file:/I/F|/rah/Poul %620A nderson/Anderson,%20Poul %20-%20T he%620B 0at%200f %620a%620Million%20Y ears.txt

This is a work of fiction. Al the characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious,
and any resenbl ance to real people or events is purely coincidental

THE BOAT OF A M LLI ON YEARS

Copyright © by Poul Anderson

Al'l rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form

A TOR Book

Publ i shed by Tom Doherty Associates, Inc. 49 West 24 Street New York, NY 10010

| SBN: 0-812-50270-1 ClI P: 89-39879

First edition: Novenber 1989

First mass market edition: January 1991

Printed in the United States of America 0987654321

ACKNOW_EDGVENTS

Chapter H, "The Conrade," has appeared in Anal og Science Fiction!Science Fact, June 1988.
Copyright © 1988 by Davis Publications, Inc.

Chapter V, "No Man May Shun H s Doom " does homage to the | ate Johannes V. Jensen

Karen Anderson prepared the epigraph, slightly nodifying her translation at ny request, and as
scholar and critic was inval uabl e throughout.

The "CCCP" is due to George W Price.

For other kinds of hglp |I also thank John Anderson, Victor Fernandez-Davila, and David HartweH.

To

G C. and Carnen Ednondson Sal ud, anor, ttinero y tienpo para gustarl os.

[

ill

May he go forth in the sunrise boat, May he cone to port in the sunset boat, May he go anobng the

i mperi shable stars, May he journey hi the Boat of a MIIlion Years.

—The Book of Going Forth by Daylight

(Theban recension, ca. 18th Dynasty)

Thul e

1

"To SAIL beyond the worl|d—=

Hanno' s voi ce faded away. Pytheas | ooked sharply at him Against the plain, whitewashed room where
they sat, the Phoenician seened vivid, like a flash of sunlight fromoutside. It mght only be due
to the brightness of eyes and teeth or a skin tan even in winter. O herw se he was ordinary,

sl ender and suppl e but of nedium height, features aquiline, hair and neatly trinmed beard a crow s-
wi ng bl ack. He wore an unadorned tunic, scuffed sandals, a single gold finger ring.

"You cannot nean that," said the G eek

Hanno cane out of reverie, shook hinmself, [aughed. "Ch, no. A trope, of course. Though it would be
well to make sure beforehand that enough of your nen do believe we Iive on a sphere. They'll have
anple terrors and troubles without fearing a plunge off the edge into sone abyss."

"You sound educated,"” said Pytheas slowy.

"Should I not? | have travel ed, but also studied. And you, sir, a learned nan, a phil osopher
propose to voyage into the sheerly unknown. You actually hope to cone back." Hanno picked a gobl et
off the small table between them and sipped of the tenpered wine that a slave had brought.

Pyt heas shifted on his stool. A charcoal brazier had nade the roomclose as well as warm His
lungs longed for a breath of clean air. "Not altogether unknown," he said, "Your people go that
far. Lykias told nme you claimto have been there yourself."
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Hanno sobered. "I told himthe truth. |'ve journeyed that way nore than once, both overland and by
sea. But so much of it is wlderness, so nuch else is changing these days, in ways unforeseeable
but usually violent. And the Carthaginians are interested just in the tin, w th whatever other
things they can pick up incidental to that. They only touch on the southern end of the Pretanic
Isles. The rest is outside their ken, or any civilized man's."

"And yet you desire to cone with ne."

Hanno in his turn studied his host before replying. Pytheas too was sinply clad. He was tall for a
G eek, lean, features sharp beneath a high forehead, clean-shaven, with a few deep lines. Curly
brown hair showed frost at the tenples. His eyes were gray. The directness of their glance bespoke
i mpei i ousness, or innocence, or perhaps both.

"l think I do," said Hanno carefully. "W shall have to talk further. However, in ny fashion, like
you in yours, | want to learn as nuch as | can about this earth and its peoples while | amstil
above it. Wen your man Lykias went about the city inquiring after possible advisors, and | heard,
| was happy to seek himout." Again he grinned. "Also, | amin present need of enploynent. There
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ought to be a goodly profit in this."

"W are not going as traders," Pytheas explained. "Well have wares al ong, but to exchange for what
we need rather than to get wealthy. W are, though, pledged excellent pay on our return.”

"I gather the city is not sponsoring the venture?"

"Correct. A consortiumof nerchants is. They want to know the chances and costs of a sea route to
the far North, now that the Gaul s are nmaking the | and dangerous. Not tin alone, you understand—tin
may be the | east of it—but anber, furs, slaves, whatever those countries offer."

"The Gaul s indeed." Nothing el se need be said. They had poured over the nountains to make the
nearer part of Italy theirs; a long lifetime ago war chariots runbled, swords flashed, hones

bl azed, wol ves and ravens feasted across Europe. Hanno did add: "I have sone acquai ntance with
them That should hel p. Be warned, the prospects of such a route are poor. Besides them the

Car t hagi ni ans. "

"I know. "
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Hanno cocked his head. "Neverthel ess, you are organizing this expedition.”

"To foll ow know edge, " Pytheas answered quietly. "I amfortunate in that two of the sponsors are
nore intelligent than nost. They val ue understanding for its own sake."

"Know edge has a trick of paying off in unexpected ways." Hanno sniled. "Forgive ne. |I'ma crass

Phoeni cian. You're a man of consequence in public affairs—nherited noney, |'ve heard-but first

and forenost a phil osopher. You need a navigator at sea, a guide and interpreter ashore. | believe

| amthe one for you."

Pyt heas' tone sharpened. "Wat are you doing in Massalia? Wiy are you prepared to aid sonething
that is . . . not in the interests of Carthage?"

Hanno turned serious. "I amno traitor, for | amnot a Carthaginian. True, |'ve lived in the city,
among many different places. But I'mnot overly fond of it. They're too puritanical there, too

little touched by any grace of Greece or Persia; and their human sacrifices— He grimced, then

shrugged. "To sit in judgnment on what people do is a fool's gane. They'll continue doing it
regardless. As for ne, I"'mfromdd Phoenicia, the East. Al exandras destroyed Tyre, and the civil
wars after his death have left that part of the world in sorry shape. | seek ny fortune where
can. |'ma wanderer by nature anyway."

"I shall have to get better acquainted with you," Pytheas said, blunter than he was wont. Did he
already feel at ease with this stranger?

"Certainly." Again Hanno's manner grew cheerful. "I've thought how to prove ny skills to you. In a
short time. You realize the need to enbark soon, don't you? Preferably at the start of sailing
season. "

"Because of Carthage?"

Hanno nodded. "This new war in Sicily will engage her whole attention for a while. Agathokles of
Syracuse is a harder eneny than the Carthagi nian suffetes have taken the trouble to discover.

woul dn't be surprised if he carries the fight to their shores.”

Pyt heas stared. "How can you be so sure?"

"I was lately there, and |'ve |learned to pay attention. In
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Carthage too. You're aware she discourages all foreign traffic beyond the Pillars of

Her akl es—eften by nethods that would be called piracy were it the work of a private party. Well
the suffetes now speak of an out-and-out blockade. If they win this war, or at least fight it to a

draw, | suspect they' Il lack the resources for sone tinme afterward; but eventually they'|ll do it.
Your expedition will take a pair of years at least, likelier three, very possibly nore. The
earlier you set forth, the earlier you'll conme home—f you do—and not run into a Carthaginian

patrol. Wat a shane, after an od-yssey like that, to end at the bottomof the sea or on an
auction bl ock."

"We' |l have an escort of warships."” Hanno shook his head. "Ch, no. Anything |less than a
pent econter woul d be usel ess, and that long hull would never survive the North Atlantic. My
friend, you haven't seen waves or storns till you' ve been yonder. Al so, how do you carry food and

water for all those rowers? They burn it like wildfire, you know, and resupplying will be chancy
at best. My nanesake coul d explore the African coasts in galleys, but he was southbound. You'l
need sail. Let me counsel you on what ships to buy."

"You claima great many proficiencies," Pytheas nurnured.

"1 have been through a great nmany schools," Hanno replied.

They tal ked onward for an hour, and agreed to neet again on the follow ng day. Pytheas escorted
his visitor out. They stopped for a nonent at the front door

The house stood high on a ridge above the bay. Eastward, beyond city walls, hills glowed with
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sunset. The streets of the old Greek colony had becone rivers of shadow. Voices, footfalls, wheels
were nmuted; the air rested in chilly peace. Wstward the sun cast a bridge across the waters.
Masts in the harbor stood stark against it. Qulls cruising overhead caught the light on then-

wi ngs, gol d beneat h bl ue.

"A lovely sight," Pytheas said low. "This coast nust be the nbst beautiful in the world."

Hanno parted his tips as if to tell about others he had seen, closed them said finally: "Let us
try to bring you back here, then. It won't be easy."

\

THREE VESSELS fared by noonlight. Their nasters dared not put in at Gadeira or any part of
Tartessos—€art hagi nian territory—and kept the sea after dark. The crews nuttered; but night
sailing was not unheard of on famliar lanes, and to be out in the very Ccean was a strangeness
overwhel ming all el se.

The craft were alike, so they could nore readily travel in convoy. Each was a merchant man, though
her principal cargo was well-armed nen and their supplies. Narrower in the beam man nost of its
kind, the black hull swept sone hundred feet fromthe high stern, where the twin steering oars
were and a swan's head ornanment reared, to the cutwater at the prow. A mast am dships carried a

| arge square sail and a triangular topsail. Forward of it stood a small deckhouse, aft of it |ay
two rowboats, for towi ng her at need or saving lives in the worst need. She coul d get perhaps

ei ghty degrees off the wind, slowy and awkwardly; ninbler rigs existed, but drew |l ess well.
Tonight, with a favoring breeze, she nmade about five knots.

Hanno cane forth. The cabin, which the officers shared, was confining for a person of his habits.
Oten he slept on deck, together with such of the crew as found the spaces bel ow too cranped and
snelly. Several of themrested bl anket-w apped on straw ticks al ong the bul warks. Mon-ti ght
turned pl anks hoar, cross-barred with long unrestful shadows. Air blew cold, and Hanno drew his
chl anys cl ose about him The wind |lulled above whoosh of waves, creak of tinbers and tackle. The
ship rocked gently, making muscles flex in a dance with her

A figure stood at the starboard rail, near the forward | ookout. Hanno recogni zed Pytheas' profile
agai nst qui cksilver nmoongl ade and went to join him "Rejoice," he greeted. "You can't sleep

ei t her?"

"I hoped to nake observations," the Greek replied. "Nights this clear will be few for us, won't
they?" ' Hanno | ooked outward. Brightnesses rippled, sheened, sparked over the water. Foamswirl ed
ghostly. Lanterns hung fromthe yard scarcely touched his vision, though he saw their counterparts
glimer and sway on the conpani on
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shi ps. Across a distance hard to gauge in this noving ningling of light and night, a vague nass
lifted, Ilberia. "W've been lucky thus far in the weather," Hanno said. He gestured at the

goni oneter in Pytheas' hand. "But is that thing of any use here?"

"I't would be much nore accurate ashore. If only we could—Well, doubtless Til find better
opportunities later, the Bears will be higher in the sky."

Hanno gl anced at those constellations. They had di nmed as the noon clinbed. "What are you trying
to nmeasure?"

"I want to locate the north celestial pole nore exactly man has hitherto been done." Pytheas
pointed. "Do you see how the two brightest stars in the Lesser Bear, with the first star in the

tail, formthree corners of a quadrangle? The pole is the fourth. O so they say."

"I know. | am your navigator."

"1 beg your pardon. | forgot for a nonent. Too absorbed." Pytheas chuckled ruefully, then grew
eager. "If this rule of thunb can be refined, you appreciate what a help that will give seanen.
Still more will it mean to geographers and cosnographers. Since the gods have not seen fit to

pl ace a star just at the pole, or even especially dose, we nust nake do as best we are able."

"There have been such stars in the past," Hanno said. "There will be again in the future."

"What ?" Pyt heas stared at himthrough the phantom radi ance. "Do you nean di e heavens change?"

"Over centuries." Hanno's hand nade a chopping notion. "Forget it. Like you, | spoke w thout

thinking. | don't expect you to believe ne. Call it a sailor's tall tale."

Pyt heas stroked his chin. "As a matter of fact," he said, |ow and slow, "a correspondent of m ne

in Alexandria, at its great library, has mentioned that ancient records give certain intimations.
It requires deeper study. But you, Hanno—

The Phoenician formed a disarmng grin. "Perhaps | make | ucky guesses once in a while."

"You are ... unique in several respects. You ve actually told nme very tittle about yourself. Is
' Hanno' the nane you were born with?"

"It serves."

THE BOAT OF A M LLI ON YEARS 7
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"You seem without hone, famly, ties of any kind." Inpulsively: "I hate to think of you as |onely
and def ensel ess. "

"Thank you, but | need no synpathy.'
al ready honesi ck?"

"Not really. Not on this quest that |'ve dreamt of for years." The G eek paused. "But | do have
roots, wife, children. My oldest son is married. He should have grandchildren for ne when
return.” Wth a snmile: "My ol dest daughter is now marriageable. | left arrangenments for her ia ny
brother's hands, with nmy wife's advice and consent. Yes, ny little Danae too, she may well have a
tittle one of her owmn by that tine." He shook hinself, as if the wind had touched himw th col d.
"It won't do to yearn. Wl | be |long gone at best."

Hanno shrugged. "And nmeanwhile, |'ve found, barbarian wonmen are usually easy."

Pyt heas regarded himfor a silent spell and said nothing about youths already avail able. \Watever
Hanno' s tastes ought be, he didn't expect the Phoenician would becone intimate with any nenber of
the expedition. Behind that genial front of his, how nuch humanity was in hin®

ALL AT once, tike a blowto the belly, there the Keltoi were. A dozen tall warriors sprang from
the forest and started across the grassy slope to the beach, a score, a hundred, two hundred or
worse. More swarmed onto the twin headl ands sheltering the cove where the ships had anchored.
Mariners yelled, dropped their work of preparing canp, snatched for their weapons, mlled about.
Sol di ers anobng them hoptites and peltasts, nmpost still arnored, pushed through the chaos to take
formati on. Hel nets, breastplates, shields, swords, pike heads shimrered dully in a thin rain.
Hanno ran to their captain, Denetrios, caught himby the wist, and snapped, "Don't initiate
hostilities. They'd | ove to take our heads hone. Battle trophies.”

The hard visage fleered. "Do you suppose if we stay peaceful, they' Il enbrace us?"

"That depends." Hanno squinted into the di ness before
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him The hidden sun at his back had to be near the horizon. Trees nmade a gray wall behind the
oncom ng attackers. War cries went saw edged over the boom of surf outside the little bay, echoed
fromecliff to cliff, sent gulls shrieking aloft. "Soneone spied us, maybe days ago; sent word to
his fellow clansnen; they followed our course, with the woods for a screen; they expected we'd
canp at one of the places where the Carthagi ni ans do—ae'd see the burnt wood, rubbish, traces, and
head i n—= He was thinking al oud.

"Why didn't they wait till we were asleep, except for our sentries?"

"They must be afraid of the dark. This can't be their country. And so—Hold fast. G ve nme—+ should
have a peel ed wand or a green bough, but this nmay suffice." Hanno turned about and tugged at the
standard. Its bearer clung and cursed him

"Make himgive ne this, Denetrios!" Hanno dermanded.

The nmercenary | eader hesitated an instant before he ordered, "Let go, Kleanthes."

"Good. Now bl ow trunpets, bang on shields, raise all the noise you can, but stay where you are."
The enbl em al oft, Hanno advanced. He noved slowy, gravely, staff in right hand, naked sword in
left. At his rear, brass brayed and iron thundered.

The Carthagi nians had cl eared away high growmh as far as the spring where they got water, a

di stance of about an Atheni an stadi on. New brush sprang up to hinder passage and nake it noisy.
Thus total surprise was inpossible, and the Gauls were not yet hi that headl ong dash which
civilized nmen dreaded. They trotted forward as individuals or small groups, disorderly and deadly.
They were big, fair-conplexioned men. Mdst flaunted | ong nustaches; none had shaved | ately. Those
that did not braid their hair had treated it with a material that reddened it and stiffened it
into spikes. Paint and tattoos adorned bodi es soneti nes naked, oftener wapped in a dyed wool en
kilt—a sort of primtive himation—er attired in breeches and perhaps a tunic of gaudy hues. Their
weapons were |long swords, spears, dirks; some bore round shields, a few had hel nets.

One huge nan at the forefront of the roughly semcircular van wore a gilt helnmet that flared out
in horns. A bronze

tore circled his throat, gold helices his arms. The warriors to his right and left were al nost as
fl anboyant. He must be the chief. Hanno noved toward him

The racket from anong the G eeks was giving the barbarians pause, puzzling them They sl owed,

| ooked around, danped their shouts and nuttered to each other. Watching, Pytheas saw Hanno neet
their | eader. He heard horns blow, voices ring. Men sped about, carrying a word he coul d not
understand. The Gaul s grunbl ed pieceneal to a halt, withdrew a ways, squatted down or |eaned on
their spears, waited. The drizzle thickened, daylight faded, and he saw only shadows yonder

An hour dragged itself into dusk. Fires blossomed under the forest.

Hanno mi | dened his manner. "You judge ne by yourself. Are you
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Hanno returned. He wal ked |i ke another shadow past Denetrios* pickets, between the hushed and
huddl ed sailors, to find Pytheas near the boats, not to flee but because there the water cast off
enough light to ease the wet glooma little.

"We're safe,"” Hanno decl ared. Breath gusted out of Pytheas.

"But we've a busy night ahead of us," Hanno went on. "Kindle fires, pitch tents, get the best of
the wretched food we have and cook it as well as possible. Not that our visitors will notice the
quality. It's quantity that counts with them"

Pyt heas peered, striving to read the half-seen face. "Wat's happened?" he asked unevenly. "Wat
have you done?"

Hanno's tone stayed cool, with a hint of hidden |aughter. "You know |'ve acquired enough Keltic
| anguage to get by, and a fair acquaintance with their custons and beliefs. Those aren't too

different fromseveral other wild races'; | can guess ny way past any gaps in ny know edge. | went
out to themin the style of a herald, which made ny person sacred, and talked with their chief.
He's not a bad fellow, as such people go. |I've known worse nmonsters in power anong Hel |l enes,
Per si ans, Phoeni ci ans, Egyptians—No natter."

"What ... did they want?"

"To overcone us before we could escape, of course, take our boats, capture our ships, plunder
them The fact alone showed this isn't likely their native country. Carthaginians have treaties
with natives. True, these might have denounced the agreenment for some childish reason. However,
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then they'd have attacked after dark. They brag about their fearl essness, but when it's a question
of booty nore than glory, they wouldn't care to take unnecessary casualties or risk our being able
to stand them off while nost of us got away to the ships. Neverthel ess they cane at us as soon as
we were ashore. So they nust be afraid of the dark hereabout s—ghosts and gods of the lately slain,
not yet appeased. |played on that, among other things."

"Who are they?"

