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TO MY FATHER
JOHN CALDWELL MYERS
Who gave me the best to read and drink.





Chapter One

“IF Charlemagne was alive,” the big Frank shouted, “your lousy princeling would be lucky to get a job as swineherd!” He roared at his own jest, but it turned and bit him.

“He’s already a swineherd,” the slim, young Saxon was sticking up for Otho, the capable emperor of his own people, “and the pigs he’s chivvying are Franks!”

That was fighting talk, too near truth to be said or accepted good-humoredly. I had been bored by their bellowing, but then I looked up from the Ovid manuscript on which I had been reading proof. The stinking little inn had but one window, and we three as the only patrons had commandeered the two tables it lighted. The others were practically shouting in my ear, but the rest of the room was too dark for my work.

I finished my wine and looked enviously at the large flagon they were too drunk to appreciate. Then I looked more closely at the men. The Frank’s face was not too dissipated, nor was it weak or stupid; but it showed that curious arrogance that is not in itself ruthlessness as to other men’s rights. It springs instead from a bald incredulity that such rights exist. The Saxon’s countenance was less definite, not marked enough to show how he would be, but he looked like a decent enough lad.

Just then, however, he was talking out of turn in view of the fact that he was on Frankish territory. I shook my head. In times like ours it isn’t safe to discuss politics with a man who has more than one arm unless he is known to concur. But that isn’t likely, what with so many factions there are hardly enough men to go around. And the big fellow was not, I was sure, going to let the matter drop. He was very angry, and I judged him the kind to take his anger seriously.

“Just because you German lice have beat up on some Huns and Wends,” he began ominously.

“And Franks,” the younger man taunted. “You may have had an empire once, but what good does that do you, now you’ve lost your guts? Otho’s kicked you all around the place; and you know the only reason he hasn’t taken you over?”

“No, but I’d like to.” The Frank was almost sober through sheer force of rage, and I shifted uneasily. He was then a dangerous-looking man if I ever saw one. The boy, on the other hand, though he was being very noisy, was just talking, hugely enjoying having the upper hand in the argument. He wasn’t going to stop talking, either.

“No, Otho can’t be bothered ruling you,” he rubbed it in.

“You haven’t said why.” His companion spoke with alert quietness, and the tensing of his body told me he was ready to act.

I almost intervened. First I thought of warning the youth, but that would no doubt have resulted in having them united to avenge my impudence. There was something reasonable I could do, however. From where I sat it would be a simple matter to conk the young fellow with the empty flask on my table, explaining to his companion that I, too, could not bear to have Franks insulted. My hand closed on the decanter, then drew away. I shrugged. It was none of my business if a man didn’t know whom to get drunk with.

“Well, it’s this way,” the Saxon laughed, and I gripped the table, waiting. “Otho doesn’t want any washed-up has-beens in this empire. He likes to rule men.” He threw back his head, the better to enjoy his mirth; and as he did so the Frank drove a knife in his throat.

That was that. It had happened, and I had known it would. There was nothing to do or say now. I watched the killer draw out his knife and the blood follow as the corpse collapsed.

The Frank took a long pull at his glass, then looked around for something on which to wipe his dripping blade. My manuscript caught his eye. Probably he didn’t think, and just as probably he wouldn’t have cared if he had; but before I could stop him he had caught up a carefully written page and cleaned his dirk on it.

During the murder the life in me had been stilled, but now it awoke in a rush of fury, due only in part to the killing. That page not only represented hard work, but it was vellum, expensive and not easily come by. I caught up my stool from under me as I rose. Though not as big as the Frank was, I’m big enough for most purposes.

“You’ll have to pay me for that,” I said, giving him a chance.

He hadn’t really seen me before; but my face told him the anger my words withheld, and he reacted in kind. Grinning, with the murderer’s fire still in his eyes, he crumpled the vellum and reached for another sheet. In case he never knew what hit him, it was the stool I swung from behind me. He went down with a gashed forehead and lay still.

It seemed probable that he would be out for some while. I rifled his wallet for indemnity, then as compensation for injured feelings helped myself to some badly needed wine. As I put my cup down the Saxon stiffened with the first onset of rigor mortis, and the uncanny twitching drew my attention. With the drunken flush sucked from his face he looked younger than ever, and there was a clean, winsome cast to his features that made me wish again I had obeyed my impulse to save him. I cursed the Frank, but I was no friends with myself, either.

There had been no scuffling to speak of. Doubtless it was rather the sudden silence that caused the landlord, a dark, shrewd-faced little fellow to emerge from the kitchen. He stopped in the doorway and crossed himself, but he didn’t cry out. He, like all of us today, had seen too much of violence and death to be shocked or even especially surprised.

“Both dead?” he asked me.

The quiet impersonality of his voice relieved me of any fear that he might shout for help. “The big one’s just knocked out. He killed the other.”

