woodlots, coppices, primeval forest in the distance. Rain-washed, the land gleamed smaragdine, incredibly lush, under a sky that had gone deep blue save for white flocks of cloud.


Rufinus had the idea from what he had heard that Laidchenn did not actually own this acreage in freehold, as a dweller in the hinterland of Ys owned his home ground, nor as a creature of the state like a Roman on his latifundium. Earth in Ériu was inalienable from the tribe that occupied it, unless a conqueror drove that tribe out altogether. However, King Niall had bestowed the trust here on Laidchenn, from which flowed rich proceeds. Likely the people were pleased. These barbarians revered learned men as much as had the olden Greeks. Laidchenn could safely dwell so near the ancient foes of Mide because a poet was inviolable.


Approaching from the west, Condacht now several days behind him, Rufinus saw a house, long, rectangular in form, loom above its surrounding outbuildings. Moss and flowers brightened its thatch, over peeled studs and whitewashed cob. Hazel trees grew round about; Rufinus recalled that they were not only prized for their nuts, they were believed to be magical.


Hounds clamored but did not attack. Shepherd boys and the like had long since spied the Ysans and dashed to bring word of them. The few armed men who came forth did not act threateningly. At their head were two without weapons. One, thickset, bushy red hair and beard beginning to blanch, carried a rod from which hung pieces of metal that could jangle together, and wore a tunic and cloak whereon the number of the colors showed his rank to be just below the royal. The second was young, brown-haired, pockmarked, more plainly clad, but otherwise resembled the first.


Rufinus’s followers kept their seats. It was politic for him to dismount. Leaping down, he raised an arm and said, “Greeting. I am Rufinus maqq Moribanni of Gallia across the water, come here from King Conual Corcc in Mumu, who asked me that I bear word from him to his dear friend, the ollam poet Laidchenn maqq Barchedo. Long have we traveled, inquiring our way. Have I the honor of addressing himself?”


“You do that,” said the aging man. “From Conual, are you, now? A thousand welcomes!” He stepped forward, embraced the newcomer, and kissed him on both cheeks.


“You give me more respect than is my due,” Rufinus said. “Forgive me if I, a foreigner, am ignorant of the courtesies proper for my great host.”


Laidchenn took the bait, though quite likely he would in any case have replied: “You are indeed my guests, you and your men, Rufinus maqq Moribanni, and under my protection. Come, be at ease, let my household see to your needs. Whatever wishes you harbor that we can fulfill, you have but to let us know.”


There followed the usual bustle. In the course of it, Laidchenn introduced his companion, who proved to be his oldest son and student Tigernach, and put some innocent-sounding questions about how the strangers had fared and what brought them to these parts. Rufinus appreciated the shrewdness with which his social standing was ferreted out. He took care to slip in a mention that besides speaking the Roman language, he could read and write it; the latter, at least, he would be glad to demonstrate if anyone was interested. This learning placed him immediately under a poet, more or less equal to a druid or a brithem judge. As for his purposes, that was a long story. Wisest was he that he confer with his host before relating it at the feast which Laidchenn had ordered. Some of it might not be suitable for all ears. “Thus, blame not my followers if they are close-mouthed at first. They are not being unfriendly; they are under gess until I can give leave. Anyhow, they know little of the Érennach language, and nothing of the Midach dialects. You hear how awkward my tongue is.”


“You do very well,” said Laidchenn graciously, “while I lack all Latin.”


He put no urgency on his guests, except in making them as comfortable as might be. Rufinus had taken hospitality as he found it in the island, from a herdsman’s cabin to the hall of a tribal king, but not since leaving Castellum had he encountered any like this. After a bite of food and drink of ale, he was brought to a bathhouse to steam himself clean. On coming out, he found fresh clothes waiting. The attendant explained that women had taken his own down to a brook to wash, and these were his too. He would have private sleeping quarters: a small bedroom among several in the main building, formed by partitions that did not reach the roof but were amply high. The attendant said a girl was available if desired, and added she was pretty, skilled, and more than happy to make the close acquaintance of a man from abroad. Rufinus replied that he was grateful, but at the moment he had too much wish to meet with the poet. He selected a carnelian brooch from the city’s finest jeweler to take along, as a preliminary gift in return for the garments. At the feast he would make his real presentations.


Laidchenn received him in a hut outside, well furnished in a rough fashion. “This is for when I would be by myself to think and compose, or speak with someone privately,” he said. “But since the day is beautiful, shall we walk about instead?”


No guards followed. He had no need of any. Those men of his who met the new arrivals had taken weapons simply to mark his dignity. Soon he and his visitor were sauntering alone over the grass. Bees buzzed in clover, which nodded white heads in answer to what the wind whispered. A lark caroled high aloft.


“Now what would you be telling me?” Laidchenn asked.


Rufinus had rehearsed his speech in his mind, careful not to wax fulsome. “I have told how I carry greetings from Conual Corcc. In my baggage are gifts he charged me with bringing you. His affairs prosper, and he wishes the same for his foster-kinsman King Niall and yourself. I have much more to make known, but that can be said before everyone.