"Pictones fromthe east, intending to settle these parts.” Hanno began pacing, to and fro before
the eyes of Pytheas. Sand scrunched soddenly underfoot. "Not nuch |ike those tane and hal f-tane
tribes hi your Massatian hinterland; but not entirely alien to them either. They have nore
respect for skills, for learning, than |I've generally found your ordinary G eek does. Their
ornanent, all thenl workmanship is beautiful. Not only a herald but a poet, any w se person is

sacred. | proved nyself a nmgician, what they call a druid, by various sleight-of-hand tricks and
occultistic nonsense. | threatened—eh, very delicately—to lay a satire on themif they offended
me. First I'd convinced them| was a poet, by a rough plagiarismof lines fromHonmer. Til have to
work on that. |I've prom sed them nore."

"You have what ?"

Hanno's | augh rang al oud. "Ready the canp, | say. Prepare the feast. Tell Denetrios' nen they're
to be an honor guard. We'll have guests at dawn, and | daresay the festivities will braw on

through the whole day. You'll be expected to give pretty lavish gifts, but that's all right, we
have anpl e trade goods al ong, and honor will require you receive severalfold the value in stuff we
can better use. Al so, we now have safe conduct for a considerabl e distance north." He paused. Sea
and | and sighed around them "Onh, and if we get decent weather tonorrow night, do carry on your
star observations, Pytheas. That will inpress themno end."

"And . . . it's a part of what we're journeying for," whispered the other man. "What you' ve
saved. "

BEHI ND LAY the Dummonian tin mines, and the harbor to which no Carthagi nians would cone while the
war | asted, and the three ships. Lykias kept a guard on them and saw to their careening and
refitting. Denetrios organi zed overl and
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explorations of the west and south coasts. The interior and north of Pretania Pytheas clained for
hi msel f.

He cane with Hanno and a snall mlitary escort out of the hills, onto a rolling plain where, here
and there, wlderness yielded to plow and and pasture. A gigantic nound inside a fosse and

eart hworks dominated it. The chal ky crater hollowed on top held armed nmen and their | odgings.

Its commander received the travelers hospitably, once he was sure of their intentions. Folk were
al ways eager for word from outside; nost barbarians had pathetically narrow horizons. Tal k went
haltingly by way of Hanno and a Dummoni an who had acconpanied the party this far. Now he wanted to
go honme. A man by sone such nane as Segovax offered to replace himand | ead the guests to a great
wonder near by.
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Autumm was in the wind, chill and |oud. Leaves were turning yellow, brown, russet and beginning to
fly anmay. A (rail went onto an upland where trees were few. C oud shadows and pal e sunli ght
sickl ed across imensities of sallow grass. Sheepflocks afar were lost hi |oneliness. The G eeks
mar ched briskly, |eading the pack ponies they had gotten in Dumonia. They would not return to the
hiU fort but push on. One winter was scant tinme to range this land. Conme spring, Pytheas nmust be
back with his ships.

The sight waxed slowy before him At first it seened little, and he supposed peopl e made nmuch of
it only because they knew nothing better. As he neared, the sense of its mass grew and grew.
Wthin a time-worn earthen ranmpart looned a triple ring of standing stones, perhaps seventy cubits
wide, the tallest of themwell-nigh three nan-heights, slabs al nost as huge joining themon top
gray, lichenous, weathered, powerful beyond his understandi ng.

"What is this?" he whispered.

"You' ve seen negalithic works in the South, haven't you?" Hanno's voice was |l ess calmthan his

wor ds, hushed beneath the w nd.

"Yes, but nothing Uke-Ask!"

Hanno turned to Segovax. Keltic lilted between them

"He says giants built it in the norning of the world," Hanno tol d Pyt heas.

"Then his people are as ignorant as we," the Geek said
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low, "We'll canp here, overnight at |east. Maybe we can learn sonething." It was nore a prayer

t han a hope.

Throughout the rest of the day he devoted hinself to his eyes and his instruments. Hanno could
gi ve scant hel p and Segovax hardly any information. Once Pytheas spent a long time finding the
exact center of the conplex and sighting fromthere. "I think," he said as he pointed, "that
yonder stone outside—the sun will be seen to rise over it on Mdsumrer's Day, But | cannot be
sure, and we cannot wait to find out, can we?"

Ni ght approached. The sol diers, who had snatched the chance to idle, started a fire, cooked food,
made ready. Their talk and occasional |aughter rattled neani ngl ess. They had no reason to fear
attack by nortal men, nor to wonder what ghosts might |inger here.

The weat her had cleared, and after full darkness Pytheas |left the canp to observe, which he did at
every opportunity. Hanno cane al ong, bearing a wax tablet and stylus to record the neasurenents.
He had the Phoenician trick of witing without |ight. Pytheas could use ridges and grooves to read
instruments by his fingertips, measurenents |ess close than he wi shed but preferable to none at
all. Wien a stone had bl ocked view of flanes, they were alone in the ring with the sky.

Titan bl acknesses walled themin. Stars flickered between, as if trapped. Overhead curved the

Gal axy, a river of nmist across which winged the Swan. The Lyre hung silent. The Dragon coil ed

hal fway around a pol e strangely high hi heaven. Cold deepened with the hours, the vast whee
turned, frost formed hoar on the stones.

"Hadn't we better get sone sleep?" Hanno asked at last. "lI'mforgetting what warmh feels |ike."
"l suppose so." Pytheas' answer dragged. "I've learned as much as | can." Abruptly, harshly: "It
isn't enough! It never will be. Qur lives are a mllion years too short,"

AFTER THE | ong voyage north, past land that grew ever nore rugged, ever nore girded with hol ns and
reefs, the coast finally bent eastward. These were waters as rough as the ground on which their
surf crashed; the ships stood well

out and cast anchor at sunset. It was better to huddle tireless than dare those unknown
approaches. On the fourth day there appeared above haze the red and yell ow heights of an island.
Pyt heas decided to pass between it and the main shore. H's vessels battled their way on until

dar k.

Men saw no dawn, for air had thickened further. Aft of thema whiteness towered from edge to
unseen edge of the world. They had a light breeze and visibility of about a dozen Atheni an stadia,
so they hoisted dripping sails. The sheer island began to fall behind them and ahead, to
starboard, they spied a murk that ought to be a | esser one. Noise of breakers |oudened, an
under gr oundi sh t hunder

Then the white wall rolled over them and they were blind. The breeze died and they | ay hel pl ess.
Never had they known or heard of a fog such as this. A man ani dshi ps saw neither bow nor stern
vision lost itself in snothering, eddying gray. Over the side he could barely nake out turbul ence
streaked with foam Water settled on cordage and fell off in a wicked little ram The deck sheened
with it. Wtness weighted hair, clothes, breath, while cold gnawed inward to the bone, as if he
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were al ready drowning. The form essness was full of noise. Seas grew heavier, tinbers groaned, the
hul | swayed crazily. Billows rushed and runbl ed, surf roared. Horns hooted, crew wailed thensel ves
hoarse, ship called desperately to unseen ship

Pyt heas, aft by the helm shook his head. "What nekes the waves rise when we have no wi nd?" he
asked through the tunult.

The steersman gripped his useless tiller and shuddered. "Things out o' the deeps," he rasped, "or
the gods o' these waters, angry that we trouble them"

"Launch the boats," Hanno advised Pytheas. "They'll give sone warning if we're about to drift onto
a rock, and maybe they can pull us clear.™

The steersman bared teeth. "Ch, no, you don't!" he cried. "You'll not send nen down to the denon-
beasts. They won't go."

"I won't send them" Hanno retorted. "I'Il lead them"

"Or |," Pytheas said

It became the Phoenician who shook his head. "W can't risk you. Wio el se could have brought us
this far, or can
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bring us home? Wthout you we're all dead. Come help nme put spirit into the crew"

He got his nen, because Pytheas' cal mwords danped the terror in them They unlashed a boat,
dragged it to the side, shoved it over a rail when the deck canted and white-naned waves gall oped
just beneath. Hanno sprang down, braced cal ves between two thwarts, took an oar a sailor handed
him fended off while his rowers foll owed one by one. They fought free at the end of a towine and
t he next boat cane after

"I do hope the other skippers— began Hanno. A dash of brine choked off what nobody heard anyhow.
The ship was gone into wet snoke. The boat clinbed a conber that was tike a nmoving hillside,
hovered on the crest, plunged into a trough where nmen | ooked up the hei ghts of water around them
Noi se rolled enpty of direction. Hanno, at the rudder, could only try to keep the hawser unfoul ed
behind him "Stroke!" he bawl ed. "Stroke, stroke, stroke!" Men gasped at oars and bailing buckets.
The sea | apped around their ankles.

A nonstrous grip seized them They whirled. A cataract |eaped out of the fog. It burst over their
heads. \When they could see again, the ship was upon them The boat smashed into her hull. The
water ground it agai nst the strakes. Wod broke, tore free of nails, shrieked. The boat fel
asunder .

Pyt heas beheld it. A man flailed arns and | egs. The sea dashed himat the ship. H's skull split
open. Brains, blood, body went under

"Lines out!" Pytheas shouted. He hinmself didn't stop to uncoil any froma bollard. He drew his
knife and sl ashed a sheet free of the slack mainsail. \Wen he cast the end overboard, it

di sappeared in fog and foam None of the swimers he glinpsed, lost, glinpsed again had noticed
it.

He signalled for another Iength. The cut sheet still cleated and in his |eft hand, he slid over
the rail. Feet planted on the hull, armstraining to hold the cordage taut and hinself in place,
he | eaned straight out. Wth his right hand he swing the second line |ike a whip.

Now he was visible to those he woul d save, except when the vessel rose onto that side and a wave
fountai ned across him A man swung past. Pytheas flicked the |oose line at his face. The man
caught it. Sailors on deck haul ed hi m aboard.

The third whom Pyt heas rescued was Hanno, clinging to an oar. After that, his strength was spent.
He got back with the help of two nmariners and fell in a heap beside the Phoenician. No others
attenpted his feat; but no nore waifs cane to sight in the rage around.

Hanno stirred. "To the cabin, you and ne and these two," he said through clattering teeth. "El se

the cold will kill us. We wouldn't have lived ten mnutes in that water."
In the shelter, nen stripped, toweled till blood awoke to stinging life, pulled blankets tightly
about thenselves. "You were magnificent, ny friend," Hanno said. "I wouldn't have supposed you, a

schol ar—+tough, but a scholar—ould do it."

"Nor would | have." Exhaustion flattened Pytheas' voice.

"You saved us few fromthe consequences of ny folly." - "No folly. Who could have foreseen the sea
in windless air would go so wild so fast?"

"What m ght have done it?"

"Denons, " munbl ed a sail or

"No," Pytheas replied. "It must have been a trick of these enornmous Atlantic tides, thrusting
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through a strait cluttered with isles and reefs.”

Hanno nmustered a chuckle. "Still the phil osopher, you!"

"We've a boat left," Pytheas said. "And our luck may turn. Beseech your gods if you like, boys."
He lay down on his pallet. "I amgoing to sleep."

6

THE SHI PS survived, though one scraped a rock and opened seans. Wen fog had lifted and waters
sonewhat cal med, rowers pulled the three to the high island. They found a safe anchorage with a
sl opi ng strand where, at low water, they could work to repair damage.

Several families |lived nearby: unshorn, skin-clad fishers who kept a few aninmals and scratched in
tiny gardens. Their dwellings were dry-laid stones and turf roofs above pits. At first they fled
and watched from afar. Pytheas ordered goods set out, and they timdly returned to collect these
Thereafter the G eeks were their house guests.

That proved fortunate. A gale cane fromthe west. The ships got barely adequate protection from
the bluffs around
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the east-side inlet, but everywhere else the stormranped unchecked for days and nights. Men could
not stand against it. Indoors they nust struggle to speak and hear through the racket. Breakers
hi gher than city battlenments hurled thensel ves onto the western cliffs. Stones Wi ghing tons broke
fromtheir beds in what had been the shallows. Earth trenbled. The air was a torrent of spune,
whose salt flayed faces and blinded eyes. It was as if the world had toppled into prinordial
chaos.

Pyt heas, Hanno, and their conpani ons hunched crowded together on dried seaweed strewn over a dirt
floor in a cave of gloom Coals glowed faint red on the hearthstone. Shoke drifted acrid through

the chill. Pytheas was anot her shadow, his words a whisper amidst the violence: "The fog, and now
this. Here is neither sea nor land nor air. They have all becone one, a thing |ike a sea-Ilung.
Farther north can only be the Geat Ice. | think we are near the border of life's kingdom" They

saw his head lift. "But we have not cone to the end of our search."

EASTWARD OVERSEA, four days' sail fromthe northern tip of Pretania, the explorers found another
land. It rose sharply out of the water, but holmnms protected a great bay. On an armof this dwelt
fol k who received newconers kindly. They were not Keltoi, being even nore tall and fair. Their

| anguage was kin to a Gernmani ¢ tongue whi ch Hanno had gotten a little of on an earlier wandering;
he coul d soon nake hinsel f understood. Their iron tools and weapons, arts and way of life, did
bear a Keltic mark. However, their spirit seened different, nore sober, |ess possessed by the
unearthly.

The Greeks meant to abide a short while, inquire about those realns that were their goal, take on
fresh supplies, and proceed. But their stay |engthened. Toil, danger, |oss had worn them down.
Here they found hospitality and adnmiration. As they gai ned words, they won full conradeship,
shared in undertakings, swapped thoughts and recollections and songs, sported, nade nerry. The
wonen were wel com ng. Nobody urged Pytheas to order anchors up or asked why he did not.

The guests were no parasites. They brought wonderful gifts. On a ship of theirs they carried nen
who knew only | ongboats fashioned of planks stitched together, driven by paddles. Those nen

| earned nore about their own waters and comunities el sewhere than they had dreamed they m ght.
Trade foll owed, and visits to and fro for the first tine ever. Hunting was excellent in the
hinterland, and the soldiers fetched plenty of nmeat hone. The presence of the Greeks, their
revel ati on of an outside world, gave new sparkle to life. They felt thensel ves taken into

br ot her hood.

This was the country its people nanmed Thul e.

M dsumer came, with the |light nights.

Hanno and a | ass went to gather berries. Al one under the sweetnesses of birch trees, they nade

| ove. The long day tired her, and after they returned to her father's house she fell happily

asl eep. He could not. He lay for an hour on their bed of hides, feeling her warm agai nst him
hearing her and her family breathe, hinself inhaling the fragrance and pungency of the cows
stalled at the far end of the single long room A banked fire sonetines let slip a flamelet, but
what made soft dusk was the sky beyond the w ckerwork door. Finally he rose, pulled his tunic back
over his head, and stole forth.

Above hi mreached utter clarity, a hue that raised nmenp-*ries of white roses. No nore than half a
dozen stars could shine through it, atrenble, barely seeable. Air rested cool, so quiet that he
heard water |ap on the bayshore. Dew gl eaned on ground that slanted down to the broad argency of
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it. Inland the terrain clinbed toward nountai ns whose ridges lifted blue-gray into heaven

He left the village. Its houses nestled together, a double tow that ended at a great barn where
grain was threshed, in this rainy climate, and which would serve as a fortress in case of attack
Beyond wer e paddocks, beehives, snmall fields goldening toward harvest. He drifted fromthem
beachward. When he cane to grass he w ped off his bare feet the nuck that free-running pigs and
chi ckens had left in the lane. The noisture caressed him Farther on he reached shingle, rocks
cold and hard but worn snmooth. The tide was ebbing, that nighty pul se which the Mediterranean seas
scarcely felt, and kelp sprawl ed along the strand. It gave off odors of salt, depths, nysteries.
18
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Some di stance onward, a man stood | ooking aloft. Brass gleamed as he pointed his instrunent. Hanno
approached. "You too?" he nurnured.

Pyt heas started, turned about, and replied mechanically, "Rejoice.
was cl ear how he nust force a snmile

"Not easy to sleep under these conditions," Hanno ventured. The natives thenselves didn't nuch.

In the lumnous twilight it

Pyt heas nodded. "I hate to miss a minute of the |loveliness."

"Poor for astronony, though."

"Um by day |I've been . . . gathering data that will yield a better value for the obliquity of the
ecliptic.”

"You shoul d have anple by now. W're past the solstice."
Pyt heas gl anced away.
"And you sound right defensive," Hanno pursued. "Wiy do we |inger here?"
Pytheas bit his lip. "W've ... a wealth of discoveries still to make. It's like a whole new
world."
Hanno's voice crackled: "Like the Iand of the Lotus Eaters."
Pytheas |ifted his quadrant as if it were a shield. "No, no, these are real people, they |labor and
have children and grow old and die the sane as us."
Hanno regarded him The waters whispered. Finally the Phoenician said, "It's Vana, isn't it?"
Pyt heas stood nute.
"Many of these girls are beautiful," Hanno went on. "Height, stenderness, skin that the sunmer sun
ki sses tawny, eyes |like the sky around that sun, and those bl ond manes—eh, yes. And the one who's
with you, she's the bonniest of the lot."
"It's nmore than that," Pytheas said. "She's . . . free. Unlettered, unaware, but quick and eager
to learn. Proud, fearless. W cage our wives, we Greeks. | never thought of it till lately, but

is it not our doing that the poor creatures turn so dull that we're apt to seek sweethearts
mal e?"
"Or whores."
"Vana is as nettlesonme as the liveliest hetaira. But she's not for sale, Hanno. She honestly | oves
me. A few days ago we deci ded she nust be carrying ny child. She cane to ny arns weeping and
| aughi ng. "
"She's a dear person, true. But she's a barbarian.”
"That can be changed."
Hanno shook his head. "Don't play tricks on yourself, nmy friend. It's not |like you. Do you
daydream about taking her along when we |eave? If she survived the voyage, she'd wither and die in
Massal ia, |like any uprooted wildfl ower. Wiat coul d she nake herself into? What sort of life could
you give her? You're too late. Both of you."
Agai n Pytheas stood mnute.
"Nor can you settle here," Hanno told him "Only think. You, a civilized man, a phil osopher
crammed cheek by jow w th other human bodi es and cattle into a wetched wattl e-and-dauh hut. No
books. No correspondence. No di scourse. No scul ptures, no tenples, no traditions of yours, nothing
of all that's gone to formyour soul. She'll age fast, your |ady, her teeth will go and her dugs
will sag and you'll | oathe her because she was the bait that trapped you. Think, | say, think."
Pyt heas* free hand knotted into a fist and snote his thigh, over and over. "But what can | do?"
"Leave. She'll have no trouble getting a husband who'll raise the child. Her father's well off by
their standards, she's proven herself fertile, and every child is precious, as many of them as
they | ose. Hoist sail and go. W came in search of the Anber Island, remenber? O if it's a nyth,
then we want to find whatever the reality is. W have these eastern shores and seas to learn a
little about. We nean to return to Pretania and finish circumavigating it, determne its size and
shape, for it's inportant to Europe in a way that Thule can't be for centuries. And then conme hone
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to your people, city, wife, children, grandchildren. Do your duty, nan!"

"You . . . speak harshly."