He nodded. “I heard ’em quarreling.”

“I had to hit him. He was going for me, too,” I explained, but he was thinking about something else and not interested.

“You robbed ’em yet?”

“The Frank destroyed something of mine, and I saw to it that he paid me back; but that’s all.”

He started to make up for my negligence, pleased and mildly amused. “Finicky, eh?”

“Maybe.” I was in no mood for jibes. “Does it bother you?”

“No, of course not. I ain’t got anything against you. Look, I’ll even give you some good advice. Get as far away from here as soon as you can.”

I thought he was probably right, but it was getting late, and I didn’t want to leave if it was avoidable. “Why?” I asked.

He touched the prostrate Frank with his foot. “A gang of this guy’s men will be back here pretty soon. They’re just down the road rounding up some cattle and sheep that don’t belong to them.”

I started rolling up my manuscript. “Who is he?”

“His name’s Chilbert, and he runs things around here.” The landlord pursed his lips. “He says he’s a count, and maybe he is. He came to these parts with a gang a few years back and built a fort. You know how things go now. Anything belongs to anybody that can take it, and nobody but the guy who’s being robbed cares. So I guess he’s a count, at that. He can make it stick.”

He filled the dead man’s cup and drank moodily. “I suppose you think I’m a thief.”

“And a corpse robber,” I pointed out.

“It’d be no use to the lad now,” he shrugged. “As for Chilbert, he and his men never pay me for my wine. He burned my first place because I cussed a bit when he wouldn’t pay the score.”

This recalled my own obligation, but he refused my money. “You won’t take your cut, but the wine’s on the house. Besides, it was worth it to have the bastard knocked out. He hung my brother because my brother didn’t like his pigs stolen.”

I thought that over while belting on my sword. “Why don’t you finish him, now you’ve got the chance?” I inquired.

“Aw, his men would just go on a murdering spree, then one of them or somebody just as mean would move in and claim as how he was count. So what’s the good?”

My harp twanged deeply as I picked it up. “Won’t Chilbert get nasty when he finds his money gone?”

He smiled cunningly. “After I’ve hidden the loot I’ll make a bump on my head and lie down. They’ll find me unconscious, then I’ll tell the count how you frisked him.”

I started to get angry, then laughed instead. “Get me a skin of wine,” I said, putting down a coin. “I may need something to keep the chill out tonight.”

He was back in a minute. “Too bad about the lad.”

“Yes,” I said, my conscience itching again. “Who was he?”

“Oh, one of Otho’s men sent down to look the situation over, I guess. Boys shouldn’t be used for such work. They can’t help strutting as if they’d made an empire themselves.”

As I passed Chilbert I dropped my Ovid by his unconscious head. “What did you do that for?” the innkeeper asked.

“He paid for it,” I said. “Didn’t he ever tell you he was fond of poetry?”

The landlord’s all but emotionless acceptance of things was in its way as oppressive a part of the inn’s atmosphere as its normal stench, the smell of blood, and the presence of death. Outside there was the freshness of early summer in a green land. And in spite of the fact that I didn’t know where I would sleep that night it seemed well to be traveling again.

From force of habit I started toward the amiable nag I had purchased after landing at Nantes a few days before. But there were two other horses hitched near it, both of much greater beauty and far fewer years. Moreover, one, at least, was short a master. There was a trim, little mare, undoubtedly the Saxon’s, and a tall, powerful bay with lines promising speed as well as endurance. I gasped at my good fortune. The landlord might not have understood the difference between stealing money and taking the legitimate spoils of war, but it was clear enough in my mind.

The horse jibbed a bit while I was arranging my gear, and I saw from his hide that Chilbert wore spurs and used them roughly. I didn’t try to be too friendly, but let him get the smell of me before I mounted. “This is your lucky day,” I assured him, adding as a courteous afterthought: “And mine, too.”

Down below us to the right, visible in small, shiny patches through the trees, the Loire ran. To the left there were a few fields, one or two small ones under cultivation. Beyond was unbroken forest banked on low hills. Our road ran east and west, parallel with the river. It was mucked over from recent rains, but it was firmer and broader than most roads, at that. Some say Charlemagne had it made, some even that the Romans built it. It was very old.

While I was making sure my harp wouldn’t chafe my mount I saw a group of horsemen ride into view a few hundred yards to eastward. East was my own direction, but after one look at them I resignedly headed the bay back whence I had come. Meeting Chilbert’s men while straddling his horse was no part of my plan.

My mount set off at a canter, and I did not try to hurry him. It would be some minutes before they could find out what had happened, and in any case I wasn’t worried about being caught. My own judgment of horse-flesh aside, it was reasonable to suppose that the count’s steed was better than that of any of his followers.