“I cannot call on Niall. First, the word they have down in Mumu is that he is making war on the Ulati and will not likely return until late in the autumn, or even winter. Second, it would be rash of me. I will not lie to you; that would cast shame on us both. Here I tell that I am a Gaul as I declared. But I live in Ys, whose King I serve, and my companions are warriors of his.”


“Ys!” burst out of Laidchenn. He stopped in midstride, swung around, stared and then glowered.


“Hear me, I beg you.”


“I must,” Laidchenn growled. “You are my guest.”


“Dismiss me if you will; but first please hear me out. Remember, I come by way of King Conual. By and large, Mumu has had good dealings with Ys; and you yourself are a man of Mumu, are you not? My mission was to talk about furtherance of trade and other such matters of common interest. Hearing of Niall’s absence, I thought perhaps the Gods had brought me to Ériu in the same year. Well does the King of Ys know what a bitter foe he has in King Niall. He does not share that feeling. He would far rather make peace and become friends. My thought was that here I had a chance to fare north and speak with leading men, who might afterward convey my message, and meanwhile give me an idea as to what hope there is for reconciliation. Conual did not believe it possible, but he approved my intention, and suggested I seek you first, you being the wisest.” The scar on Rufinus’s cheek contorted with his smile. He spread his arms, baring his breast. “Here I am.”


Laidchenn eased his stance. He nodded heavily. “I fear Conual Corcc is right. Niall of the Nine Hostages does not forgive.”


“Still, enemies also often exchange words.”


“True.” Laidchenn ruffled his beard and pondered. “May long life be glorious Niall’s, he who has been so generous to me. Yet the Mórrigu has Her own dark ways—as all the Gods do Theirs—and each of us must someday die, and new men bring new times…. Knowledge is a drink that never quenches need for itself.” Abruptly, enthusiasm blazed from him. “And you dwell in Ys! Ys of the hundred towers!” He seized both Rufinus’s hands in his. “You shall stay with me as long as you desire, and we will talk, and—and maybe I can do more than that.”


“You are—how does one say ‘magnanimous?’—yours is a spirit as large as the sky.” It was an odd feeling to Rufinus to realize he meant it.


Thereafter he set himself to charm the natives. That was easy. For the most part, he told about the fabulous city. They bore no special hostility to it. Some had lost kinsman in Niall’s fleet, but that was fifteen years ago, seeming now a whim of war and weather; few remained whose memories of the perished were sharp. They would follow Niall if bidden, but the undying hatred was his alone.


Simply by virtue of what Rufinus had learned in Ys and the Empire—he, the runaway serf, bandit, scout, who had picked up his information in fragments, like a magpie—he was reckoned an ollam. Laidchenn conversed familiarly with him, Tigernach eagerly and deferentially, the visiting chieftains and judges almost shyly, everybody else humbly. At meat he received the chine of the animal, second to the thigh served kings and poets; and sat at the upper end of the hall, on Laidchenn’s right, his seat just slightly lower; and had the privilege of passing to his host every third ale horn, while Laidchenn’s wife sent each third of his to him. He could go wherever he chose, even to the holiest groves, springs and rocks. His counsel and blessing were worth much more than any material goods.


His followers, the marines, benefited. Their company much sought despite their meager stock of words, they made merry with drink, women, hunts, rides, rambles, athletic contests. Rufinus’s abstention from love-making raised no doubts about his virility, but instead increased the awe of him. Thus it was doubly effective that most of the time he was cheerful, amiable, as ready to greet the lowliest tenant or rumple the hair of the littlest child as to sit with the mighty and the wise.


In a few days he felt ready to drop a hint. Delightful though this was, he said, summer was wearing on. If he wished to return home with his business completed, he had better go about it, or else risk being weatherbound.


“You are right, my dear,” Laidchenn replied. “I have been thinking the same. In the absence of Niall and his three oldest sons, their brother Carpre has the royal duties. He was a colt in the year of the evil, and so has scant ill will toward Ys. Mind you, I would not be saying anything against his faithfulness; but it is no secret that he chafes under his father’s hand and longs to win glory for himself. That whole brood does. The eagle’s blood is in them.”


“Do you think, then, he will receive me?” Rufinus asked.


“He shall that,” Laidchenn replied, “for I myself will go along with you.”
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In the high King’s absence, Carpre could not reside at Temir, only visit it for ceremonies. Progressing among the homes the family owned around Mide, he was at present a day’s journey from the sacred hill, beyond a river which the travelers crossed on a rude wooden bridge. That valley was very fair, with much forest for hunters and swineherds. Similar to Laidchenn’s, the estate stood by itself in a great clearing to which roads led between the trees. A palisaded earthen wall, a rath, ringed it in, causing people to seek the grassy space outside for their sports.


Carpre, a young man with the blond good looks said to be his father’s, took Rufinus in at Laidchenn’s request. His reluctance the man from Ys deemed feigned. Though the prince doubted Niall would ever take any éricc and honor price for what had happened, and therefore no maqq Nélli could—while Niall lived—nevertheless he would consider Rufinus a herald, untouchable in anger, and hear him out. Through the days that followed, Carpre asked questions and listened as ardently as the rest of the Gaels. Again the Ysans had no dearth of frolicsome fellowship.
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