"Yes. | respect you that much, Pytheas."

The Greek | ooked fromside to side, to the nountains athwart that sky which hid the stars inits
Iight, down over woodl ands and neadows, out across the shining bay toward unseen Ccean. "Yes," he
said at last. "You're right. W should have departed |ong ago. W shall. |I'ma graybeard fool ."
Hanno smiled. "No, sinmply a man. She brought a springtine you thought you' d | ost back into your
heart. How often |'ve seen it happen.”
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"Has it to you?"

Hanno laid a hand on his friend' s shoulder. "Cone," he said, "let's go back and try to sleep
W' ve work ahead of

us.'

8

WEARY, BATTERED, faded, and triunphant, three ships neared Massalia harbor. It was a crisp autumm
day, the water danced and glittered as if dianond were strewn upon sapphire, but wi nd was |ight
and bottoms were foul; they noved slowy.

Pyt heas beckoned Hanno to him "Stand with nme here on the foredeck," he requested, "for it may be
the last quiet talk we shall ever have."

The Phoenician joined himin the bows. Pytheas was being his own | ookout in this final hour of his
voyage. "You can certainly expect a busy tinme," Hanno agreed. "Everybody and his third cousin will
want to meet you, question you, hear you lecture, send you letters, demand a copy of your book and
insist you wite it yesterday."

Pyt heas' |ips quirked upward. "You'll always have a jape, won't you?"

They stood for a bit, watching. Now as the season of the mariners drew to a close, the waves—how
smal |l and gentle, in this refuge fromthe Atlanti c—were beswarned with vessels. Rowboats,

lighters, tarry fishers, tubby coastw se nerchantnen, a big grain ship fromEgypt, a gilt-trimred
barge, two | ean warcraft spider-wal king on oars, all sought passage. Shouts and oaths voll eyed.
Sai | s boomed, yardarns slatted, thol epins creaked. The city shone ahead, a bl ue-shadowed white
intricacy overspilling its walls. Snoke blewin tatters fromred tile roofs. Farnsteads and villas
nestl ed am dst brown stubbl efields, pastures still green, darkling pines and yell ow ng orchards
beyond. At the back of those hills, a higher range lifted dun. Qulls dipped and soared, newi ng, in
their hundreds, like a snowstormof the North.

"You wi Il not change your m nd, Hanno?" Pytheas asked.

The other turned grim "I cannot. |I'Il stay tiUIl collect ny pay, and then be off."

"Way? | don't understand. And you won't explain.”

"It's best."

"I tell you, a man of your abilities has a brilliant future here—boundl ess. And not as a netic.
Wth the influence I'Il have, | can get you Massaliot citizenship, Hanno."

"I know. You've said this before. Thank you, but no."
Pyt heas touched the Phoenician's hand, which grasped the rail hard. "Are you afraid people will

hol d your origin against you? They won't. | prom se. W' re above that, we're a cosnopolis.”
"l am everywhere an alien.”
Pyt heas sighed. "Never have you . . . opened your soul to ne, as | have to you. And even so ... |

have never felt so close to anyone el se. Not even— He broke off, and both -turned their gl ances
asi de.

Hanno took on his cool tone again. He sniled. "W've Been through trenendous things together, good
and bad, terrible and tedious, frolicsome and frightening, delightful and deadly. That does forge
bonds. "

"And yet you will sever them... so easily?" Pytheas wondered. "You will nerely bid ne farewell?"
In a single instant, before Hanno sunmoned | aughter back to hinself, sonething tore apart and the
G eek |l ooked into a pain that bew | dered him "Wat else is |ife but always bidding farewell?"

Il

The Peaches of Forever

To YEN Ti ng-kuo, subprefect of the Tunmbling Brook district, cane an inspector from Qlang-an, on an
errand for the very Enperor. A courier arrived beforehand, giving the household time to prepare a
sui tabl e wel conme. Next noontide the party appeared, first a dust cloud on the eastern road, then a
troop of nobunted nen, servants and soldiers, attendant on a carriage drawn by four white horses.
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Pennons al oft, netal aflash, they made a brave sight. Yen Ting-kuo appreciated it the nore agai nst
the serenity of the |andscape. Fromhis hilltop conpound, the view swept down to MII stone
Village, earthen walls, roofs of tile or thatch, huddl ed together along | anes where pigs and
peasants fared, but not unsightly—an outgrowth, a part of the yell ow brown |oess soil from which
men drew their lives. Beyond reached the Iand. This was early summer, barley and mllet intensely
green on their terraces, dotted with blue-clad human fornms at work. Farnhouses nestled tiny,
strewn across distances. Orchards here and there were done flowering, but fruit was set and | eaves
full of sunlight. WIllows along irrigation canals shivered pal e beneath a breeze that snelled
warmy of growh. Pine and cypress on farther ridges gave dark dignity. Right and left were

hei ghts used for pasture, whose contours stood bold out of shadow.

West of the village those hills steepened rapidly and forest covered much of them The journey
remai ned | ong and ever nore difficult to yonder frontier, to the realns of the Ti betans and
Mongol s and ot her barbarians, but already here civilization began thinning out and one treasured
it as perhaps no one quite could in its heartland.

THE BOAT OF A M LUON YEARS 23 Yen Ti ng-kuo rmur nur ed:

"Beautiful are the procession of seasons Bequeathed us by the gods And the procession of ways and
rites Bequeathed us by the ancestors—

but broke the old poem off and went back through the gate. Ordinarily he would have continued to
his house and waited inside. To receive an Inperial envoy he placed hinmself and his sons, robed in
their best, on the porch. Servants flanked me direct way to it across the outer court; elsewhere
shrubs nade a kind of maze conducting attention to a goldfish pond. Wnen, children, and nenia
wor kers were tucked away in other buildings of the compound.

Stanp, rattle, and clang announced the advent. An equerry did so nore formally, disnmounting and
entering, to be nmet halfway by the subprefect's chanberlain. They exchanged bows and necessary
words. Thereafter the inspector appeared. The servants prostrated thensel ves, and Yen Ti ng-kuo
gave himthe reverence due froma nobl eman of |esser rank.

Ts'ai Li responded courteously. He was not of the nost inpressive, being a short man and rat her
young for one of such stature, whereas the subprefect was tall and gray. Even die enbl ens the

i nspector had donned upon | eaving his vehicle showed signs of hard travel. However, nany
generations of closeness to the throne lived on in his quiet self-assurance. It was to be seen
that host and guest took a quick liking to each other

Presently they could talk alone. Ts'ai Li had been conducted to his quarters, helped to a bath and
a change of rainent. Meanwhile arrangenents were made for his entourage, assistants and attendants
quartered according to rank in the conpound, soldiers anong the villagers. Savory odors drifted
about, a banquet in preparation, spices, herbs, roasting neats—fowl, suckling pig, puppy,
turtle—and liquors gently warmed. Sonetines a twang of zither or chime of bell came audibly |oud
fromthe house where singers and dancing girls rehearsed.

The inspector had intimated that before thus neeting |ocal officials he wished a confidential
talk. It took place in a
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chamber al nost bare except for two screens, fresh straw mats, armrests, a | ow tabl e whereon

wai ted wine and rice cakes fromthe South. Still, the roomwas bright and airy, its proportions

pl easant; the paintings, of banboo and of a mountain scene, and the calligraphy on the screens
were exquisite. Ts'ai Li expressed proper admiration, sufficient to show he appreciated, not
enough to require they be given him

"My lord's slave returns hunble thanks," Yen Ting-kuo said. "I fear he will find us a sonewhat
poor and uncultivated ot in these renote parts."
"Not at all," replied Ts'ai Li. Long, polished fingernails gleaned as he brought cup to lips.

"I ndeed, here seenms to be a haven of peace and order. Alas, even near the capital bandits and

mal contents are rife, while el sewhere there is actual rebellion and doubtless the Hsiung-nu beyond
the Wall 1 ook hungrily our way once nore. Thus | rmnust perforce have ny escort of soldiers.” Hs
tone registered his scorn for that lowiest of the free classes. "By the favor of Heaven, no need
for them arose. The astrol ogers had i ndeed found a propitious day for ny departure.”

"The presence of the soldiers may have hel ped," said Yen Ting-kuo dryly.

Ts'ai Li smled. "So speaks the bluff old baron. | gather your family has provided this district
with its | eaders for a goodly time?"

"Since the Enperor WI-ti appointed ny honored ancestor Yen Chi after his service against the

Nort hern barbarians."

"Ah, those were the glorious days." Ts'ai Li breathed forth the |east of sighs. "W inpoverished
heirs of themcan only strive against a rising flood of troubles."
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Yen Ting-kuo shifted on his heels, cleared his throat, |ooked straight across the table, and said,
"My lord is surely at the forefront in that effort, having nade such a | ong and arduous journey.
In what nay we help further his righteous purposes?”

"Largely | require information, and perhaps a guide. Wrd has reached the capital of a sage, a
veritable holy man, in your domain."

Yen Ti ng-kuo bunked. "What ?"

THE BOAT OF A M LLI ON YEARS

25

"Travelers' tales, but we have questioned several such nen at length, and the stories agree. He
preaches the Tao, and his virtue appears to have brought himgreat longevity." Ts'ai Li hesitated.
"Actual imuortality? What can you tell me, Sir Subprefect?"

"Ch." Yen Ting-kuo scow ed. "I understand. The person who names hinself Tu Shan."

"You are skeptical, then?"

"He does not fit nmy idea of a holy man, Sir Inspector," Yen Ting-kuo grow ed. "W get no few who
claimto be. Sinple countryfolk are all too ready to listen, especially in unsettled tines tike
these. Masterless wanderers, who do no useful work but beg or wheedle their way al ong. They claim
trenendous powers. Peasants swear they have seen such a one cure the sick, exorcise denons, raise
t he dead, or what have you. |'ve | ooked into some cases and found no real proof of anything.
Except that often the drifter has availed hinself of nen's purses and wonen's bodi es, convincing
themthat is the Way, before noving el sewhere."

Ts'ai Li narrowed his eyes. "W know about charlatans,” he said. "W al so know about ordinary wu,
fol k magi ci ans, honest enough but illiterate and superstitious. Indeed, their beliefs and
practices have seeped into the once pure teachings of Lao-tzu. This is unfortunate."

"Does not the court follow, instead, the precepts of the great K ung Fu-tze?"

"Certainly. Yet—wa sdomand strength grow scarce, Sir

; Subprefect. W nust seek them where they are to be found.

What we have heard of this Tu Shan has ted the One Man

hinmself to think that his will be a desirable voice anong the

I nperial councillors.”

Yen Ti ng-kuo stared down into his cup as if to seek a conforting revelation therein. "It is not
for the tikes of ne to question the Son of Heaven," he said at length. "And | daresay that fell ow
can do no serious harm" He | aughed. "Perhaps his advice will prove no worse than sone."

Ts'ai Li regarded himfor a silent while before nmurmuring, "Do you inply, Sir Subprefect, that the
Enperor has occasionally been msled in the past?”

Yen Ting-kuo paled a tittle, then flushed and al nost snapped, "I speak no disrespectful word, Sir
Mandari n. "
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"OfF course not. Understood," said Ts'ai Li snmoothly. "Although, between us, the inplication is
quite correct."

Yen Ting-kuo gave hima startled stare.

Ts'ai Li's tone grew earnest. "Please consider. It is nowten years since glorious Wang Mang
recei ved the Mandate of Heaven. He has decreed many reforns and sought in every way to better the
|l ot of his people. Yet unrest waxes. So, be it said, do poverty at hone and barbarian arrogance
abroad." He | eft unspoken: There are those, ever nore of them who declare that the Hsin is not a
new dynasty at all but only a usurpation, a product of palace intrigue, and the tine is overpast
to restore the Han to that power which is rightfully theirs. "Clearly, better counsel is nuch
needed. Intelligence and virtue often dwell beneath a lowy roof."

"The situation nust be desperate, if you were sent this far to track down a nere runor," Yen Ting-
kuo blurted. He nmade haste to add, "OfF course, we are honored and delighted by your exalted
presence, ny lord."

"You are nost gracious, Sir Subprefect." Ts'ai Li's voice sharpened. "But what can you tell ne
about Tu Shan?"

Yen Ti ng-kuo | ooked away, frowned, tugged his beard, and spoke slowy. "I cannot in honesty cal
hima rogue. | investigate everything questionable that | hear of, and have no report of him
defraudi ng anyone, or doing any other evil. It is only ... heis not ny idea of a holy man."

"The seekers of the Tao are apt to be, ah, sonewhat eccentric."

"I know. Still—But let me tell you. He appeared anong us five years ago, having passed through
communities to the north and east, sojourning a while in sone. Wth himtravel ed a single
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di sciple, a young man of the farmer class. Since then he has acquired two nore, and declined
others. For he has settled down in .a cave three or four hours' walk fromhere, in the forest
upland by a waterfall. There he nmeditates, or so he clains. | have gone there, and the cave has
been turned into a rather confortable little abode. Not |uxurious, but no hardship to inhabit. The
di sci pl es have nade thensel ves a hut nearby. They cultivate a bit of grain, catch a few fish
gather nuts and berries and roots. Folk bring other things as gifts, including nmoney. They nake

t he wal k

in order to hear whatever words he cares to give them unburden thenselves of their woes—he has a
synpat heti c ear—and receive his blessing, or sinply spend a while in his silent presence. From
tine to time he comes down here for a day or two. Then it is the sane, except that he drinks and
eats well at our one inn and disports hinself in our one joy house. | hear he is a mighty |over.
Well, | have not heard of himseducing any man's w fe or daughter. Neverthel ess, his conduct
scarcely seens pious to nme, nor do such preachnments of his as | have heard make much sense."

"The Tao is not expressible in words."

"1 know. Just the same—well, just the sane."

"And as for making love, | have heard fromthose |l earned in the Tao state that by so doing,
especially if he prolongs the act as nuch as possible, a man cones nearer balancing his Yang with
the Yin. At least, this is one school of thought. Qhers disagree, | amtold. But we can hardly

expect conventional respectability of a person whose goal in fife is enlightenment."

Yen Ti ng-kuo achi eved a sour smile. "My lord is nore tolerant than ne, it seens."

"No, | nerely thought | should seek to prepare nyself /before setting out, that | night hope to
understand whatever | may find." Ts'ai Li paused. "What of Tu Shan's earlier |ife? How nmuch truth
isin his claimto great age? | hear he has the aspect of a young nan."

"He does, together with the vigor and all else. Should a sage not be, rather, of reverend

appear ance?" Yen Ting-kuo drew breath. "Well, but | have nmade inquiries about those clainms of his.
Not that he asserts themloudly. In fact, he never nentions the matter unless he nust for sone
reason, as to explain how |l ong-dead Chou P eng coul d have been his teacher. But neither has he
tried to cover his tracks. | have been able to question people and to visit a few sites nyself,
when busi ness has taken me in those directions."

"Pl ease tell me what you have ascertained, that | may conpare ny own information."

"Well, it is evidently true, he was born nore than a hundred years ago. That was in the Three
Great Rocks district, and his class was nerely artisan. He followed his father's
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trade, a blacksmth, married, had children, nothing unusual aside fromhis not growing old in
body. That did gradually make hi ma nei ghborhood narvel, but he does not seemto have taken much
if any advantage of it. Instead, when his children were narried off and his w fe had died, he
announced he woul d seek wi sdom the reason for his strange condition and for all else in the
worl d. He set forth, and was not heard of again until he becane a disciple of Chou P eng. Wen
that old sage died in turn, Tu Shan fared onward, teaching and practicing the Tao as he understood
it. I do not know how close that is to what Chou P eng taught. Nor do |I know how | ong Tu Shan
proposes to stay here. Perhaps he hinself does not. | have asked him but such people are al ways
skilled in evading questions they do not wish to answer."

"Thank you. It confirns the reports given me. Now a man of your perspicacity, Sir Subprefect, mnust
see that such a life indicates extraordi nary powers of sone kind, and—

A deferential presence appeared in the doorway. "Enter and speak,"” said Yen Ting-kuo.

Ts'ai Li's secretary took a step into the room bowed | ow, and announced: "This underling begs
pardon for disturbing his superiors. However, word has just cone to himwhich may have a certain
i nterest and perhaps urgency. The sage Tu Shan is on the western road bound for the village. Has
my | ord any commands?"

"Well, well,” murmured' the subprefect. "Wiat an interesting coincidence."

"If it is a coincidence,” answered Ts'ai Li.

Yen Ting-kuo lifted his heavy brows. "Has he foreseen ny lord' s arrival and purpose?”

"I't need not be a natter of occult abilities. The Tao works to bring events together in harnony."

"Shall | summon himhere, or bid himwait upon ny |ord s conveni ence?"
"Neither. | will go to him#auch though it pains me to interrupt this fascinating conversation." At
his host's | ook of surprise, Ts'ai Li added, "After all, otherwise | would have sought himout in

his retreat. If he is worthy of respect, |et himbe shown respect,"
Wth a rustle of silk and brocade, he rose fromhis
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cushion and started forth. Yen Ting-kuo followed. The inspector's equerry hastened to sumon a
decent mini mum of attendants and bring themafter the nagnates. They went through the gate and
down the hill at a suitably dignified pace.

A wind had arisen. It booned fromthe north, cooling the air, driving clouds before it whose
shadows went |ike sickles across the |and. Dust whirled yellow off fields and the road. A flock of
crows winged past. Their caw ng cut through the babbl e underneath. Fol k had clustered at the
village well. They were those whose work was not out ami dst the crops: tradesnmen, artisans, their
worren and children, the aged and infirm Soldiers fromthe envoy's escort crowded roughly in anong
them curious.

Al'l were gathered about a nman who had stopped at the wellside. H's frane, big and broad, wore the
sanme plain blue, quilted jacket and trousers as any peasant's. H's feet were bare, thick with
calluses. Also bare was his head; stray black | ocks fluttered free below a topknot. H s face was
wi de, rather flat-nosed, weatherbeaten. He had | eaned a staff against the coping and taken a snall
girl child onto his shoulder. Near him stood three young nmen, as sinply garbed as hinself.

"Ah, ha, little one!" the man | aughed, and chucked the girl under the chin. "Wuld you have a ride
on your old horsey? Shanel ess beggar wench." She squirned and gi ggl ed.

"Bl ess her, master," asked the nother

"Why, what she is, that is the blessing," replied the nan. "She is still near the Fountai nhead of
Qui etness to which wi se nmen hope they may return. Not that that forbids your desiring a sweetneat,
eh, Mei-nei ?"

"Can chil dhood, then, be better than age?" quavered one whose wi spy beard fell white froma head
bent forward.

"You woul d have nme teach, when ny poor throat is choked by the dust of ny faring?" responded the
man genially. "No, please, first a cup or three of wine. Nothing in excess, including self-
deni al . "

"Make way!" cried the equerry. "Make way for the lord Ts'ai Li, Inperial |egate from Ch' ang-an
and for the lord of the district, Yen Ting-kuo!"
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Voi ces halted. People scranbled aside. Frightened, the gjrl whinpered and reached for her nother.
The man gave her to the wonman and bowed, politely if not abjectly, as the two robed forns neared
hi m

"Here is our sage Tu Shan, Sir Inspector,"” said the sub-prefect.