As I had seen to it that the Frank had paid handsomely for the Ovid — worth it, though, if he could read, which was unlikely — I was no longer short of funds. That was a good thing, for with that part of the valley closed to me I was forced to take a circuitous route that would not lead past the valley monasteries where I had counted on exchanging poetry and scholarship for hospitality. That is if I happened to strike abbeys where the monks could read. With many of the abbots, themselves fighting landholders who had not even bothered to take orders, literacy was playing an increasingly minor role in religious houses.

The tree closed over the road to make the air fine and cool. I looked back to make sure there was no pursuit, then as I rode on I pondered the changed state of things. They say that in other days there were kings strong enough to order their realms, laws that guarded and controlled men, and a priesthood that as a body strove earnestly for learning and a reasonable amount of godliness. I had traveled much in my thirty years and was yet to see any of those things.

They say even that there was once peace in my own land of Ireland, but that I found hard to credit. Some scholarship was still left there, but most of the great schools were wrecked by the Danes. Not that the Danes were worse than anybody else, if they could only get over the idea that a book was something to burn. They didn’t fight more than other people, though they generally fought better and in more places. They were in England, too, where in concert with the Welsh, Scots, Picts, and the English themselves they were making certain that everything that Alfred had built up was falling apart.

Dissolution was the story the world over, but in France, where Rome was and after that Charlemagne, things were worst of all. There were Danes again, of course — what part of the earth didn’t have them, except perhaps Denmark and Norway — but their depredations were for once matched by those of Moorish pirates in the south. Then Otho and his Saxons were grabbing off chunks of territory to northwards, a great push of the Huns was driving lesser savage tribes west against the Franks, and there was much doubt that the Spanish Goths could keep the Moslems from flooding across the mountains again.

As for the Empire itself, all that was really left of it was the Isle de France, a territory a good man could spit across with a favoring wind. The rest of the domain was picked to pieces and fought over with disorganized viciousness. Anybody who could claim even a one-eyed dwarf as a follower tried to set himself up as a baron. Most of the cities were no longer inhabited, and the monasteries were filled with merchants whose only religious fervor sprang from a hope of thus saving their remaining wealth. As for the generality, the passive hopelessly let the waves roll over them, the less resigned ran in the woods like rabbits. They dropped their young as indiscriminately, also, and not too many knew or cared who their father was.

I was glad Charlemagne didn’t have to know what had become of his people, and I was saddened to think how rogues like Chilbert were taking the place of Roland and the other great peers as counts of France. Many claimed that the ill state of the Empire was a sign of fulfillment of the old prophecy that the world would come to an end in the year of Our Lord one thousand. That was a good fifty years off, so I didn’t worry too much.

Although I had continued to take things easily, there was still no sign of pursuit. Chilbert, whom I had not sized up as a forgiving man, was either too sick for vengeance or despaired of matching his own horse. I had been looking for a road running north, but when I found one at last I gazed at it uncertainly. It was little more than a set of wheel ruts and might not go very far. A little ways up it, however, the forest was broken by a clearing in which a squat, frowsy man was grubbing over a small grain field. A stanger was an enemy in those parts, so he started to run lumberingly as I approached to question him. Having expected something of the sort, I got the jump on him, and herded him up against a haystack where he hunched, panting, hating and frightened. He probably connected all men on horseback with Chilbert and his ilk.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. “I just wanted to know where this road goes.”

He relaxed. “I don’t know.”

“But you live here!” I protested. “Does it peter out soon or does it go on?”

His eyes were vacant with ignorance and a horrible want of curiosity. “I don’t know. I’ve been up it a ways. It goes farther than that.”

I tried another tack. “Any strangers ever come down the road?”

“Sometimes. Not often. I don’t know where they come from.” He didn’t care, either, and it was obvious that names, directions and distances, even if he had heard them, would mean nothing to him. It was likely enough that he had never been two miles from the spot where he stood.

He had, however, told me that the road was not just a dead end, and I didn’t want to retrace my way west any further than I had to. I decided to chance it.

My planned itinerary had called for following the Loire up to Tours, then cutting north to Louis’ capital at Paris. After that I had thought of trying my luck at Otho’s court, where it was said a good poet was always welcome. I didn’t shine to a devious detour that might include risky cross-country traveling, but that I would be killed if the count got his hands on me was a far more unpleasant certainty.

For the first time I hurried my horse. Dark wouldn’t fall until about ten at that season, and I had hopes that in the dozen or more miles I could cover before then I might unearth some sanctuary. During the next hour, indeed, I did pass a couple of peasant hovels, but the damp and mild chill of a summer night were small terrors compared with me behind such doors. Then, save for the road itself, I saw no sign of men. Meanwhile the sun went down, and twilight could do little to alleviate the gloom of that deep forest.

When I finally did come out into the open even the final phase of dusk seemed almost dazzling. It was no man-made clearing, or if it had been so started it bore no traces then. It stretched into the woods and out of sight behind a hillock which in turn slanted down to a stream running at right angles to the road. I dismounted and drank, noting how my long face and long, fair hair were caricatured in the slightly rippled water, then rose to look the situation over.

I had to rest sometime, and the meadow’s thick heather offered the best bedding I was apt to find. But the place had a feeling about it that made me somewhat uneasy. I was half minded to go on, but the foolishness of riding in weary aimlessness through the dark was apparent. Oh well, I thought, it wouldn’t be so bad with wine for company. I had a pull at the skin, felt immediately better, and started following the stream in search of a likely place to camp.

I skirted the base of the first hill, and it was then that I saw it. A dolmen stood on the second hill, two tall upright stones capped by a large slab, within a ring of smaller standing stones. I had known there was something queer about that meadow. Not that it was the first one I’d seen. I had run across them in Ireland, among the Scots, in Pictland and England as well as in France itself on previous trips; but the sight of one never failed to get under my skin and crawl.

Some say it was giants that built them, and some that it was done by magic. The Church claims there is no magic, but I notice it believes in it right enough if a saint is the performer. Of course, all those things — dolmens, cromlechs and standing stones — are very old, and maybe there’s not much power connected with them any more. But I wouldn’t want to bet on it, especially as they invariably instill the feeling that unseen eyes are all about, watching without friendliness.

Then, too, though some forests look peaceful at night that one didn’t. The trees, dim, and merging one with the other, seemed to be waiting for something to happen. And the heather stirred restlessly before little gusts of wind.

It wasn’t good there at all, but though I myself could bed down anywhere, the chances were against soon finding a place where there was as good forage for the horse. So letting him amble where he would, I set about making a fire. Then with my back turned carefully to the thing up on the hill, I proceeded to encourage my drowsiness with long draughts of wine. It didn’t take very long in my weary condition. I soon wrapped my cloak around me and hunkered down in the heather.





Chapter Two

MY fire had gone out when I was awakened by the howling of wolves — not just moon-baying but the cry of the pack on the trail of something. A wolf’s call is fine to hear when a man’s safe in a house, just as the sound of wind-driven rain increases the coziness of lounging sheltered and warm; but it carried no cheer then. I felt as chill and naked as a worm with a hen’s eye fixed on it. Not that they might be even after me, but if I waited to make sure it would be too late.

There were stars but no moon as yet to help me locate the horse, so I gave that up. The cry came again, seeming surely to come from the road I’d been on, and I peered around wildly. The trees by the stream were small, easy to shin up but offering no perch on which to wait out a siege; and among the great trees of the forest I might look in vain on a dark night for one I could climb. There was the dolmen, however, a dark bulk against the sky. I caught up my sword and wine and sprinted for it.

All along I’d had the fatalistic feeling that I couldn’t avoid that thing. I hoped that any powers that still watched over it wouldn’t mind. I thought of crossing myself but decided it was too risky. Well, they had no particular reason for picking on me. I wasn’t much of a Christian and had respect for old things.

Tossing my weapon and the skin up to the cross rock, I got a toe-hold where a stone was weathered, reached up and pulled myself on top. I was just about in time, too. I had hardly stopped panting enough to have a drink when the lead wolf ran out of the night. About fifteen others followed.

Switching from the horse’s scent to my fresher tracks was something I had been afraid they would do, but it was all to the good once I was in haven. I put the wine down and laughed. “No wolves served,” I told them.

The pack leader looked up, growled, and jumped. But that was just swank, of course. He was three feet short. They all yapped a bit and nosed vainly around, then sat whining expectantly, as if they thought the next move was mine. “I’m not coming down,” I remarked.

After a while they saw that I meant it and went off, sniffing for signs of other game. Had it been in the winter they doubtless would have been uncomfortably persistent, but food wasn’t all that scarce then. Nevertheless, I stayed where I was. They had given me a nasty minute, and I was taking no more chances in that vicinity. For a while I was fearful that they would pick up the bay’s scent, but when I again heard them give the hunting call they were deep in the forest. If, therefore, they hadn’t frightened the horse away by their howling, all should be well. It was chilly on that stone without my cloak, so I didn’t try to sleep. Instead I worked on the wine, speculating as to how far out of my way the road I’d chosen would take me and into what sort of community it would first lead. All places were upset and lawless and all roads perilous, but not for me as a rule. Except when, as in the case of Chilbert, I had offered special grounds for enmity, my harp and my poems gave me a general passport of good will. That was natural enough, too. With everything from empires to ethics being fed to the hogs, poetry was the one sound thing left. Even the Danes, who systematically destroyed most things, made and liked good poetry, though their taste was limited.

I could make poems with varying degress of skill in four languages and recite them in seven, so I could go almost anywhere and find an audience. Irish I was born to, and Danish I had learned nearly as early from Norse who’d settled on the Irish coast. Latin had been the only language permitted at the monastery school, and French I had worked at enough to be handy with in the course of two previous sojourns among the Franks. The others, English, Welsh, and Pictish I had acquired for recitative purposes as needed.