"OFf with you!" the equerry bade the commoners. "This is a matter of state.”

"They may listen if they wish," said Ts'ai Li nmildly.

"Their snmell should not offend ny lord's nostrils," declared the equerry, and the crowd did
shuffl e sone di stance away, to stand in bunches and gape.

"Let us seek back to the house," Yen Ting-kuo proposed. "This day you receive a great honor, Tu
Shan. "

"l thank ny lord nost profoundly,"” the newconmer answered, "but we are shabby and unwashed and

al together unfit for your honme." Hs voice was deep, lacking a cultivated accent though not quite
| oW y-sounding either. A chuckle seemed to run within it and flicker behind his eyes. "My | take
the liberty of presenting nmy disciples Ch'i, Wi, and Ma?" The three youths abased thensel ves
until he gave them an unobtrusive signal to rise.

"They can join us." Yen Ting-kuo failed to hide his distaste entirely.

Did Tu Shan perceive that? He addressed Ts'ai Li: "Perhaps ny lord would care to state his
busi ness at once. Then we shall know whether or not pursuing it would waste his tine."
The inspector smled. "I hope not, Sir Sage, for | have already expended a great deal of that," he

said. To the baron, the secretary, and the rest who had heard and were shocked: "Tu Shan is right.
He has certainly spared me a doubtless difficult trail to his hermitage."

"Happenstance," said the man spoken of. "Nor does it take supernatural insight for me to guess
your errand.”

"Rejoice," Ts'ai Li told him "Wrd of you has reached the august ears of the* Enperor hinself. He
bade ne seek you out and bring you to Ch'ang-an, that the real mhave the benefit of your w sdom™
The di scipl es gasped before recovering a neasure of steadiness. Tu Shan stayed inperturbable.

"Surely the Son of Heaven has councillors beyond counting," he said.
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"He does, but they are insufficient. As the proverb goes, a thousand mice do not equal a single
tiger." . "Perhaps ny lord is a bit unfair to the advisors and ministers. They have huge tasks,

beyond ny poor wits to understand."
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"Your nmodesty is commendable. It reveals your character."

Tu Shan shook his head. "No, | amjust a fool, and ignorant. How could | dare so nuch as see the

I nperial throne?"

"You defane yourself," said Ts'ai Li on a slight note of inpatience. "None can have |ived as |ong
as you without being intelligent and wi thout gaining experience. Mreover, you have pondered what
you have observed and drawn val uable | essons fromit."

Tu Shan snmiled wyly, as though at an equal. "If | have learned anything, it is that intelligence
and knowl edge are worth little by thenselves. Failing the enlightennent that goes beyond words and
the world, they serve mainly to provide us with wonderful reasons for doing what we intend to do
regardl ess. "

Yen Tui g-Kuo could not forbear to interject, "Cone, cone. You are no ascetic. The Enperor rewards,
with I nperial generosity, those who serve himwell."

Tu Shad's manner shifted subtly. It hinted at a school master with a pupil sonewhat slow. "I have
visited Ch'ang-an in my wanderings. Though of course |I could not go into the pal ace grounds, | was
in mansions. My lords, there are too many walls there. Every ward is closed off fromevery other
and when the druns sound fromthe towers at dusk, their gates are barred to all but the nobility.
In the mountains one may go freely beneath the stars.”

"To himwho wal ks in the Way, all places should be alike," said Ts'ai Li.

_ Tu Shan inclined his head. "My lord is well versed in the Book of the Way and Its Virtue. But as
for me, | ama blunderer, half blind, who would be forever stunbling against those walls."

Ts'ai Li stiffened. "I think you make excuses to avoid a duty you would find onerous. Wiy do you
preach to the people, if you care too little about themto | end your thoughts in aid of then?"
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"They cannot be aided thus." Low, Tu Shan's words nonethel ess cut through the wind. "Only they
thensel ves' can cope with their troubles, just as every nman can only find the Tap by hinself."
Ts'ai Li's voice slid quietly as a dagger: "Do you deny the Enperor's beneficence?"

"Many Enperors have conme and gone. Many nore shall." Tu Shan gestured. "Behold the flying dust.

Once it, too, lived. The Tao al one abides.” "You risk . . . punishment, Sir Sage." Sudden | aughter
peal ed. Tu Shan shipped his thigh. "How can a head renoved fromits neck give counsel ?" He cal ned
as fast. "My lord, | neant no disrespect. | say only that | amnot fit for the task you have in

m nd, and unworthy of it. Take ne with you, and this will soon be clear. Better that you spare the
priceless time of the One Man."

Ts'ai Li sighed. Yen Ting-kuo, watching the inspector, eased a bit. "You rascal," Ts'ai Li said,
rueful, "you use the Book—what is the tine?—Like water, soft and yielding, that wears away the
har dest stone—"

Tu Shan bowed. "Should we not say, rather, that the streamflows on to its destiny while the
stupid rock stays where it was?"

Now Ts'ai Li spoke as to an equal. "If you will not go, so be it. Forgive ne when | report that
you proved ... a disappointnent."

Tu Shan nearly grinned. "How shrewdly you put it.** He bowed to Yen Ting-kuo. "See, nmy lord, there
is no reason for ne to track dirt across your beautiful mats. Best ny disciples and | take

oursel ves from your presence at once."

"Correct,*' said the subprefect coldly. The inspector cast hima di sapproving glance, turned again

to Tu Shan, and said, in a voice slightly less than level, "Yet you, Sir Sage, have |lived | onger
than al nost any other man, and show no sign of age. Can you at least tell nme howthis is?"
Tu Shan becane grave. Sone might say he spoke in pity. "I amforever asked that." "Well?" "I never

gi ve a dear answer, for | amunable."

"Surely you know. "

"l have said | do not, but nen insist, eh?" Tu Shan appeared to disniss sadness. "The story goes,"
he said, "that in the garden of Hsi Wang Mu, Mdther of the Wst, grow certain peaches, and that he
whom she allows to eat of these is nade immortal ."

Ts'ai Li |ooked long at him before answering, well-nigh too softly to hear, "As you wish, Sir
Sage." The watching people drew breath, glanced about, one by one retreated. The inspector bowed.
"I depart in awe."

Tu Shan bowed |ikewi se. "Greet the Enperor. He too deserves conpassion.”

Yen Ting-kuo cleared his throat, hesitated, then at a gesture followed Ts'ai Li out of the
village, back up the hill to the manor house. Their attendants trailed after them The conmon fol k
made reverence, bent above fol ded hands, and slipped away to the shelter of their honmes. Tu Shan
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and his disciples stood alone by the well. The wind blustered through silence. Shadows cane and
went. _ Tu Shan took his staff. "Conme," he said.

"Where, master?" Ch'i ventured

"To our retreat. Afterward— For an instant, pain crossed the face of Tu Shan. "I do not know.

El sewhere. West into the nountains, | think."

"Do you fear reprisal, nmaster?" asked Wi. . "No, no, | trust the word of yonder lord. But it
is well to be gone. This wind snells of trouble.”

"The master can tell," said brash Ma. "He nmust have caught that scent often in his many years. D d
you i ndeed taste those peaches?"

Tu Shan laughed a little. "I had to tell the nan sonething. Doubtless the story will spread, and
tales will arise of others who have done the sane. Well, we shall be afar.”

He began wal ki ng. "I have warned you aplenty, lads," he continued, "and | will warn you agai n.
have no inspiration, no secrets to inmpart. | amthe nost ordinary of persons, except that sonmehow,
for sone reason, ny body has stayed young. So | searched for understandi ng, and discovered that
this is the only livelihood open to such as I. If
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you care to listen to ne, do. If not, leave with ny blessing. Meanwhile, |let us see a brisker

pace. "

"Why, you said we have nothing to fear, naster," protested M.

"No, | did not." Tu Shan's voice harshened. "I fear witnessing what will nost |ikely happen to
these people, whom 1, helplessly, love. The tines are evil. W nust seek a place apart, and the
Tao. "

They wal ked onward through the wi nd.

111

The Conr ade

1

A SH P was | oading at the C audi an dock. She was big for an ocean-goer, two-nasted, her round

bl ack belly taking perhaps five hundred tons. The gilt sternpost, curved high over the steering
oar fixtures in the formof a swan's neck and head, al so bespoke wealth. Lugo went over to inquire
about her. Bound nore or less this way, he had turned aside with the idea of seeing what went on
at the waterfront. He nmade it his business to keep fully aware of the world around him

The stevedores were slaves. Though the norning was cool, their bodies gl eanmed and reeked with
sweat as they carried anphoras across the dock and up the gangpl ank, two nmen to each great jug. A
breeze off the river mngled whiffs of fresh pitch fromthe ship with their odors. The forenman
stood by, and him Lugo coul d approach

"The Nereid," he replied, "with wine, glassware, silks, and | don't know what else, for Britannia.
Her ski pper wants to catch tonorrow s early tide. Hoy, you!" His whip Sicked across a bare back

It was single-stranded and unl oaded, but left a mark between shoul derbl ade and | oi ncl oth. "Mve

al ong, there!"™ The slave gave him a hopel ess glower and trudged a little faster to his next burden
at the warehouse. "CGot to freshen 'empretty often," the foreman expl ained. "They get out of shape
and lazy, sitting around idle. Not enough to do any nore." He sighed. "Free tnen, you could |ay
off in these wetched tinmes, and call back when you needed them But if everybody's in his station
for life—=
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"I't's a wonder this vessel is going," Lugo said. "Wn't she draw pirates like flies to a carcass?
| hear the Saxons and Scoti are turning the shores of Arnorica into a bl ackened desert."

"The House of the Caelii always was venturesone, and | guess there's a big profit to be nmade when
so few dare sail," the foreman answered

Lugo nodded, stroked his chin, and murnured, "Mm sea rovers usually do seek their plunder on

| and. No doubt Nereid will carry guards as well as her crew being arned. |f several barbarian
craft came in sight, Scoti probably couldn't clinb that tall freeboard out of their currachs, and
given any kind of w nd, she can show her heels to Saxon galleys."

"You talk Iike a mariner yourself. But you don't |ook Iike one." The foreman's gl ance sharpened.
Suspi ci on was the order of the day. He saw a nediumsized, wiry man of youthful appearance; face
narrow and high in the cheekbones, curved nose, slightly oblique brown eyes; black hair and a
neatly trimmed beard such as was comng into fashion; clean white tunic, blue raincloak with a
cow shoved back; stout sandals; staff in hand, though he wal ked lithely.
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Lugo shrugged. "I've been around. And | enjoy talking to people. You, for instance." He sniled.
"Thanks for satisfying ny curiosity, and a good day to you."

"Go with God," said -the foreman, disarned, and turned his attention back to the | ongshorenen.
Lugo sauntered on. Wen he cane opposite the next gate, he stopped to adnire the view eastward.

H s | ashes snared sunlight and nade bits of rai nbow

Before himflowed the Garumma, on its way to its confluence with the Duranius, their shared
estuary, and the sea. Sone two thousand shimering feet across, the water bore several rowboats, a
fishing smack bound upstreamon oars with its catch, a gaudy spihtsail above a slimyacht. Land on
the far side reached I ow, intensely green; he saw the tawny walls and rosy tiles of two nmanor
houses ami dst their vineyards, while snoke blew in tatters from hunbler roofs of thatch. Birds

wi nged everywhere, robin, sparrow, crane, duck, a hawk on high, the startling blue of a

ki ngfisher. He

heard their calls as an overtone that skipped through the |apping and rustling of the river. It
was hard to inmagine that heathen Germani raged at the gates of Lugdunum that the chief city of
central Gallia nmight even now have fallen to diem less than three hundred miles from here.

O else it was all too easy to inmagine. Lugo's nouth tightened. Conme along, he told hinself. He
was nore prone to reverie than other men, with | ess excuse nowadays. This vicinity had been spared
so far, but the handwiting on the wall grew plainer for himto read every year, as certain Jews
he had known woul d have phrased it. He turned and re-entered the city.

The gate was nminor, a sally port in the bulwarks whose towers and battlenents stood foursquare
around Burdi gal a. Beside his spear, a sentry |eaned half asleep against the sun-warnmed stones. He
was an auxiliary, a Gernman hinmself. The legions were in Italy or out toward the frontiers, and
mere skel etons of what they had once been. Meanwhile barbar-ians like this wung | eave fromthe
Enperors to settle in Roman lands. In return, they were supposed to obey the | aws and furnish
troops; but in Lugdunensis, for exanple, ' they had revolted.

Lugo passed through, across the open ponoerium into a street that he recogni zed as Vi ndomari an
Way. It tw sted anong buil di ngs whose flat sides crowded out all but a strip of sky, the | unpiness
of its cobbl estones slickened by stink-ing offal, an obscure lane quite likely going back to ages
.when only the Bituriges squatted here. However, Lugo had mthe course of tinme taken care to learn
the entire city, old as well as new quarters.

Not nmany people jostled him and they for the nbst part Shabbily clad. Housew ves chattered
together while they reaned laundry to the river, pails of water fromthe nearest tqueduct outlet,
baskets of vegetables gotten at a local mar-. A porter cane by under a |oad well-nigh as heavy
what was in the donkey cart he net; he and the driver , trying to get past each other. An
apprentice fetching Wol for his naster had stopped to jape with a girl. Two

-"Countrynmen in ancient-style coats and breeches, probably r cattle drovers, nade renmarks so
accented and full of Gallic

--words that Lugo could hardly understand what he over-
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heard. A drunken man—a | aborer to judge by his hands, out of work to judge by his

conditi on—turched along in search of a frolic or a fight; unenpl oynent had becone rife as die
upheaval s of the past decade cowed an al ready decayi ng conmerce. A neretrix in pathetic,
bedraggl ed finery, seeking custoners even this early, brushed agai nst Lugo. Except for laying a
hand over the purse at his waist he ignored her. A hunchbacked beggar whined for alns in the nane
of Christ and then, when |ikew se ignored, tried Jupiter, Mthras, Isis, the Geat Mther, and
Celtic Epona; finally he screaned nul edictions at Lugo's back. Shockheaded children in griny

snocks ran then- little errands or played their little ganes. For themhe felt a tug of
conpassi on.
Hi s Levantine features marked himout anong themall. Burdigala was cosnopolitan; Italy, G eece,

Africa, Asia had poured blood into it. Yet nost dwellers remained what then- forebears nust al ways
have been, strongly built, roundheaded, dark of hair but fair of skin. They spoke Latin with a
nasal intonation he had never quite mastered.

A potter's shop, its front open on the wares and whirr of roe wheel, showed hi mwhere he nust turn
onto broader Teutatis Street—which, lately, the bishop was trying to make its residents call after
St. Johannes. It was his quickest route through this naze toward Mt her Thornbesonmi s Lane, where
lived the one he sought. Rufus might not be at hone, but was certainly not at work. The shipyard
had had no orders for well over a year, and its nen were now dependent on the state for their
bread; circuses anmobunted to an occasi onal bear-baiting or the like. If Rufus was out, Lugo was
prepared to stroll around inconspicuously till he cane back. Lugo had | earned patience.
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He had gone a hundred yards farther when the new noise reached him COhers heard it too, halted,
stiffened, listened with heads cocked and eyes slitted. The majority began retreating. Shopkeepers
and apprentices made ready to close doors and shutters. A few nen |icked then* chops and drifted
in the direction of the sound. Turnoil called their kind to itself. The racket |oudened, muffled
by houses and contorted alleys but unm stakable. Lugo knew it of old, the deep, racking grow, the
yel ps and hoots. A crowd was houndi ng sonebody.
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He realized with a chill who the quarry nust be. For a nonment he paused. WAs it worth the risk?
Cordelia, the children, he and his famly might have thirty or forty years ahead of them

Resol ution cane. He should at |east go see whether the situation was hopel ess or not. He pulled
the hood of his paenula over his head. Sewn to the edge was a veil, which he drew down. He saw
reasonably well through the gauze, but it hid his face. Lugo had | earned preparedness.

A mlitary patrol mght wonder at the sight and stop himfor questioning. However, were a patro
i n the nei ghborhood, that pack would not be after Rufus. Instead—Lugo's nouth twi sted briefly
upwar d—Rufus m ght well be under arrest.

Lugo noved to intercept the oncoming tunult, as closely as he could judge. He went a trifle nore
qui ckly than the troubl e seekers, not quickly enough to draw any special heed. The hood
overshadowed the veil and blinkered sight of it; perhaps nobody noticed. Wthin hinmself he spoke
anci ent incantations agai nst danger. G ve fear no hold upon you, keep sinews | oose and senses
open, ready at every instant to flowwith the rush of action. Calm alen, supple; calm alert,
suppl e—

He cane out on Hercules Place just as the hunted man did. A corroded bronze statue of die hero
gave the small square its name. Several streets radiated thence. He who burst forth was stocky,
his coarse features freckled, his thin hair and unkenpt beard an unusual orange-red. The tunic
that flapped around stout |inbs was drenched and a-reek with sweat. |Indeed this nmust be Rufus,
Lugo saw, and "Rufus" nust be a nicknane.

The fugitive was built for strength, not speed. H s pursuers swarned cl ose behind. They nunbered
about fifty, proletarians |ike himhi drab, oft-nended garments. Quite a few were wonen, | ocks
gone Medusa wild around nmaenad faces. Most bore what weapons they could snatch, knife, hamer,
stick, | oose cobbl estone. Through their baying tore words: "Sorcerer! . . . Heathen! .
Satan—kill—= A flung rock struck Rufus between the shoul ders. He staggered and pounded on. His
mout h stretched wi de, his chest heaved, his eyes stared as if blinded.

Lugo's gaze flickered. Sonetinmes he could not wait and
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see how things went, he nust nake an instant decision. He gauged the |layout, distances, speeds,
nature of the throng. Terror thrilled through the hatred they how ed. The chance of rescue | ooked
worth taking. If he failed, he m ght escape with injuries less than fatal; and those would soon
heal .

"To ne, Rufus!" he shouted. To the pack: "Halt! Hold off, you | aw ess dogs!"

The man in the lead snarled at him Lugo brought hands near the mddle of his staff. It was oak
He had drilled holes in the ends and filled themwith lead. It whirred and smacked. The man
screaned. He reeled aside. A broken rib, likely. Lugo's weapon punched the next under the

breast bone. Air whoofed fromlungs. Lugo caught a third man across a kneecap. He shrieked his pain
and flailed against two at his back. A wonan swung a nop. Lugo fended it off and rapped her
knuckl es. Maybe he cracked a bone or two.

The crowd recoiled on itself, milled, noaned, gibbered. From behind his whirling, half invisible
staff, Lugo grinned at them and at the rowdi es who had appeared. "Go home," he called. "Dare you
take Caesar's law in your own hands? Be off!"

Sonebody threw a stone. It nissed. Lugo laid a blow on the nearest scalp. He controlled its force.
Matters were anply bad wi thout producing corpses; those would provoke i mediate official action

Nevert hel ess the wound bl ed spectacul arly, sudden red brilliance over skin and pavenent, a shock
to behol d.

Ruf us' gasps rattled. "Cone along," Lugo nuttered. "Slow and steady. If we run, they' |l be after
us again." He backed off, still twirling the staff, still grinning his nost wolfish. At the comer

of vision, he saw Rufus sidle on his right. Good. The fell ow had kept that rmuch wt.

The hunters nunbl ed and gaped. The hurt anmong them ul ul ated. Lugo entered the narrow street he had
chosen. It bent around a tenenent, and he had no nore sight of Hercules. "Now we nove," he
clipped, and turned around. "No, you fool." He caught Rufus' sleeve. "Don't run. Walk."

Such people as were present |ooked warily at them but
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didn't interfere. Lugo ducked into the first alley he knew connected with a different street. Wen
they were alone at the noisone niddle of it, he said, "Stop." He put his staff beneath an arm and
reached for the fibula that held his cloak. "W'Il|l drape this over you." He tucked the veil back

i nside the cowl before he covered his conpanion's distinctive hair. "Very well. W are two
peaceful men goi ng about our business. Can you renenber that?"

The artisan blinked fromthe hood. Sweat glistened in what |ight there was. "Wo, who be you?" His
voi ce quavered deep. "Wiat you want?"

"I would like to save your life," Lugo said coldly, "but | don't propose to risk mne any further
Do as | say and we nay yet nake it to shelter." Wen the other began in a dazed fashion to seem
doubtful, Lugo added, "Go to the authorities if you wish. Go at once, before your dear nei ghbors
pl uck up courage and cone in search. Tell the prefect you're accused of sorcery. He'll find out
anyway. Wiile you're being interrogated under torture, you m ght think how you can prove your

i nnocence. Sorcery is a capital offense, you know. "

"But you—
"I amno nore guilty of it than you are. | have a notion we can help each other. If you disagree,
farewell. If not, cone with ne, and keep your nouth shut."

Breath shuddered into the burly frane. Rufus drew the cl oak cl ose about hi mand shanbl ed al ong.
H s gait grew easier as they proceeded, for nothing untoward happened. They sinply nmingled with
traffic. "You may think the world is ending,"” Lugo remarked low, "but it was a purely local fuss.
Nobody el sewhere has heard of it, or if anyone has, he doesn't care. |'ve seen people go on with
their everyday lives while the eneny was breaki ng down the gates."

Ruf us gl anced at him gul ped, but preserved sil ence.

LUGO S HOMVE was in the northwest quadrant, on the Street of the Sandal makers, a quiet area. The
house was unostentatious, rather old, stucco peeling off the concrete here and there. Lugo
knocked. Hi s nmj ordono opened the door; he
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kept only a few slaves, carefully chosen and wi nnowed over the years. "This man and | have

confidential matters to discuss, Perseus," he said. "He may be staying with us a while. | do not

wi sh himdi sturbed in any way."

The Cretan nodded and sniled his bland smile, "Understood, master,” he replied. "I will informthe
rest.”

"We can trust them" Lugo said aside to Rufus. "They know they have soft berths." To Perseus: "As
you can see—and snel |l —y friend has had a strenuous time. We'll lodge himin the Low Room Bring

refreshnents imedi ately; water as soon as you can heat a decent anount, with washcloth and towel;
clean garb. Is the bed made up?"

"It always is, nmaster." The slave sounded a bit hurt. He considered. "As for rainment, yours wll
not fit. I'll borrow fromDurig. Shall | then purchase sone?"

"Hold off on that," Lugo decided. He m ght need all the cash he could scrape together in a hurry.
Though not the debased snall stuff. That was too bul ky; one gold solidus equalled about fourteen
thousand numi . "Dung's our handyman," he explained to Rufus. "Qtherwi se we boast a gifted cook
and a couple of mmids. A nodest household." Honely details m ght soothe. He wanted Rufus fit to
answer questions as soon as m ght be.

Fromthe atriumthey passed into a pleasant room equally unpretentious, |lighted by sunshine that

| eaded cl erestory wi ndows turned greenish. A nposaic at the center of the floor tiles depicted a
pant her surrounded by peacocks. Woden panels set into the walls bore motifs nore current, the

Fi sh and Chi Rho anong flowers, a |arge-eyed Good Shepherd. Since the reign of Constantine the
Geat it had been increasingly expedient to profess Christianity, which hereabouts had better be
of the Catholic sort. Lugo renai ned a catechunen; baptismwould have | aid inconvenient obligations
on him Mst believers put it off till late in life.

His wife had heard and cone to neet him "Wl cone, dear,'
Her gaze fell on Rufus and grew troubl ed.

"This man and | have urgent business," Lugo told her. "It is highly confidential. Do you
under st and?"

She swal | owed but nodded. "Hail and wel cone," she greeted in a subdued voice.
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Brave girl, Lugo thought. It was hard to | ook away from her. Cordelia was nineteen, short but
deliciously rounded, her features delicate and tips always slightly parted bel ow a | ustrous nass

she said happily. "You' re back fast."
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of brown hair. They had been narried four years and she bad borne himtwo children thus far, both
still alive. The marriage brought himcertain useful connections, her father being a curial

t hough no dowy worth nentioning, the curial class being crushed between taxes and civic duties.
More inportant to the couple, they had been drawn to each other, and wedl ock becanme an ever hi gher
del i ght.

"Marcus, neet Cordelia, my wife," Lugo said. "Marcus" was a safely frequent nanme. Rufus bobbed his
head and grunted. To her: "W nust get busy at once. Perseus will see to the necessities. |'ll
join you when | can."

She stared after them as he guided his conpanion off. Did he hear her sigh? Abrupt fear stabbed.
He had gone forth with hope aflutter in him a hope so wild that he nust keep denying it, scolding
hinself for it. Now he saw what the reality nmight |ead to.

No, he would not think about that. Not imediately. One step, two steps, left foot, right foot,
that was how to march through tine.

The Low Room was downstairs, a part of the cellar that Lugo had had bricked off after he acquired
this house. Such hi deaways were common enough to draw scant attention. Oten they were for prayer
or private austerities. In Lugo's tine of work, it was clear that he could have use for a place
secure from eavesdroppers. The cell was about ten feet square and six high. Three tiny w ndows
just under the ceiling gave on the peristyle garden at ground level. The glass in themwas so
thick and wavy as to block vision, but the tight that seeped through net whitewashed walls, making
the gl oomnot too dense at this monent. Tall ow candles lay on a shelf beside flint, steel, and
tinder. Furnishings were a angle bed, a stool, and a chanber pot on the dirt floor

"Sit down," Lugo invited. "Rest. You're safe, ny friend, safe.”

Ruf us hunched on the stool. He threw back the cow but clutched the paenula around his tunic; the
place was chilly. His red head lifted with a forlorn defiance. "Wo the nuck be you, anyhow?" he

grow ed.

H s host | ounged back against the wall and smled. "Fla-
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vius Lugo," he said. "And you, | believe, are a shipyard carpenter, unenployed, generally called

Rufus. What's your real nane?"
An obscenity was followed by: "Wiat's it matter to you?"

Lugo shrugged. "Little or nothing, | suppose. You could be nore gracious toward ne. That rabble
woul d have had the life out of you."
"And what's that to you?" The retort was harsh. "Wiy'd you step in? Look here, | be no sorcerer. |

want naught to do with nagi c or heathendom ne, a good Christian, a free Ronan citizen."

Lugo lifted a brow "Have you absolutely never nade an offering el sewhere than in church?" he

nmur nur ed.

"Well, uh, well—Epona, when ny wife was dyi ng— Rufus hah* rose. He bristled. "Dung o' Cenunnos!
Be you a sorcerer?"

Lugo raised a palm His left hand noved the staff, slightly but neaningfully. "I amnot. Nor can
read your mnd. However, old ways die hard, even in the cities, and the countryside is nostly
pagan and from your |ooks and speech |'d guess your fam |y were Cadurci a generation or two ago,
back in the hills above the Duranius Valley."

Rufus | owered hinself. For a minute he breathed hard. Then, piece by piece, he began to relax. A
smle of sorts responded to Lugo's. "My parents conme o' that tribe," he runbled. "My right name,
uh, Cotuadun. Nobody calls ne aught but Rufus any nore. You be a sharp 'un.”

"I make nmy living at it."

"No Gaul you. Anybody might be a Flavius, but what's 'Lugo' ? Wiere you fron®"

"I'"ve been settled hi Burdigala a fair nunber of years." A knock on the plank door was handily
timed. "Ah, here comes the excellent Perseus with those refreshnments | ordered. | daresay you' ve
slightly nore need of themthan | do."

The maj ordono brought a tray of wi ne and water flagons, cups, bread, cheese, olives in a bow. He
put it on the ground and, at Lugo's wave, departed, closing the door behind him Lugo sat down on
the bed, reached, poured, offered Rufus a drink not nmuch diluted. Hs owm he watered well.
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"Your health," he proposed. "You pretty near lost it today."

Ruf us took a long swallow. "Ahhh! Bugger nme if that don't go good." He squinted through the dusk
at bis rescuer. "Why'd you do it? What be | to you?"

"Well, if nothing else, those proles had no right to kill you. That's the job of the state, after
you' ve duly been found guilty—which | amsure you are not. It behooved nme to enforce the law,"
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"You knew ne."

Lugo sipped. The wi ne was Fal erni an, sweet on his tongue. "I knew of you,'* he said. "Runors had
reached nme. That's natural. | keep track of what's going on. | have my agents. Nothing to frighten
you, no secret inforners. But street urchins, for exanple, who earn a coin by bringing ne word of
anything interesting. | deternined to seek you out and learn nore. It's lucky for you that that
chanced to be exactly when and where | could snatch you fromyour fellow sons of toil."

The question soughed through him How rmany chances had he mi ssed, by what sl ender margins,

t hroughout all the years? He did not share the wi despread present-day faith in astrology. It
seened likeliest to himthat sheer accident ruled the world. Perhaps today the dice had been due
toroll in his favor.

//the game was real, //anyone |like himexisted, had ever existed, anywhere under the sky.

Ruf us' head thrust forward fromthe heavy shoul ders. "Wy did you?" he grated. "Wat the dung be
you after?"

He needed cal mi ng down. Lugo check-reined the eagerness within hinself, that was hatf fear. "Drink
your wine," he said. "Listen, and I'll explain

"This house may have led you to think I"'ma curial, or a mldly prosperous shopkeeper, or
sonething of that kind. I'mnot." Had not been for a long while. Diocletian's decree had
supposedly frozen everybody into the status to which they were born, including the mddle classes.
But rather than be crushed, grain by grain, between the stones of taxation, regulation, worthless
currency, noribund trade, nore and nore were fleeing. They slipped off, changed their nanes,
becanme serfs or outright slaves, illegal itinerant |a-
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borers and nount ebanks; sone joi ned the Bacaudae whose bandit gangs terrorized the rural outback
some actually sought to the barbarians. Lugo had nmade better arrangenents for hinself, well in
advance of need. He was accustomed to | ooki ng ahead.

"Fmcurrently in the pay of one Aurelian, a senator in this city," he went on.

Hostility sparked. "I heard about him"

Lugo shrugged again. "So he bribed his way into that rank, and even anobng his coll eagues is
nmonunental |y corrupt. What of it? He's an able nan and understands that it's wise to be loyal to
those who serve him Senators aren't allowed to engage in comerce, you may know, but he has
varied interests. That calls for internmediaries who are not nmere figureheads. | come and go for
him to and fro, sniffing out dangers and possibilities, bearing nessages, executing tasks that
require discretion, giving advice when appropriate. There are worse stations in life. In fact,
there are | ess honorabl e ones."

"What's Aurelian want with me?" Rufus asked uneasily.

"Not hi ng. He's never heard of you. Fate willing, he never shall. | sought you out on ny own
account. We may be of very great value to each other." Lugo sharpened his tone. "I make no
threats. If we cannot work together but you have done your best to cooperate with me, | can at

| east get you snuggl ed out of Burdigala to soneplace where you can start over. Renenber, you owe
me your life. If | abandon you, you're a dead man."

Sul | enness and the gesture of the fig: "They'll know you hid me here."

"Way, I'11 tell themnyself," Lugo declared coolly. "As a solid citizen, | did not want you

unl awful Iy slaughtered, but | did feel it incunbent on nme to interview you in private, draw you
out—Hol d!'" He had set his cup on the ground as he tal ked, expecting Rufus m ght |unge. Now he
gripped the staff in both hands. "Stay right on that stool, boy. You re sturdy, but you' ve seen
what | can do with this."

Ruf us crouched back

Lugo | aughed. "That's better. Don't be so dammed edgy. | really don't want to cause you any harm
Let me repeat, if you'll be honest with me and do as | say, the worst that will
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happen to you is that you |l eave Burdigala in disguise. Aurelian owns a huge latifundium it can
doubt | ess use an extra workman, if | put in a good word, and the senator will cover up any little
irregularities for ne. At best-well, | don't yet know, and therefore won't make any prom ses, but
it could be glorious beyond your highest-flying childhood dreans, Rufus."

H's words and the lulling tone worked. Also, the wi ne had begun to. Rufus sat quiet a nmonent,
nodded, beaned, tossed off his drink, held out a band. "By the Three, right!" he cried.

Lugo cl asped the hard palm The gesture was fairly newin Gallia, naybe |earned from Gernanic
immgrants. "Splendid," he said. "Just speak fully and frankly. | know that won't be easy, but
renenber, | have ny reasons. | nmean to do well by you, as well as God allows."
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He refilled the enptied cup. Behind his jovial facade, tension gathered and gat hered.

Ruf us drank. Hi s vessel wobbled. "Wat d' you want to know?" he asked.

"First, why you got into grief."

Ruf us' pl easure faded. He scow ed beyond his questioner. "Because ny wife died," he nmunbl ed.
"That's what broke the crock."

"Many men are wi dowed," Lugo said, while nmenory twisted a sword inside him

The big hand tightened around the cup till knuckles stood white. "My Livia was old. Wite hair
winkles, no teeth. W'd two kids what grew up, boy and girl. They be married, kids o' their own.
And they've gone gray."

"I thought this mght be," Lugo whispered, not in Latin. "O Ashtoreth—

Al oud, using today's |anguage: "The runors that reached ne suggested as nuch. That's why | cane
after you. Wen were you born, Rufus?"

"How t he nmuck should I know?" The response was surly. "Balls! Poor folk don't keep count |ike you
rich "uns. | couldn't tell you who be consul this year, let alone then was. But ny Livia was young
li ke me when we got hitched—fourteen, fifteen, whatever. She was a strong nare, she was, popped
her young out |ike nelon seeds, though only the
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two o' themgot to grow up. She didn't break down fast |ike some mares."

"You nmay well have reached your threescore and ten, then, or gone beyond," Lugo said nost softly.
"You don't | ook a day over twenty-five. Wre you ever sick?"

"No, 'less you count a couple tines | got hurt. Bad hurts, but they healed right up in a few days,
not so nmuch as a scar. No toothaches ever. | got three teeth knocked out in a fight once, and they
grew back." The arrogance shriveled. "People | ooked at me nore and nore slanty. Wen Livia died,
that broke the crock." Rufus groaned. "They'd been saying | nust've nmade a deal with the Devil.
She told ne what she heard. But what the nuck could I do? God give ne a strong body, that's all
She believed."

"l do too, Rufus."

"When she fell bad sick at last, not nmany 'ud speak to nme any nore. They'd shy fromne in the
street, make signs, spit on their breasts. | went to a priest. He was scared o* me too, | could
see it. Said | ought to go to the bishop, but the bastard stalled about taking ne to him Then
Livia died."

"A rel ease," Lugo could not help venturing.

"Well, 1'd gone to a whorehouse for a long tine," Rufus answered matter-of-factly. Fury flared.
"Now they, them bitches, they told nme go away and don't cone back. | got nad, raised a ruckus.
Peopl e heard and gat hered around outside. Wien | cane out, the scunswi ne yelled at ne. | decked
the | oudest nouthed o' them Next thing |I knew, they were on ne. | barely fought free and ran
They came after ne, nore and nore o' them"”

"And you' d have died under their feet," Lugo said. "O else presently the runors would have
reached the prefect. The tale of a nman who never grew old and was dearly no saint, therefore nust
be in league with the diabolical. You' d have been arrested, interrogated under torture, doubtless
beheaded. These are bad tinmes. Nobody knows what to expect. WII| the barbarians prevail? WIIl we
have another civil war? WII plague or fanine or a total collapse of trade destroy us? Heretics
and sorcerers are objects to take fear out on.”

"l be none!"

"I didn't say you were. | accept you're a commopn man, as common as |'ve ever net, aside from—Tel
me, have you known or heard of anyone else |like you, whomtine doesn't appear to touch? Kinfolk
per haps?"

Ruf us shook his head.

Lugo sighed. "Neither have |I." He nustered resolve and plunged forward. "And | have waited and
tried, searched and endured, since first | cane to understand."

"Uh?" The wi ne splashed from Rufus' cup

Lugo si pped out of his own, for what confort it could give. "How old do you think I an?" he asked.
Ruf us peered before he said at the bottomof his throat: "You | ook maybe twenty-five."

A smile quirked on the left side of Lugo's mouth. "Like you, | don't know ny age for certain," he
answered slowy. "But Hiramwas king in Tyre when | was born there. What chronicles | have since
been able to study and figure fromshow ne that that was about twelve centuries ago."

Ruf us gaped. The freckles stood lurid on a skin gone white. His free hand nmade a sign

"Don't be afraid," Lugo urged. "I"'min no pact with darkness. Or with Heaven, for that matter, or
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any power, any soul. | amyour kind of flesh, whatever that means. | have sinply been | onger on
earth. It is lonely. You have had the barest foretaste of howlonely it is.”

He rose, leaving staff and cup, to pace the cranped floor, hands behind back. "I was not born

Fl avi us Lugo, of course," he said. "That is only the | atest nane | have taken out of -+'ve | ost
count of how many. The earliest was—never nind. A Phoenician name. | was a nerchant until the
years brought ne to trouble nuch |like yours today. Then for a long tine | was a sailor, a caravan
guard, a nercenary soldier, a wandering bard, any nunber of trades in which a nan may cone and go
little noticed. That was a hard school | went through. Oten | cane near dying from wounds,
shi pw eck, hunger, thirst, a dozen different perils. Sonetinmes |I would have died, were it not for
the strange vigor of this body. A slower danger, nore frightening as | began to per-ceive it, was
that of drowning, |osing ny reason, in sheer nenories. For a while | did have scant use of ny
wits. In a way that was a nercy; it blunted the pain of |osing everyone
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| cane to care for, losing himand | osing her and | osing, oh, the children. ... Bit by bit |

wor ked out the art of menmory. | now have clear recall, | amlike a walking library of

Al exandri a—o, that burned, didn't it?" He chuckled at hinmself. "I do nake slips. But | have the
art of storing what | know until it's wanted, then calling it forth. | have the art of controlling
sorrow. | have—=*

He observed Rufus' awed regard and broke off. "Twelve hundred years?" the artisan breathed. "You
seen the Savior?"