My only good work was in Gaelic, and most of that wasn’t for the casual commercial market. The traveling bard, if he is fond of eating, cannot waste time trying to improve the taste of his hearers. He must give them something they’re in the mood for at the moment, and only the simple, old things like bawdiness washed down with a sip of moral justice are sure fire.

But every man must pay his tax to Hell in some manner; and he can still do good work if it is within his power. I wasn’t certain of the reach of my capabilities; but I had hopes, and I loved the work.

Then, as at many other times, I turned to my craft for life when nothing else was vouchsafed. Starting with the thought of the languages I had mastered, I began considering how interesting was the relation between the habits of a people and the nature of their prosody. But before I’d got very far with that thesis my hair stood on end. I heard voices, although it seemed absurd to think that any group of people would be abroad in that waste at such an hour — or it would have seemed absurd had I not been on a dolmen.

Staring anxiously at the part of the forest the sounds appeared to come from, I saw flickering lights moving toward me. Fiends making a night raid was the first and only explanation that occurred to my startled mind. I wanted to run, but if they really were fiends they could catch me anyhow; if not I was as safe where I was as anywhere. Stretching out on the rock, in hopes I might not be observed, I watched them in fearful wonder.

In a moment or two the lights emerged into the meadow and began weaving more or less directly toward the dolmen. I groaned and sneaked my sword out of its sheath. I might accomplish nothing, but at least I would make the effort. There were, I could by that time count, a dozen torches, and the bearers were chanting to a rhythm that was not quite music. It had something of the quality of plain song, though it was divided into shorter phrases.

Straining my eyes to see what kind of thing was doing all that, I saw that the leading figure, their chief or priest, had no torch. He carried a wand and nothing more; but the rest, little, hairy varmints dressed in skins, all had either a spear or a club. They could have been gnomes, but if they weren’t that I was damned if I knew. I held my breath, expecting to be discovered, but a torch, though it gives good light, also casts black shadows; and none of the creatures came very near the dolmen.

Instead they started to weave in and out among the circle of standing stones. I had just been flattering myself that I knew all languages spoken thereabouts, but, whether gnome-speech or not, I could make nothing of their words. They continued repeating their chant, and as nothing ill was happening to me I got interested and started to analyze the verse form.

It didn’t have much form in the strictest sense. The lines, which apparently could be of any length, were tied together merely by a recurrent phrase. It reminded me of certain Pictish poems, and at the thought I almost snapped my fingers. Trim one of those ratty elves up a little and put a trifle more clothes on him and you’d have a Pict, if you wanted one.

I began going over the poem, which I then knew by heart, and found that though some of the words were strange quite a few closely resembled Pictish words. If I was right the gist of the chant was that it was dark and they wanted light, although why they didn’t go to sleep and wait for dawn was more than I could figure.

Suddenly the leader left the circle, marching up to the dolmen to stand right beneath me, and as he did so the others ground out their torches. In the abrupt want of light after the glare I could see little, but I could hear him intoning urgently in a high, sweet voice. He hadn’t spoken ten words, either, before his feet glowed like phosphorus.

For an instant I was stunned, then I turned to look behind me. The moon had just peaked above the horizon and was striking directly between the upright stones that supported the rock I was on to light up the little man before anything else in the world that we could see.

It rose swiftly then, a full moon, picking his body more and more strongly out of the dark and making his shaggy white head wondrously bright and shining. How he had timed it I didn’t know, but the effect was as if he had called the moon up over the edge of the world. It was the most impressive single thing I had ever seen, and I had once been present when a murdering, usurious louse of a king was withered to a sniveling suppliant by a bishop who turned him over to Hell with no hope of pardon, knelling him to everlasting punishment with bell, book, and candle. That was very good, too, except that it made my stomach crawl. This was clean, heartening beauty.

Just as I anticipated being discovered, however, and was trying to calculate how they would react, the ceremony was over. They turned away and made silently for the forest through the now coldly smoldering heather. But relief had had scarcely time to set in before I heard a slight scratching sound. The next moment the old man’s head popped up over the rim of the slab.

Seeing me, he almost fell backward in his fright and amazement, but I collared him, held a hand over his mouth and dragged him up. If I let him yell I’d probably have Picts throwing spears at me for the rest of the night. “It’s all right,” I told him, hoping he knew enough of the words I was using to get the general sense. “I was chased up here by wolves, and I’m going away in the morning.” I repeated the assurance for luck, then as his friends had disappeared I let him go.

He had recovered his poise and sat up, giving me a slow and careful examination. “You’re not one of us,” he finally observed, “but the speech you used was ours, though there were a couple of words you said twistedly.”