Lugo forced a snmile. "Sorry, | have not. If he was born in the reign of Augustus, as they say—that
woul d have been, mm between three and four hundred years ago—then | was in Britannia at the
time. Rome hadn't conquered it yet, but trade was brisk and the southern tribes were cultured in
their fashion. And much | ess nmeddl esone. That's always a highly desirable feature in a place.
Dammably hard to find these days, short of running off to the wild German! or Scoti or whatever.
And even t hey—

"Anot her art |'ve developed is that of aging ny appearance. Hair powder, dyes, such things are
cunbersome, unreliable. | let everybody tal k about how young | continue to | ook. Sonme peopl e do,
after all. But neanwhile gradually | begin to stoop a little, shuffle a little, cough, pretend to
be hard of hearing, conplain of aches and pains and the insol ence of nmodern youth. It only works
up to a point, of course. Finally I must vanish and start a new life el sewhere under a new nane.
try to arrange things so it will be reasonable to suppose | wandered off and net with m sfortune,
per haps because 1'd grown old and absent-ninded. And as a rule |I've been able to prepare for the
nove. Accunul ate a hoard of gold, |earn about the hone to be, perhaps visit it and establish ny
fresh identity—

Sone of the weariness of the centuries fell over him "Details, details." He stopped and | ooked
into one of the blind windows. "Am | going senile? | don't usually gabble this way. Wll, you're
the first like me I've found, Rufus, the very first. Let's hope you won't be the last."

"Did you, uh, know about others?" groped the voice at his back

Lugo shook his head. "I told you | never did. How could

I? Afewtinmes | thought | saw a trace, but it gave out or it proved false. Once | nmay have. |I'm
not sure."

"What was that . . . master? You want to tell me?"

"I may as well. It was in Syracuse, where | based nyself for a good nany years because of its ties
with Carthage. Lovely, lively city. A woman, Althea was her name, fine to |l ook on and bright in

the way wonmen sonetines got to be in the later days of the G eek col oni es—+ knew her and her
husband. He was a shipping nagnate and | skippered a tranp freighter. They'd been nmarried for over
t hree decades, he'd gone bald and pot-bellied, she'd borne hima dozen children and the ol dest of
them was gray, but she mi ght have been a maiden in springtinme.”

Lugo fell silent a while before finishing, flat-voiced: "The Romans captured the city. Sacked it:

I was absent. Always make an excuse to clear out when you see that kind of thing conming. Wen I

returned, | inquired. She could have been taken for a slave. | could have tried to find her and
buy her free. But no, when |'d tracked down sonmebody who knew, insignificant enough to' ve been
left unhurt, | |learned she was dead. Raped and stabbed, | heard. Don't know if that's true or not.

Stories growin the telling. No matter. It was |ong ago."

"Too bad. You should'a got in there first." Lugo tautened. "Uh, sorry, master,’
don't, uh, don't seemto hate Rone."

"Way should I? It's eternally the sane tale, war, tyranny, nassacre, slavery. |'ve been party to

Rufus said. "You
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it nyself. Now Rone is on the receiving end."

"What ?" Rufus sounded aghast. "Can't be! Rone is foreverl™

"As you like." Lugo turned back to him "Apparently | have, at last, found a fellow imortal. At
| east, here is soneone | can safeguard, watch, make certain of. Two or three decades should
suffice. Though already | have no real doubt."

He drew breath. "Do you see what this neans? No, you scarcely can. You've had no tine to think

about it." He surveyed heavy visage, |ow forehead, dismay yielding to a | oose-1ipped glee. | don't
expect you ever wll, he
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t hought. You are a noderately conpetent woodworker, nothing else. And |'mlucky to have found this
much. Unl ess Althea—but she slipped through nmy fingers, away into death.

"It means | am not unique," Lugo said. "If there are two of us, there nmust be nore. Very few, very
seldomborn. It isn't in the bloodlines, like height or coloring or those deformties |I've seen
run in famlies. Wiatever the cause is, it happens by accident. O by God's will, if you prefer,

though 1'd think that makes God out to be sheerly capricious. And surely sensel ess m schance takes
off many imortals young, as it takes off ordinary nen and wonen and children. Sickness we may
escape, but not the sword or the runaway horse or the flood or the fire or the fam ne or whatever.
Possibly nmore die at the hands of neighbors who think this nmust be a denon, magician, nonster."
Ruf us cowered. "My head' s all a-spin,"” he whinpered.

"Well, you've had a bad tine. Imortals need rest too. Sleep if you w sh."

Ruf us' expression was gl azing over. "Wy couldn't we say we was, uh, saints? Angel s?"

"How far would you have gotten?" Lugo gi bed. "Conceivably a man born into royalty—But | don't
suppose that's ever happened, as rare as our kind rmust be. No, if we survive, we learn early on to
keep our heads | ow. "

"Then how shall we find each other?"

Ruf us hi ccoughed and farted.

"COVE our with ne into the peristyle," said Lugo.

"Ch, gladly," Cordelia sang. Al nost, she danced at his side.

It was an evening mld and clear. The noon stood over the eastern roof, close to full, in a sky
still violet-blue. Westward, heaven darkened and stars trenbled forth. Cty sounds had nostly died
out; crickets chirred. Monlight dappled the flowerbeds, shivered on the water of a pool, brought
Cordelia's young face and breast out of shadow i nto argency.

She and he stood hand in hand a few m nutes. "You were

so busy today," she said at length. "Wen you cane back early, | hoped—Of course, you had your
work to do."

"I did that, unfortunately,” he replied. "But these next hours belong to us."

She | eaned against him Her hair carried a remant fragrance of sunlight. "Christians should give
thanks for what they get." She giggled. "How easy to be a Christian, tonight."

"How have the children done today?" he asked—his son Julius, no |onger stunping about but I eaping

adventurously everywhere, starting to talk; little, little Dora asleep in her crib, starfish hands
curled tight.

"Why, very well," said Cordelia, a bit surprised

"I see themtoo seldom"”

"And you care. Not nmany fathers do. Not that nuch." JShe squeezed his hand. "I want to give you
lots of children." Inpishly: "W can begin at once."

"I have . . . tried to be kind."

She heard how the words dragged, let go of him wi dened her eyes in alarm "Wat's wong,

bel oved?"

He made hinsel f take hold of her shoul ders, |ook into her face—the noonlight made her searingly
beauti ful —-and answer: "Between us, nothing at all." Only the fact that you will grow old and die.

And t hat has happened so often, so Oten. | cannot count the deaths. There is no neasure for tile
pain, but | think it has not grown any less; | think | have “merely learned to live with it, as a
nortal can learn to |live an unbeatable wound. | thought we could have, oh, ~thirty, perhaps forty

years together before I nust |eave. 'That woul d have been wonderf ul

"But | have an unexpected journey to nmake," he said.

"Sonet hi ng that man—Mar cus—sonet hing he's told you?"

Lugo nodded.

Cordelia grimaced. "I don't like him Forgive ne, but I '"t. He's coarse and stupid."
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"He is that," Lugo agreed. It had seemed wise to himthey |l et Rufus share their supper
Confinenent in the

>w Room with nothing but his dreads and ani mal hopes conpany had been breaki ng what self-contro
was | eft
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him and he needed it for the time ahead. "Nevertheless, | got inportant information fromhim?"
"Can you tell nme what it is?" He heard how hard she tried not to nake it a plea.

"I"'msorry, no. Nor can | say where |'m bound or how |long 111 be gone."

She caught both his hands. Her fingers had turned cold. 'The barbarians. Pirates. Bacaudae."
"Travel has its dangers," he admitted. "l1've spent a lot of this day maki ng arrangements for you
Just in case, darling, just in case." He kissed her. The lips that shivered beneath his bore a
thin taste of salt. "You should know this is a matter that may or may not concern Aurelian, but if

it does, it nust be investigated at once, and he's in Italy. I've told his amanuensis Corbilo as
much, and you can collect nmy pay for your needs fromhim |'ve also |left a substantial sumin
trust for you at the church. The priest Antoninus took it and gave ne a receipt that I'll give
you. And you are heir to this property. You'll be all right, you and the children." If Rone hangs
t oget her.

She threw hersel f against himand dung. He stroked her hair, her back, ruffling the gown, naking
the caress an enbrace. "There, there,” he crooned, "this is just in case. Don't be afraid. |I'm not
running any great risk." He believed that was true. "Il be back." That was not true, and hurt
like fire to utter. Well, no doubt she'd narry again, after he was given up for dead. Last heard
of on the Ordovi-cian coast, about when a Scotic raid occurred

She stood back, hugged herself, swallowed, snmled unsteadily. "OF course you wwwll," she
avowed. "I'Il p-pray for you the whole while. And we have this night."

Until shortly after dawn, when Nereid cast off. He' d obtained passage for hinself and Rufus. Mbst
of Britannia continued secure, but the barbarians ravaged enough of it that nobody woul d question
a couple of nen who appeared -in, say, Aquae Sulis or Augusta Londiniumw th a story of having
fled. Gven noney in hand, they could start afresh; and Lugo had buried a fair supply of honest
corns in the island, several generations back.

"I'f only you could remain," escaped from Cordeli a.

"If only I could.” But Rufus was narked in Burdigal a.

tor

Rufus, the male, the oaf, the inmmrtal, who would surely perish nmiserably without an intelligent
man in charge of him And he nust not. However awkward, his was the only help Lugo had toward the
ulti mate coming together of their Kkind.

Cordelia heard how the words wenched thensel ves from her husband's nmouth. "I will not whine," she
declared. "W do have this night. And many, many nore on the far side of your journey. I'll wait
for you, 1'll always wait."

No, Lugo thought, you won't. That woul dn't make sense, once you've decided you're a w dow, stil
young but with tine at your heels.

Nor coul d you ever have waited for ne al ways.

| seek for her who shall neyer have to | eave ne.
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1V

Death in Pal nyra

THE CARAVAN to Tripolis would | eave at daybreak. Nebozabad, its nmaster, wanted everything ready
the eveni ng before. He wanted every man rehearsed i n naking and breaki ng canp. Del ays not only
cost noney, they nultiplied risk.

So he thought. Sone people told himnot to fret. Peace was now secure, they said, Syria firmy in
Arabi an hands. Had not the Khalifa hinself passed through Tadnor, on his way to holy Jerusal em
three years ago? Nebozabad was |ess trustful. Throughout his life he had seen too much war, with
the di sruption of trade, breakdown of order, and upsurge of banditry that soon followed. He neant
to use every hour of opportunity that God granted him

Therefore his charges bedded down not in a caravanserai but on a ground beyond the Philippian
Gate. He went about, speaking to canel drivers, guards, traders, |esser folk, issuing conmands
wher e needed, pieceneal giving turnoil a shape and a neani ng. Night was well upon hi mbefore he
was done
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He paused, then, to enjoy a nonent alone. Air had gone cool, with a tinge of snoke fromthe snall

fires that glimmered in the canp. O herwise it was a huddl e of darkness. He made out the peaks of

a fewtents, pitched by the nore prosperous anong his travelers, and sonetines light flickered off
the spearhead of a sentry on his rounds. Nebozabad wanted all routines working fromthe outset. A
mur mur reached his ears, talk of men who sat up late, occasionally the soft whicker of a horse or

the ninble and gurgle in a canel's throat.

Stars glittered brilliant, beyond counting. Fromthe west a
gi bbous nmoon cast |ight down the shallow valley. It frosted hills, palmfronds, the tower tonbs
that rose out of shadow, the turrets and battlements of the city wall. That wall | ooned sheer

gray-white, as if a piece of the steppe surrounding this basin had been turned on end. It seened
as eternal, too, its nassiveness never to be breached, the life that now slept behind its shelter
to pul se every day forever.

The t hought nade Nebozabad bite his lip. Mich too well did he know otherwise. In his own lifetine
the Persians had driven out the Ronans, and | ater the Ronmans had driven out the Persians, and
today both nations were in retreat before the sword of Islam and while trade routes still bore
wealth into Tadnor and forth again, the city was |long past her glory. Ah, to have lived then, when
she—Pal nyra on Latin and Greek tongues—was the queen of Syria, before Enperor Aurelian crushed
Zenobia's bid for freedom—

Nebozabad si ghed, shrugged, turned about and started back. A city, like a man, must bear whatever
fate God decrees. In that nmuch, at least, the Miuslins were right.
On his way, he heard and answered several greetings. "Christ be with you, master.” "And his spirit

be with you." Everyone recogni zed his stocky formin the plain djellabah

-his rather heavy features bared to the sky. Monlight touched white streaks in hair and short-
cropped beard.

Presently he neared his own tent. It was of good material though nodest size; he never took al ong
wei ght that could, instead, be in articles of value. Lanmplight glowed faint yellow around a flap
hangi ng | oose.

A hand clutched his ankle. H's stopped short, sucked in a breath, closed fingers on knife hilt.

"Quiet," whispered frantically, "By God's nmercy, | pray you. | nmean no harm"

Nonet hel ess chill tingled through himas he peered. Sonmeone crouched, flattened close to the
ground, a pal eness ami dst the shadows. Naked? "What is this?" he hissed.

"I need help," came back at him "Can we speak al one? Behold, | am unarned."

He believed he knew that voice. Often had he had to nake qui ck decisions. "Abide," he said | ow
The inploring

-hand rel eased him He stepped around to the front of his tent and slipped past the flap, with
care that little light flash forth. Wthin, the canel's-hair fabric enclosed a measure of warnth
A clay lanp dimy showed his bedroll spread out
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for him water pitcher and basin and two or three other mnor conforts ready, his body servant
hunkered down. That person brought knees, hands, and browto earth in salutation and asked, "What
is nmy nmaster's desire?"

"I expect a visitor," Nebozabad told him "Depart cautiously, as | arrived. Wen | have secured
the entrance, let no one else seek to me, nor ever speak a word of this."

"On ny head be it, master." The slave glided off. Nebozabad had chosen and trained himwell; he
was wholly |oyal. Wen he was gone, Nebozabad | ooked out for a nmonment, murnured, "Cone now, " and
drew back agai n.

The other scuttled through, straightened, confronted him Despite his half know edge, he gasped. A
wonan i ndeed. Ch, woman's very self!

He renenbered the danger, nuttered a curse, hastened to secure the entrance. Then he dared try to
deal with her.

She had | owered herself to knees and toes, hands laid across her |lap. Mdnight tresses flowed over
shoul ders, down past her breasts. He guessed flittingly that that was not quite by chance. Not hing
el se had she for garnent, except grine, a streak of clotting blood on the left forearm sweat that
shimered in the lanplight, and the gloom Her body mi ght have belonged to an anci ent goddess,
lithe, firmbosoned, slimwaisted, round-hipped. The face she turned to himwas broad across the
cheekbones, straight of nose, lips full above the cleanness of chin and jaw ine. Her skin was
faintly gol den and the great eyes, beneath arching brows, were hazel. In her, Roman of the Wst,
Ronman of the East, Hellene, and Persian had mngled with Syria.

He stared down at the sight. She seened a maiden, no, a youthful matron, no, sonmething for which
he had no nane. But he knew her

Her voice trenbl ed husky. "O Nebozabad, old friend, there is no hope left ne save in you. Help ne,
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as once mnmy house hel ped you. You have known us afl your life."

Forty-odd years. The thought struck |like a dagger. Hi s mnd flew back across nore than thirty of
t hem

1

ALl YAT BOTH | onged for Barikai's return and dreaded it. She would have the solace of his enbrace
and of giving himher own upbearing |ove. So had they stood together when they |ost other
children; but those were in-
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fants. First, though, she nust tell himwhat had happened.
He was el sewhere in Tadnor, talking with the nmerchant Tai marsu. News fromthe front was evil, the

Persians inflicting defeat after defeat upon the Romans, thrusting into Mesopotania, with Syria's
defenses thin on their left. Mdre and nore, conmerce with the seaboard pulled into its shell and
awai ted the outcome. Caravan nasters such as Barikai suffered. Most were, thenselves, chary of
venturing anywhere. He, bolder, went off to persuade the traffickers that they should not |et
goods nol der in warehouses.

She i nagi ned his heartiness, his laughter: "I'll convey them Prices in Tripolis or Berytus wll
be at a peak! Rewards are for the brave." She had encouraged it. Daughter of a man in the sane
trade, she was closer to her husband than nbst wi ves, alnbst a partner as well as his nate and the
nmot her of his children. It eased the w stful ness that tugged at her whenever she stood on the city
wal | and watched his train nove off beyond the horizon

But today—A fenmal e slave found her in the garden and

said, "The nmaster is here." Aliyat's spirit twi sted within her

She cal |l ed up courage as wonen rnust, in childbed or by

deat hbed, and hastened. Her skirts rustled through a silence

1 full of eyes. Al the household knew.

It was a fair-sized household hi a good-sized building. Until lately Barikai, |ike his father
before him had done well. Aliyat hoped it would not becone necessary to sell off any slaves; she
was fond of them She was instituting frugality. . . . What mattered such things?

The atriumlay dimwith eventide. Her glance fell on the inage of the Virgin that stood In a
niche, its blue and gol d agl ow agai nst whitewash. For a little while she had knelt before it,
silently praying that the news not be true. The inmage had nmerely stared, changel ess.

Bari kai had just given his cloak to a servant. Beneath it he wore a robe decorated with gold
thread, to show power, confidence. Tine had grizzled the dark hair and furrowed the | ean face, but
he still wal ked springily. "Christ be with you, ny lady," he began, as was seemly in the presence
of attendants. H s gaze sharpened. He reached her in three long strides and took her by the

shoul ders. "What is wong?"

She must swal |l ow twi ce before she could beg, "Comne
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with me." His nouth drew tight. Wordlessly he followed her back into the garden.

Encl osed by the house, it was a place of cool calm refuge fromthe world. Jasnmi ne and roses grew
around a pool where water lilies floated. Their fragrances drenched the air. Overhead, heaven had
gone royal blue as the sun went bel ow the roof. Here two people could be al one.

Aliyat turned to Barikai. She doubled her fists at her sides and forced out, "Manu is dead."

He st ood unnovi ng.

"Young Mogi m brought the word this norning," Aliyat told him "He was anpong the few who escaped.
The squadron was on patrol south of Khalep. A Persian cavalry troop surprised them Mgi msaw Manu
take an arrow in his eye, fall fromthe saddl e, go down under the hoofs."

"South of Khalep," Barikai croaked. "Already. Then they are conming into Syria."

She knew that man-thought was only the first poor shield he could Iift. She saw it break in his
grasp. "Manu," he said. "Qur first-born. Gone." The hand shook with which he crossed hinsel f, over
and over. "God have nercy on him Christ take himhone. Help him holy Georgios."

| too should pray, Aliyat thought, and knew with a wan surprise that any wish to do so had

wi t her ed.

"Have you told Agmat ?" Barikai asked.

"Of course. Best, | think, best |eave her and her children in peace for a while." Manu's young
wife had lived in terror of this since he was called to war. The fact had fallen on her like a
hamer .