Notwithstanding the dialectical differences he had observed, we weren’t going to have trouble in conversing. “I learned it from a people,” I looked at the moon to make sure of my direction and pointed northwest, “who live on an island off there.” Now that the excitement was over I felt cold again. “Have some wine?”

He was more than willing, and when he finally took his mouth from the nozzle things were on an amiable social plane. “These men who talk like you,” I said when I had drunk in turn, “fashion a brew out of heather which tastes milder and can make a man drunker than anything I’ve ever had.”

He smiled and then grew thoughtful. “They must be of our people. Though I didn’t know there were any left except ourselves. But we used to own the world.”

“Yes?” I said politely.

“Oh yes. I remember.”

I was startled. Rome had been a long time ago, before Christ even. “How old are you?” I asked cautiously.

He put the hand on the rock. “As old as this.”

I understood then and nodded. Among the Picts the man who conserves the old knowledge and wisdom of the tribe is believed to have lived always. Well, it would be some while before day returned, and maybe I’d learn something interesting from the fellow. I passed the wine again. “You must have had quite a life.”

This remark seemed to please him. “I have. I’ve seen everything in the world come and go. First my people were here, and I had them put up the stones because there are powers that should be honored. Then, as I say, we ruled everything until men came who looked like you and talked like this — ” Here he astonished me by speaking words that sounded something like Gaelic.

“Well,” he went on, “they were here a long time, and those of us they didn’t kill lived as best we could. We thought nobody could defeat them, but a new people finally did. They spoke like this — ” and though the words were slurred they were in Latin — “and were great builders. But they made it harder for us than the others because they cut down the forests.” He stopped and chuckled.

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

“Well, I’m still here, and they’re gone; or if there are any of them left they don’t know it. The language they spoke and the things they made and knew are no longer theirs.”

“Meanwhile,” I pointed out, “the Franks have come.”

“Yes, and Bretons,” he nodded. “We have been crushed as never before because of their wars on our land, but maybe they’ll kill each other off.”

“They tried hard,” I admitted. “Still you’re getting weaker all the time.” I was not drunk but had yet taken enough to push discussion solely on its merits without too delicate a regard for feelings.

He didn’t take offense but smiled pensively, fingering his great, moon-glowing beard. He looked as though he might actually have been as old as he said he was. “Perhaps I’ll die,” he spoke again finally, “but if I do everything really good will die with me. After my people are gone nobody will ever really know how dawn holds life in check when the mist rises white above the heather or how the trees move and change shapes at night. They won’t know how a friend’s eyes can look, warm over the ale, or how the beauty of one of our girls — for there are no others of any worth — can stir a man. They won’t know how fine a thing it is to be of the land or be honored in the tribe.”

I shrugged. “I suppose all peoples feel that way.”

“Do they?” he challenged. “Then why do they all come here, leaving their own lands, often leaving their tribes or, yes, even their women behind? You, for instance, who are you?”

“Finnian. An Irishman.”

That meant nothing to him, but he wasn’t interested in details. “You’re from somewheres else, too. What are you doing here?”

“I’m a bard,” I explained. “I travel around singing wherever men will pay to listen.”

“Won’t they listen in your own land?” he inquired with a suggestion of a sneer.

“Of course.” In spite of myself the thrust injured my professional pride. “I am welcome anywhere.”

“Why not stay home in that case? Isn’t the land good?”

“It’s all right,” I said, “but so are a lot of other places.”

That seemed to annoy the old fellow, and he snorted. He was getting into the spirit of the thing and drank without invitation. “Do you like it where your own gods aren’t worshiped?”

“Why, as for that, they make it easy for us these days. Word’s got around that there’s only one god for all people everywhere.”

“Drivel!” he snapped, reminding me of an Irish priest commenting on the claims to supremacy of the pope at Rome. “Do you believe that?”

“I don’t care much one way or the other. I was trying to be disarming but achieved no such results.”

“You don’t care about your land or your gods. Why don’t you at least stay and stand with your tribe?”

“Oh, the clan’s getting along all right.” I shook the skin and felt relieved as it gurgled encouragingly. “They don’t need me.”

“They’re probably better off without you,” he said bitingly.

His obvious spleen about something that was so little his concern amused me. He was all priest in his worrying about who had which gods and what other people did about life. “Maybe,” I said placidly.

“A man who lives away from his own country and people,” he stated, “doesn’t live in reality. He knows nothing that is really happening, nor is he truly a part of life. He is merely suspended in it.”

That caught my attention, for in a purely general sense I had found it so. “Possibly that’s why I like it.”

For a little old man he certainly could hold a lot. “You like nothing that’s worth anything to a man!” he scolded when he had wiped his mouth. “You travel alone, don’t you? I suppose nobody wants to be seen with you!”

“You seem to like to drink with me,” I pointed out.

“I do not like to drink with you! I just don’t hold it against the wine if the company’s bad.” He released the skin grudgingly. “What’s your woman doing while you’re running all over places you don’t belong?”