"I sent a nmessenger to Hairan, but his master has dispatched himto Eresa on sone business,"
Al'iyat went on. The younger of their sons worked for a dealer in wine. "The sisters nourn at
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home." Their three living daughters were married, well enough that she was glad of the earlier
struggle to amass good dowies for thenr

"l think now—+to carry on ny trade—+ think I will take Nebozabad to apprentice,” Barikai nunbled.
"You know him do you not? Son of the wi dow Hafsa. Only ten years old, but a likely lad. And it
woul d be a kindness. It nmight make the saints smle a little on Manu's soul ."

Abruptly he seized her, painfully hard. "But why do | chatter like this?" he yelled. "Manu is
gone! "
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She | oosened his hands, guided his arnms around her, held himvery close. They stood thus for nany
heart beats, while shadows rose in the garden and |ight drained fromthe sky.

"Aliyat, Aliyat," he whispered at |ast, shakenly, into her hair, "nmy love, ny strength. How can it
be that you are what you are? Wfe of nine, nother, grandnother, and yet you could well-nigh be
the girl | made ny bride."

WHEN THE Persi ans occupi ed Tadnor, they first levied a heavy tribute. Thereafter they were not bad
overl ords—no worse than the Romans, thought Aliyat in secret. Zarathushtrans who held fire
sacred, they |l et everybody worship according to belief, and in fact kept Othodox Christians,
Nestorian Christians, and Jews from nol esting each other. Meanwhile their firmcontrol of the
territories they won allowed trade to resune, also with their own country. After a dozen years,
peopl e heard that they were advancing farther, had taken Jerusal em and presently Egypt. Aliyat
wondered if they would go on to O d Rone, but decided, fromwhat nmen told about Italy, that that
raddl ed | and, divided anong Lonmbard chiefs, the Catholic Pope, and remant I|nperial garrisons,
woul d be no prize.

Word trickled in: a new Enperor, Heraklios, reigned in Constantinople and was said to be energetic
and abl e. However, he had woes close to honme. Barely did he cast the wild Avars back fromthe
capital city.

In Tadnmor such events seened renmpte, not quite real. Aliyat was nearly the sole woman there who
even heard of them One had one's private life to cope with. For her, too, the days and the years
blurred together. A grandchild born, a friend dying, rose into reality and stood afterward in nmem
ory like lone hills espied on a |ong caravan trek

So matters were at the hour that ended them

She set forth with a sturdy fenale attendant for the agora. They left early in the nmorning, to
finish her bargaining and cany back her purchases before the heat of the day drove folk indoors to
rest. Barikai bade her a farewell she could barely hear. He had been weak of late, with bouts of
pain in the chest and shortness of breath, he who was hith-
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erto so strong. Neither prayers nor physicians availed nuch.

Aliyat and Mara followed their winding street to the Col onnade and wal ked on along it. The great
doubl e row of pillars gleaned triunphant between the arches at either end, bursting into
florescence where the capitals chall enged heaven. From a | edge on each, a statue of sone fanobus
citizen | ooked down, centuries of history at attention. Bel ow themthe ways were crowded with
shops, trading offices, chapels, joyhouses, humanity. Smells eddied thick, snoke, sweat, dung,
perfunme, aroma of spices and oils and fruits. Noise rioted, footfalls, hoofbeats, wheel-creak
hanmer - cl ang, chant, shout, speech, nostly the Aranmmic of this country but also Greek, Persian
Arabi c, and tongues of | ands nore distant yet. Colors swirled, a cloak, a robe, a veil, a
headdress, a pennon streaming froma |lance, an ornament, a charm A rug seller sat amidst the rich
hues of his wares. A wine vendor held his |eather bottle aloft. A coppersnith nade clangor. An
oxcart sl ogged through the crowds, |aden with dates fromthe oasis. A canmel grunted and shanbl ed
beneath bal es of silk frombeyond Aliyat's ken. A squad of Persian horsemen trotted behind a
trunpeter who warned the throng to dear the way; their arnor flashed, their plunmes rippled. A
litter bore a wealthy merchant, another a bedi zened courtesan, who both | ooked out with indolent

i nsol ence. A black-clad Christian priest drew aside froman austere nagus and crossed hinself once
the latter was past. Drovers who had brought sheep in fromthe arid steppe wandered w de-eyed
anong enticenents that would likely send themback to their tents penniless. A flute piped, a
smal |l drum t hunped, sonebody sang, high-pitched and quavery.

This was her city, Aliyat knew, these were her people, and nonet hel ess she was ever nore estranged
fromthem

"Lady! Lady!"
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She stopped at the call and gl anced about. Nebozabad forced a path toward her. The persons whom he
shoved asi de shook their fists and cursed him He went on unhear-ing until he reached her. She
read his countenance and foreknow edge becane a boul der in her breast.

"Lady, | hoped |I could overtake you," the young nan panted. "I was with ny nmaster, your husband,
when—He is stricken. He uttered your name. | sent for a physician and nyself started after you."
"Lead ne," said Aliyat's voice.

He did, loudly, roughly, quickly. They returned beneath the brightening, uncaring sky to the
house. "Wait," Aliyat commanded at the door of the bedchanber, and went in al one.

She need not have hurt Nebozabad by | eaving himout in the corridor. She had not been thinking. O
course several slaves were there, standing aside, awed and hel pl ess. But hkew se, already, was
their remaining son Hairan. He | eaned over the bed, holding fast to himwho lay init. "Father,"
he pl eaded, "father, can you hear ne?"

Bari kai's eyes were rolled back, a hideous white against the blueness that crept below the skin
Froth bubbled on his lips. The breath shuddered in and out of him ceased, cane raggedly anew,
ceased again. Beadwork curtains across the windows tried to obscure the sight. For Aliyat they
only made a twi light through which she saw hi mthe starker

Hairan | ooked up. Tears ran into his beard. "I fear he is dying, nmother," he said.

"I know." She knelt, brushed his hands aside, laid her arnms about Barikai and her cheek on her
man's bosom She heard, she felt the life go away.

Ri sing, she closed his eyes and tried to wi pe his face. The physician arrived. "I can see to that,
my |ady," he offered.
She shook her bead. "I will lay himout,"” she answered. "It is ny right."

"Fear not, nother," Hairan said unevenly. "I will provide well for you—you shall have a peacefu
old age—~ The words trailed off. He stared, as did the physician and the ;:, slaves. BariKkai

caravan master, had not reached his full threescore and ten, but he seenmed as if he had, hair
mostly white, visage gaunt, mnuscles shriveled over the bones. Hi s wi dow who stood above him coul d
have been a woman of twenty springtines

UNTO HAI RAN t he wi ne nmerchant was born a grandson, and great was the rejoicing in his house. The
feast that he and the father gave for kinfolk and friends lasted far into the night. Aliyat
withdrew early fromthe women's part of it, into the rear of the building where she had a room No
one
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thought ill of this; after all, however much respect her years entitled her to, they were a

bur den.

She did not seek rest as everybody supposed. Once al one, she straightened her back and changed her
shuffling gait. Fast, supple, she went out a back door. The vol um nous bl ack garments that

di sqgui sed her figure billowed with her haste. Her head was covered as usual, which hid the

bl ackness of her |ocks. Family and servitors often renmarked on bow amazingly yout hful her face and
hands were; but now she | owered a veil

She passed a sl ave going about his duties, who recogni zed her but sinply made sal utation. He would
not babbl e about what he had seen. He too was old, and knew that one nust bear with the old if
sonmetimes they grow a trifle strange

The night air was bl essedly cool and fresh. The street was a gut of shadow, but her feet knew
every stone and she found her way easily to the Col onnade. Thence she strode toward the agora. A
full moon had cleared surrounding roofs. Its brilliance hid the stars close to it, though | ower
down they swarnmed and sparkled. The pillars lifted white. Her footfalls slithered loud in the
silence. Mst fol k were abed.

She took some risk, but it was slight. Mostly, the city guards had continued under the Persians to
mai ntain | aw and order. Once she hid behind a colum while a squad tranped past. Their pikeheads
sheened like liquid in the noonlight. Had they seen her, they m ght well have insisted on bringing
her honme—dnl ess they took her for a harlot, which would have |l ed to questions for which she | acked
answers.

"Way do you prowl about after dark?" She could not say, she did not know, yet she must get away
for a while or else begin scream ng.

This was not the first such tine.

At the Street of the Marketers she turned south. The grace of the theater fountained upward on her
right. On her left, the portico and wall around the agora |ay ghostly under the nobon. She had
heard that they were but fragnments of what fornerly was, before desperate nen quarried themfor
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fortification material as the Romans closed in on Zenobia. That suited her nood. She passed
t hrough an unbarred gateway onto the broad pl aza.
Renenbrance of its liveliness by day made it feel all die

nore enpty. Statues of former high officials, mlitary commanders, senators, and, yes, caravan

|l eaders ringed it in like sentinels around a necropolis. Aliyat wal ked through the noonlight to
the center and stopped. Her hearthbeat and breath were the only sounds she heard.

"Mriame, Mther of God, | thank you— The words died on her lips. They were as hollow as the

pl ace where she stood, they woul d be nockery did she finish them

Why was she barren of gl adness and gratitude? A son had been born to the son of her son. The life
that was in Barikai lived on. Could she call his dear shade out of the night, surely it would be
smling.

A shudder went through her. She could not raise the nenory. His face had beconme a blur; she had
words for its |ineaments, but no vision any-longer. Everything receded into the past, her |oves
died and died and died, and God would not et her follow them

She should praise HHmw th song, that she was hal e and whol e, untouched by age. How many, halt,
gharl ed, toothless, half blind, afire with pain, |onged for death's nercy? Wereas she—But the
fear of her gathered year by year, the gl ances askance, whispers, furtive signs against evil
Hairan himself sawin the mirror his gray hair and lined brow, and wondered about his nother; she
knew, she knew. She held as much apart as she could, not to rem nd her kin, and understood what an
unspoken conspiracy was theirs, to avoid speaking of her before outsiders. And so she becane the
outsi der, the one forever al one.

How coul d she be a great-grandnother, she in whose |oins burned [ust? Was that why she was

puni shed by this, or what dreadful childhood sin of hers had she forgotten?

The nmoon noved onward, the stars turned their wheel. Slowly, sonething of heaven's bl eak
tranquility cane to her. She started homeward. She woul d not surrender. Not yet.

THE WAR devoured a generation, but in the end Heraklios prevailed. He drove the Persians before
himuntil they sued for peace. Two-and-twenty years after they left, the Romans re-entered Tadnor
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On their heels was a new resident, Zabdas, a dealer in spices fromEnesa. That was a sonewhat

| arger city, nearer the seaboard, therefore wealthier and nore closely governed. Zabdas' fanmily
firmhad an affiliate in Tadnor. After the chaos of battle and the | atest change of overlords it
needed reorgani zati on, a cunning hand on the reins and a shrewd eye out for such opportunities as
m ght appear. He arrived and took charge. That required maki ng acquai ntances, alliances, anbng

| ocal people. He was handi capped in this by being newly w dowed, and therefore soon began | ooki ng
for a wife.

Nobody told Aliyat about him and i ndeed when he first visited Hairan it was on business. The
dignity of the house, the guest, and herself required that she be anong the wonmen who bade him
wel cone before the nen supped. CQut of sheer rebelliousness, or so she vaguely thought, she left
of f her shapel ess grandam s clothes and dressed in nodest but beconming wi se. She saw his
startlenent on | earning who she was; eyes nmet eyes; a thrill that she fought to control went
through her. He was a short nman of about fifty, but erect, alert, the white hairs few and the

vi sage wel | - nol ded. They exchanged ritual courtesies. She went back to her room

Though she often found it hard to pluck a single nmenory out of the nultitude that crowded her
certain experiences repeated thenselves frequently enough that she gained skill fromthem She
could well read the nmeaning of Hairan's gl ances when he thought she didn't notice, the words he
spoke to her and the words he did not. She could sense a rising current of excitenent in the w ves
and sl aves, even the older children. Her sleep becane broken, she paced and paced or stole out by
dark, the confort that she had sonetines found i n books now vani shed.

It was no surprise when at length Hairan asked her to see himprivately. That was in winter's
early night, after nost of the household had gone to bed. He admitted her when she knocked,
escorted her to a cushioned stool, sat down cross-1legged on the rug behind a table on which stood
wi ne, dates, cakes.

For a space there was quiet. Bronze |anps sheened in the light that their flanmes threw soft. It

pi cked out floral patterns of frescos, reds and blues and browns of carpet, the

folds of his robe and the furrows in his face. He was wholly gray and had grown a pot belly. He
bl i nked di msightedly at her sUmess. The brocade of green and gold that she had chosen lay close
over curves; above her head covering, a weath of gold wire enclosed the clear brows.
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"WIl you take refreshnment, nmother?" he invited finally, very | ow.

"Thank you." She reached for a goblet. The wi ne gl owed on her tongue. Drink and food, those were
conforts too. They had not |ost their savor as she aged, nor had she becone fat.

"You should not thank ne." He | ooked away. "It is ny duty to provide for your well-being."

"You have been a dutiful son."

"I have tried nmy best." In a rush, never neeting her gaze: "You, though, you are unhappy with us.
True? | amnot blind or deaf so far, not quite. You seldomif ever conplain, but | cannot help
know ng. "

She commanded her body to be still, her voice to be level: "True. No fault of yours, nor of anyone
el se." She nust force herself to hurt him "I daresay you feel you are a young nan trapped in
flesh growing old. Wll, | aman old wonan trapped in flesh that stays young. Wiy this is, only
God knows. "

He twined fingers together. "You are—how ol d? Threescore and ten? Well, sone people do carry their
years well and reach great ages. If you lived for a hundred years in good health, it would not be
unheard of. May God grant you do so." She marked how he evaded nention of the fact that except for
teeth showi ng wear she bore no trace of the tine that had passed.

Let her encourage himto say what he intended to say. "You w Il understand how nmy usel essness
makes nme restless.”

"I't need not!" burst fromhim He lifted his eyes. She saw sweat on his skin. "Hark. Zabdas, a
respectabl e man, a nerchant, has asked for your hand in marriage."

I knew this, she thought; and al oud: "I know whom you speak of," She said naught about the
cautious inquiries she had contrived to make. "But he and | nmet just a single tine."

"He has queried peopl e about you, and tal ked repeatedly
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with me, and—He is, | say, an honorable man, well off and with excellent prospects for the

future, a widower in need of a wife. He realizes that you are older than him but feels this is no
barrier. He has children grown, grandchildren com ng, what he wants is a hel pmate. Believe ne, |
have made sure of this."

"Do you wish the union, Hairan?' Aliyat asked quietly.

She si pped while he stuttered, funbled with his goblet, |ooked to and fro, before he said, "I
woul d never conpel you, nother. It sinply appears to ne ... it may be in your best interests. |
wi Il not deny, he offers certain business agreenents that would . . . help. My enterprise has
fallen on hard tines."

"I know." He showed surprise. Aliyat whetted her tone: "Did you think ne blind or deaf? |I worked
closely with your father, Hairan, as you never let me work with you."

"Il —pot her, | did not nmean—

She [ aughed a little. "Oh, you have been as kindly as you know how. Let us put such things behind
us. Tell me nore."

THE WEDDI NG and the cel ebration that followed were an occasion snall, alnost subdued. Finally the
bride was escorted to the groonis bedchanber and left with a nmaidservant.

The roomwas not large, its walls nerely whitewashed, its furnishings austere. Sone garl ands had
been hung around it. A screen bl ocked off one conmer. A three-branched candel abrum gave light. Laid
across the bed were two ni ght gowns.

Al'iyat knew she was expected to change into hers. Mitely, she let the attendant help her. She and
Bari kai had frolicked naked, with wi cks burning bright. Well, tinmes changed, or perhaps it was
peopl e who differed. She had been too long cut off fromgossip to say.

Wien she stood briefly unclad, Zabdas' slave cried: "But ny lady is beautiful!"

Aliyat stroked hands down her flanks. The touch tingled. She barely stopped short of her groin.
Toni ght she woul d again know the true pleasure that had haunted her for—how many years? She
smled. "Thank you."
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"I, I heard you were old," the girl stammered.

"I am" Aliyat's manner inposed fear and silence.

She had an hour or two by herself in bed. Thoughts tunbl ed through her head, out of control. Now
and then she shivered. At |east her days in the house of her son had been predictable. That,

t hough, was what had becone the horror of them

She sat up with a start when Zabdas entered. He closed the door behind himand stood for a nonent
wat ching her. In festival garb, he was . . . dapper. Her gown was of rather thick material

| oosely cut, but her bosomswelled it outward. "You are nore fair than | knew," he said in his
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careful way.

She | owered her lashes. "I thank my lord," she replied around the tightness in her throat.

He advanced. "Still, you are a woman of discretion, with the wi sdomof your years," he said. "Such
a one do | require." He halted before the icon of St. Ephraem Syrus that was the chanber's sole
fixed ornanent and crossed hinself. "Grant us a satisfactory |life together," he prayed.

Taking his nightshirt, he went behind the screen. She saw how neatly he hung his cl othes over the
top. Wien he returned dressed for sleep, he bent over, cupped a hand behind each candle in turn
and blew themout. He got into bed with his usual econony of notion

He is ny husband, pulsed in Aliyat. He is ny liberation. Let nme be good to him

She reached out. Her arns encl osed, her nmouth went seeking. "Wat?" Zabdas exclained. "Be at ease.
| shall not hurt you."

"Do, if you like." She pressed against him "How may | please you?"

"Way, why—This is—Kindly lie still, my lady. Remenber your years."

She obeyed. Sonetines she and Bari kai had enjoyed playing master and slave. O youth and whore.
She felt Zabdas raise hinself to an elbow. H's free hand tugged at her gown. She pulled it up and
spread her thighs. He clinbed between. He rested his full weight on her, which Barikai had not,
but then Zabdas was nmuch lighter. She reached to guide him Briskly, he took care of that hinself,
grasped her breasts through the cloth, and thrust. He did
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not seemto notice how her arns and | egs clasped him It was quickly over

He got off and lay until his breathing was again even. She could barely see himas a deeper shadow
in the night. He sounded troubled: "How wet you were. You have the body of a young wonan, as well
as the face.'*

"For you," she nurnured

Through the mattress she felt himtauten. "Wat is your age in truth?" So Hairan had avoi ded
saying it outright; but Zabdas had perhaps avoi ded aski ng.

Fourscore and one, she knew. "I have never kept count," was the safest reply. "But there has been
no deception, ny lord. | amHairan's nother. | ... was quite young when | bore him and you have
seen that | carry ny years better than nost."

"A wonder." His voice was fiat.

"Uncommon. A blessing. | amunworthy, but— It nust out: "My courses have not yet ended. | can
bear you children, Zabdas."

"This is-— He searched for a word. "Unexpected."

"Let us thank God together."

"Yes. W should. But now best we sleep. | have nmuch to do in the norning."

6

To ZABDAS cane the caravan naster Nebozabad. They nust discuss a proposed shipnment to Dannesek. A
journey of that length could no | onger be lightly undertaken. News was too om nous, of the Arabian
onsl aught agai nst Persia and threat to New Rone.