“I haven’t got one and don’t want one.”

I expected another outburst, but the statement seemed to leave him speechless. Hunched forward, staring at me, he was an eerie and angry figure swaying a little in the moonlight.

The moon was by then well up, and the rim of the forest looked no longer ominous but as soothed and relaxed as my mood. If the night had been as cool as I had thought, it was so no more. I was beginning to feel that it wouldn’t be difficult to sleep, but his next words changed that.

“Always after the others leave when the moon ceremony is over I sit up here to wait for signs. I had thought that you might be a good omen, but you are bad.” He was leaning forward, peering fixedly at my face, and though I met his eyes I was not happy. All my uneasiness about the stones and their makers came back with a rush. This was the servant of those wild, old powers, and he had become malevolent toward me. “You care for nothing,” he accused again.

There was no use mentioning poetry. A priest can’t get over the notion that a good poem is a hymn. Of course, sometimes it is, but not often.

His words were coming a little thickly, but he knew just what he wanted to say. “You serve nothing and help nobody!”

As he said that my mind went inevitably back to the Saxon youngster, and I felt shame again that I had not so much as stretched out a hand, no, not even spoken a warning. My efforts might not have been effective, but I had foreknown and hadn’t tried.

The old Pict was leaning so close by then that I could smell the wine on his breath; and he got it! Whether it is done by magic or not, there are some men who can reach into another’s mind and pull his thoughts out whole. That man was a priest of an ancient, strange race, probably versed in wizardry, too, and he read me out. “You let a man die today because you couldn’t be bothered!”

“It wasn’t my business,” I muttered.

He saw he had me on the run and that increased his sense of power. “You think nothing in life is your business!” he howled. “But I’ll make it so things will be!”

For an instant I merely shivered, then pure, scared rage made me pull myself together. I shoved his face so hard he fell over backwards, then I caught up my sword. “You try to curse me, you damned hobgoblin, and I’ll chop you up for dog meat!”

Far from being taken aback, he defied me in a voice crackling with vindictive glee. “If you don’t believe in any gods, what are you worried about?”

“I’m not worried,” I blustered lamely. “I just don’t like to be cursed.”

“You’re not worth a good curse,” he informed me, sitting up as I took the point of my sword away from his throat, “but I’ll put my will on you.”

“Go ahead,” I said sullenly. “Not that anything will come of it.”

“Oh yes it will!” I waited alertly, ready to kill him if he voiced anything that sounded as if it might be a spell, but he only looked at me hard and said: “From now on, as long as you stay in my land,” here he swept an arm to include all directions, “you will aid any man or woman in need of help.”

That didn’t seem so bad, and my relief was mixed with mortification at having been so afraid. In the past couple of minutes, however, I had become nearly sober and thus conscious of the chill and the stiffness in my weary muscles. Rising, I stood with my back to the Pict, stretching and looking hopefully for some sign of dawn. There are limits even to the elastic hospitality of inebriety, and after having threatened to kill another, a man could not — or I could not — go on drinking with him. I hoped he’d take the hint and go away.

When I heard a slithering noise, therefore, I didn’t turn immediately. I waited awhile and then looked around to find the slab empty — completely empty. He had taken the last of the wine with him. I spotted him then, a blur just merging with the apron shadow of the trees. My first impulse was to leap down after him; but I’d never find him, and the Lord alone knew how many other raffish demons he could conjure out of ratholes or in whatever other appropriate places they lived.

Impotent to take it out in any other way, I stood and howled my fury like a child. “You thieving night crawler! You bat’s louse!”

All I got in return was laughter and the valedictory retort, which undoubtedly gave him a great deal of satisfaction: “I didn’t think you’d care.”

It was an hour before I ceased mouthing oaths, as different aspects of the enormity that had been perpetrated upon me kept cropping up in my mind for wrathful consideration. Nobody but a priest could share a man’s hospitality, butt into his personal affairs, exact a penance that was to his own advantage, and leave with the additional pleasure of feeling self-righteous.

Thus I fretted out the nub of the night, growing more miserable as it waxed progressively cooler and the wine ebbed in me. Then with the first light I plodded through the cold, dew-soaked heather to find another unpleasant surprise. Some rodent had gnawed its way into my scrip and eaten my small stock of provisions. I looked at the dolmen and shook my fist. All that would be needed to make disaster complete would be the loss of my horse. Thoroughly disgusted with an ill-run world, I started to search for him.





Chapter Three

A LITTLE scouting around showed me that the bay, whether or not he had been stampeded by wolves, had strayed north up the road. By that time I was so accustomed to bad chance that I would have suspected trickery if anything pleasant had happened. That wine-stealing Judas of a Pictish wizard was doubtless responsible for everything, and my only recourse was to get out of his domain. Feeling much put upon, I wrapped my saddle and smaller belongings in my cloak and slung the whole over my shoulder. My harp, which I usually so carried when afoot, I tucked under my arm.

Walking thus loaded didn’t help my hunger or my disposition, but it warmed me up in short order. My burdens were not too heavy, but they were awkward; and a long sword wasn’t designed for a pedestrian. In consequence, though the new sun was soon lighting a very fair day I wasn’t favorably impressed. I don’t suppose I’d gone more than three miles before I caught sight of the horse, but it seemed as if I’d been walking for a week.

When I called wheedingly the animal looked up from some young shoots it had been nibbling and trotted a ways further. Restraining the impulse to run in pursuit, I put down my things and commenced stalking. It teased me for more than a mile, but, finally perceiving that it was not going to be allowed to eat in peace, it yielded. It was laughing at me, having enjoyed the fun thoroughly, but I was so pleased I condoned its misplaced humor. The bay’s recapture marked the first good thing that had happened since finding the dolmen, and I hoped that my ill luck was ended.

After retrieving my gear, which had not, as I had half anticipated, been somehow stolen I pushed on at a stiff pace. With a horse under me my appetite no longer seemed likely to prove mortal, and I regained much of my lost good humor. Till well past noon I passed nothing of man’s save a couple of burned-down shacks, but that didn’t much matter. I was traveling in fine, new country on a fine, new day, and the road could be counted on to take me somewhere. Even the food problem wasn’t insoluble. As I told the bay with a cheerfulness he might have thought in bad taste, I could always eat horse meat.

The road had been dipping into and out of a series of small, shallow valleys, and from the top of one of the dividing hills I at last saw what looked to be an abbey. My surmise was correct. In another half hour or so I rode into a wide sweep of field under cultivation, with a monastery, possessing on closer inspection many of the aspects of a fortress, as its hub.

Whether the force came from piety or arms, strength was present. There was an air of settled prosperity rarely found; and the peasants didn’t run at the sight of me or even appear concerned beyond a natural curiosity.

As I approached the abbey gates I examined the place with interest. It was a genuine stronghold all right, and no doubt needed to be. There was a huge, iron knocker, but just as I was about to dismount and use it a long, raw-boned monk appeared on the top of the wall and looked me over leisurely. “Good afternoon,” he finally said. I liked the looks of his rugged, weather-beaten face, but his tone was not encouraging. “Have you business at St. Charles?”

He spoke in Latin, which proved that I had found a monastery where some tradition of learning was remembered. After turning my horse so that he could see my harp, I answered in kind, asking courteously for entertainment.

“Another minstrel,” he said without inflection.

“No,” I corrected him with a touch of pride, “a maker.” Then, as that did not appear to impress him sufficiently, I added: “And a scholar.”

“You don’t look like a priest,” he pointed out.

Several comments occurred to me, but I refrained from giving voice to them. “All cannot be fathers of the Church,” I answered instead. “Some of us have to content ourselves with being merely sons.”

He grinned at that, and I began to hope that we might get on. “That’s a remarkably long sword for a poet.” He hesitated just long enough. “And a scholar.”

I understood his attitude. Every petty faction had its spies and secret agents, so every stranger was automatically suspect. “Alas!” I droned, “a peaceful man and a Christian meets many who are not either these days and must protect the life God gave him as best he may.”

“H-m-m. Where are you from, Christian?”

“I’m an Irishman and don’t care what wolves eat what part of the Empire. Now speaking of eating, that’s something I haven’t done all day.” While making this remark, I took the precaution of shifting my wallet so that the coins in it clinked musically.

His face became broodingly solemn. “You will be welcome to the hospice, my son,” he said after a fitting pause for consideration.

Once I was inside he pointed out the guest house to me, then led me across the court to the stables. But things were not to my mind yet. The meager food of the hospice would serve in a pinch, but the monks were a hearty, well-fed crew. Their table, I judged, would be worthy of an appetite such as mine.

“What’s your name, Father?” I asked my guide, who was appraising the bay with an expert’s eye.

“Clovis.”

“I’m Finnian and, as I’ve told you, a bard. When the fathers gather at the refectory couldn’t I show my gratitude for the abbey’s hospitality — in addition, of course, to my contribution for the poor — by reciting for them?”

He gave the horse a final, approving pat. “Have you poems worthy of these holy premises?”

“Oh no, not worthy,” I said cautiously, “but possibly acceptable.”

He rubbed his chin, and the sleeve of his gown fell back to show a big scar, not long healed. If that hadn’t been made by a sword there would have been no use in his telling me so, for I wouldn’t have believed him. “I haven’t the authority to give you permission, even though I think gratitude is a very fine thing.” That man and I understood each other perfectly. “But if you should come to the refectory when the bell rings,” he suggested, “you could make your request to the Prior. Father Walter, our abbot, is not expected until somewhat later.”
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