The merchant received his guest well, as he did all who were of consequence, and bade hi mdi ne.
Aliyat insisted on serving themw th her own hands. As they sat over their dessert, Zabdas excused
hi msel f and was gone for a while. He suffered froman occasional flux of the bowels. Nebozabad
wai t ed al one.

The room was the best furnished in the house, with enbroidered red hangi ngs, four seven-branched
candel abra of gilt bronze, a table of teakwood carven in foliate patterns and inlaid with nacre,
the ware upon it of silver or the finest
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glass. A pinch of incense hi a brazier made the air, on this warmeventide, a little cloying.
Nebozabad | ooked up when Aliyat came in with a tray of fruits. She stopped across fromhim in
dark garments that nuffled sight of nore than hands, countenance, the big hazel eyes. "Sit down,

my |ady," he urged.

She shook her head. "That would be unseemy," she answered in a near whisper

"Then | will stand." He rose fromhis stool. "Far too long has it been since |last | saw you. How
fares it?"

"Wl |l enough." She took on expression; her words | eaped. "And howis it with you? Aiid Hairan and,
oh, everybody? | hear very little."

"You do not see much of anyone, da you, ny |ady?"

"My husband feels it would be ... indiscreet ... at ny age. But how goes it, Nebozabad? Tell ne, |
beg you!"
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He repeated her phrase: "Wl |l enough. Another grandchild bomto him a girl, have you heard? As
for myself, | have two living sons and a daughter, by the grace of God. Business— He shrugged.
"This is what |'ve cone about."

"I's the danger fromthe Arabs great?"

"I fear so." He paused, tugged his beard. "In your days with master Barikai, nmay he be happy in
Heaven, you knew everything that went on. You took a hand in it yourself."

She bit her lip. "Zabdas feels differently."

"l suppose he wi shes to keep runors down, and that is why he never has Hairan, or any kinsman of
yours, here—Forgive nme!" He had seen what crossed her features. "I should not pry. It's only
that, that you were ny naster's |lady when | was a boy, and ever gracious to nme, and— Hi s voice
trailed of f.

"You are good to be concerned." She jerked her head as if to keep it fromdrooping. "But | have
fewer sorrows than many do."

"I heard your child died. I"'msorry."

She sighed. "That was | ast year. Wunds heal. W will try again."

"You have not already?—No, again | spoke badly. Too nuch wi ne. Forgive nme. Seeing how beautifu

you still are, | thought—=
She flushed. "My husband is not too old."
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"Yet he—No. Aliyat, ny lady, if ever you shoul d need hel p—=

Zabdas returned and she, having set down her tray, said good night and departed.

VWH LE ROVAN and Persian bl ed each other to exhaustion, afar in Makkah Mihammad i bn Abdal | ah saw
vi si ons, preached, must flee to Yathrib, prevailed over his enenies, gave his refuge the new nane
Medi nat Rasul Allah, the City of the Apostle of God, and died as master of Arabia. His Khalifa,
Successor, Abu Bekr suppressed rebellion and | aunched in earnest those holy wars that united the
peopl e and carried the faith out across the world.

Six years after the troops of Enperor Heraklios reclaimed Tadnor, the troops of Khalifa 'Qmar took
it. The year after that they were in Jerusalem and the year after that the Khalifa visited the
holy city, passing triunphant through a conpletely subjugated Syria while couriers brought
accounts of Islanmic banners carried deep into the Persian heartland.

On the day he spent in Tadnor, fromher rooftop Aliyat w tnessed nagnificence, gallant horses,
richly caparisoned canels, riders whose helnets and nmail coats, |ances and shields turned sunlight
into flame, cloaks |ike w ndbl own rai nbows, trunpet and drum and deep-voi ced chant. The streets
surged, the oasis boiled with the conquerors. Yet she noticed that the far greater nunber of them
were | ean and roughly clad. Likew se was their garrison here, and their officials lived sinple
lives, five times daily hunbling thensel ves before God when the nuezzin's call wailed across the
sky.

Nor were they bad rulers. They levied tribute, but it was not unbearable. They turned a few
churches into nosques, but otherwise left Christians and Jews in the peace that they sternly
enforced. The qgadi, then- chief justice, held court beneath the arch at the east end of the

Col onnade, near the agora, and even the |lowiest could appeal directly to him Then- irruption had
been too swift to damage trade much, and it soon began reviving.

Al'iyat was not altogether surprised when Zabdas said to her, in the tone that nmeant he woul d
bani sh her to a rear
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roomif she gave himany dispute: "I have reached a great decision. This household shall enbrace
I slam™"

Nonet hel ess she stood a while qui escent, amidst the shadows with which the single frugal |anp
filled their bedchamber. \When she spoke it was slowy, and her eyes searched him "This is indeed
a matter of the first inportance. Have they conpelled you?”"

He shook his head. "No, no. They do not—except pagans, | amtold." He fornmed his thin brief smle.
"They woul d rather nost of us remain Christian, so we nay own | and, which believers nay not, and
pay tribute for it as well as the other taxes. My talks with the i mam whom | approached have been
difficult. But of course he may not refuse a sincere convert."

"You'll gain many advantages."

He reddened. "Do you call ne a hypocrite?"

"No, no, certainly not, nmy lord."

Zabdas turned mild. "I understand. To you this is a terrible shock, you who have been raised to
worship Christ. Think, though. The Prophet never denied that Jesus was al so a prophet. He was
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sinply not the l|ast one, the one to whom God revealed the full truth. Islamsweeps away the
superstition about countless saints, the priests who come between a man and his God, the witless
commandnents and restrictions. W have but to acknow edge that there is one God and Muhamad is
Hi s Prophet. W have but to live righteous lives." He lifted a forefinger. "Think. Could the Arabs
have borne everything before themas they have done, as they are doing and shall do, were theirs
not the cause that is blessed, the faith that is true? | ambringing us to the truth, Aliyat." He
squi nted, peering. "You welcone the truth, do you not? It cannot harmyou, can it?"

Reckl essly, she cast across the space between them "I hear a man who becones a Mislim nust suffer
what Jew sh boys do."

"I't will not disable ne," he snapped. Curbing tenper again: "I do not expect a wonan to understand
these deep things.. Only trust in ne."

She swal | owed, willed ease upon herself, noved toward him "I do, nmy lord, | do," she nurnured.
Maybe she could cause himto beget a third child on her, and naybe that one woul d survive to give
meani ng back to her life. He sel dom
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took her to him nostly when she made herself coax himin that sanme hope. It was alnost as if,
nore and nore, he feared her

As for the change of religion, that mattered | ess than he supposed. Wat had the saints done to
hel p, throughout the endl ess years?

8

SHE HAD not foreknown what the change neant. I|slam burst upon Syria too suddenly. Zabdas studied
it before he nade his nove. Only when the thing was done did she |earn

The Prophet had | aid upon wonen of the faith the ancient usages of Arabia. In public they nust
wear the yashmak, the heavy veil hiding everything but the eyes, and |ikew se at hone in the
presence of any man but father, brother, husband, or son. Unchastity was puni shed by death.
Quarters for men and wonen were separate, like an invisible wall built through the house, to whose
door its master had the single key. Subnission of wife to husband was not bounded by | aw and
customas it was anong Christians and Jews; while a narriage lasted it was total, his the right to
nmutilate or kill the disobedient. Aside fromsuch tasks as nmarketing, she had nothing to do with
the outside world; he, his children by her, and his dwelling were to be her universe. For her
there was no church, and whatever Paradi se she m ght hope for would not be his.

So Zabdas expl ai ned, pieceneal as occasion arose. Aliyat was not sure the Law was quite that one-
sided. She was entirely sure that in nost famlies, practice softened it. But be that as it my,
she was a prisoner.

She was even denied the solace of wine. That might be just as well, she decided once the first
rage had faded. She had been resorting to it much oftener than was wi se.

Qddl y, however, as the Miuslim nonths passed, she found herself |ess alone than hitherto. Thrust
toget her, the femal es of the househol d—ot only she and the slaves,, but the wives and girl -
children of two of Zabdas* sons who had joined himin Tadnor—at first quarreled viciously, then
began to confide in each other. Her position and her freedom from agi ng had set her apart. Those
who now saw her shar-
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i ng then- hel pl essness di scovered they could overl ook these things, and if they told her their
troubl es she would do what tittle she could to aid them

For her part, she learned bit by bit that she was not utterly isolated. In sone ways, she touched
nmore of the city than she had done since Barikai's death. She night be confined, but |esser
fermal es must needs go out on various errands; and they had kinfolk with whomthey gossiped at
every opportunity; and nobody cared to be strict with the hunble, nor stopped to think that they

t oo possessed sharp ears, open eyes, and inquiring nminds. As the touch of a fly quivers through
the web to the spider that sits at its nmiddle, so did flickers of information reach Aliyat.

She was not present when Zabdas sought the qgadi soon after his conversion; but in view of what was
over heard and passed on, and what happened | ater, eventually she believed she could reconstruct it
al nost as well as if she had been invisibly |istening.

Normal |y the qadi heard pleas in the open. Everybody was free to conme. She could have done so, had
she had any real plaint. She thought of it, and concluded drearily that she did not. Zabdas was
never abusive. He provided adequately. If he no | onger cane to her bed, what should a woman cl ose
to her ninetieth year expect—-whether or not she had again borne hima child, and this one did keep
on living? The very thought was obscene.

He asked for a private audience and the gadi granted it. The two sat in the house of Mtknal ibn
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Di rdar and sipped chilled ponmegranate juice while they talked. Neither paid heed to the eunuch who
wai ted on them but he had acquai ntances outside, who in their turn knew peopl e.

"Yes, of course you may divorce your wife," Mtkhal said. "It is easily done. However, under the
Law she retains all property that was hers, and | gather she brought a fair anount to this
marriage. In every event, you nust see to it that she does not becone destitute or |ack for
protection."” He bridged his fingers. "Mreover, do you wish to offend her kinfol k?"

"Hairan's goodwill is worth little these days," Zabdas clipped. "Hi s business fares poorly.
Aliyat's other children—by her first marriage—scarcely know her any nore.
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But, hm the requirements you describe, those could prove awkward."

M tkhal regarded himclosely. "Wy do you wish to put this woman fromyou? In what is she at
faul t ?"

"Proud, resentful, sullen—No,
cont umaci ous. "

"Has she not given you a child?"

"Agirl. The two before, they soon died. The girl is snall and sickly."

"That is shabby ground for blanme, ny friend. AOd seed gives thin fruit."

Zabdas chose to misunderstand. "A d, yes, by ... by the Prophet! | have inquired. | should have
done so at the first, but—Sir, she nears the hundred-year mark."

The gadi's lips formed a soundl ess whistle. "And yet—one hears runors—+s she not yet fair? And
you tell me she remains healthy and fertile.”

Zabdas | eaned forward. Sunlight fell through the grille over a wi ndow to dapple his bal di ng head.
Behi nd sparse whi skers, the wattles under his jaw wabbled as he cried in a high-pitched, cracking
voice: "It's unnatural! Lately she lost a tooth or two and | believed at |ast, at |ast—But new
ones are growing out, as if she were a child of six or seven! She nust be a witch, or an ifrit, a
denmon, a—That's what | beg for. That's what | ask for, an investigation, a—an assurance | can
cast her out and-not have to fear her vengeance. Help ne!"

Mtkhal raised a palm "Hold, hold." H's words flowed soft. "Be calm Truly we have a marvel here.
Yet all things are possible to God the Omipotent. She has not been inpious or sinful in any way,
has she? You nmay have done right to keep her as secluded as you coul d—since you, her husband, have
had this terror brewing within you. If the tale went abroad and spread panic, she m ght have been
set on in the streets. Beware of that." Severely: "Ancient patriarchs lived close to a thousand
years on earth. If God the Conpassionate sees fit to let-Aliyat, is that her name?—Iinger for
close to a hundred, ageless, who are we to question His will or divine Hi s purpose?"

Zabdas stared at his lap. What teeth remained to himgritted together. "Neverthel ess,” he nunbl ed.
"My counsel is that you keep her as long as she does no
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evil, for this is both justice for her and prudence for you. My decree, upholding the Law, is that
you of fer her no harm when she has of fered none, nor nake accusations that are baseless.”" Mtkha
reached for his cup, sipped, snmled. "But, true, if coupling with a crone strikes you as indecent,
that is a matter of your choice. Have you considered taking a second wife? You are allowed four
you know, besides concubines."

In these latter years of his, Zabdas was quick to cool down fromboth his angers and his fears. He
sat a nmonment silent, looking into a corner of the room Then his nmouth tilted upward and he
murnmured, "I thank ny lord for his wise and nerciful judgnent."

9

THE DAY canme when he sunmoned Aliyat to his office.

It was a chanmber bare and cranped. A w ndow opened on the inner court, but was too high up to
afford sight of water or flowers. A niche gaped white where once the inage of a saint stood. At
the far end, a dais held a table bestrewn with letters, records, and witing nmaterials. Behind it,
he sat on a bench

She entered. He laid aside a papyrus sheet, which crackled, and pointed downward. She went to
knees and toes on the bare tiles before him Silence stretched.

"Wl | ?" he snapped.

She kept her eyes lowered. "Wat is my lord s desire?"

"What have you to say for yoursel f?"

"What nmust your handmai den def end?”

"Mock me not!" he shouted. "I've had ny fill of your insolence. Now you have struck ny wife in the
face. It is too much."

sai d Zabdas beneath that gaze, "I cannot in honesty call her
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Aliyat | ooked up, caught his glance, held fast. "I thought Furja would go whinpering to you," she
said steadily. "What tale did she bear? Fetch her and Il et me hear."
His fist struck the desk. "I will settle this. | amthe naster. | ambeing kind. | am giving you

your chance to explain why you should escape a whi pping."

She drew breath. This had been foreseeabl e since the thing happened; she had had a pair of hours
wherein to marshal words. "My lord nust know that his new bride and
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| are apt to quarrel.’

Stupi d, weak-chinned, spiteful creature, forever seeking to squirmherself

into the man's favor and shrill herself into sovereignty over the harem "Alas that this should
be. It is wong." That tasted foul but had better be said. "Today she gave ne an intolerable
insult. | snmote her once, open-handedly, across the chops. She wailed and fl ed—+to you, who have

things of inportance to deal with."

"She has often conplained to ne. You have been overbearing ever since she cane into ny house."

"l have demanded no nore than the respect due your senior wife, nmy lord." | will not becone a

sl ave, a dog, a thing.

"What was this insult?" asked Zabdas.

"It was vile. Must | take it in ny nouth?"

"Unm. . . describe it."

"She shrieked that | keep ny |ooks and strength by—neans unspeakabl e in decent conpany."

"Umn Are you certain? Wrnen have flighty nenories.”

"1 suppose if you haled her in and put the question, she would deny it. Not her first lie."

"Word agai nst word." Zabdas sighed loudly. "Wiat is a nan to believe? Wen shall he find peace to
get on with his work? Wnen!"

"I think nmen, too, would grow jangle-witted, were they shut away forever with nothing to do that
was worth the doing," said Aliyat, for she felt she had little' to | ose.

"I'f I have left you . . - undisturbed, it has been out of consideration for your age."

"And yours, ny lord?" she dared purr

He pal ed. The brown spots on his skin stood plain to see. "Furja does not find me wanting!"

Not quite every night of the nonth, Aliyat thought. And, in sudden, surprising pity: He fears that
hi s uneasi ness about ne would unman hiny and likely that very fear woul d.

But they were noving toward deadly ground. She drew back: "I pray ny lord' s pardon. No doubt some
of the blame does fall on ne, his servant. | sinply hoped to explain to himwhy squabbl es trouble
his harem If Furja will show nme courtesy, | will do |ikew se."

Zabdas rubbed his chin and stared beyond her. She had a
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brief, eerie feeling that somehow this was a chance for which he had waited. At |ength he regarded
her and said, his tone strained, "Life was different for you in your young days. O d people find
it hard to change. At the sanme tine, this vigor you have kept nmekes it inpossible for you to
resign yourself. Am1 right?"

She swal lowed. "My lord speaks truth," she answered, amazed that he showed any insight.

"And | have heard that you were hel pful to your first husband in his business," he went on

She coul d only nod.

"Well, | have given you nmuch thought, Aliyat," he said faster. "My duty under God is to provide
for your welfare, which should include your spirit's. If time has becone enpty for you, if our
daughter is not enough—well, perhaps we can find sonething nore."

Her heart sprang. Blood thundered in her ears.

Agai n he | ooked past her. "What | have hi mind is irregular," he said, cautiously now "No
violation of the Law, understand, but it could cause gossip. | amwlling to hazard this for your
sake, but you rmust do your part, you nust exercise the utnmost discretion.”

"Wha- what ever ny | ord commands!"

"It will be a beginning, a trial. If you acquit yourself well, who knows what may foll ow? But
hark.'* He wagged his forefinger. "In Enesa is a youth, a distant kinsman of nine, who is eager to
go into the business. His father will be pleased if | invite himhere and train him |, though, |

lack tinme to teach himthe ins and outs, the rules and custons and traditions peculiar to Tadnor,
as well as the basic practicalities—especially where it comes to naking shipnents, to dealing with

caravaneers. | could assign a man of nmne to his instruction, but | can ill spare anyone. You
however; | suppose you renmenber. O course, the utnost discretion is essential."

Aliyat prostrated herself. "Trust ne, ny lord!" she sobbed.

10
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BONNUR WAS tall, broad in the shoulders, slimin the waist. H s beard was the nmerest overlay of
silk across the smooth features, but a man's strength rested in the hands. His novenents and his
eyes were |like a gazelle's. Though he
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was Christian, Zabdas received himcordially before sending himto find a bed anong the ot her
young nen who served &nd | earned here.

A twel vermont h back, the nerchant had bought a | esser building adjacent to his hone. He set workers
to erect walls and roof joining the pair together, then knock out what separated them and nake
them one. Thus he woul d gain added offices, storeroonms, and quarters for an expanded staff; his
trade was burgeoning. Lately he had ordered a halt to the construction. He declared it was better
to wait and see what effect the ongoi ng conquest of Persia would have on the traffic with India.
The addition therefore stood unfurnished, unoccupi ed, dusty, and silent.

When he led her into it, Aliyat was astonished to find a roomat the far end had been swept and
outfitted. A plain but thick wool carpet softened the floor. Hangings flanked the second-story

wi ndow. A table held a water carafe, cups, papyrus, ink, pens. Two stools waited nearby. And
Bonnur did. Though Aliyat had been introduced to himearlier, her pulse quickened.

He sal aaned deeply. "Be at ease," said Zabdas with unaccustoned cordiality, "at ease, my dears. |If
we are to be alittle irregular, we may as well enjoy it."

He took a turn arourid the room talking: "For ny wife to explain things to you, Bonnur, and for
you to ask of her, you need freedom | amnot the dry stick people take ne for. | know that the
fol kways, the subtleties of a city cannot be entered in a | edger or parsed |ike a sentence. Stares
and sniggers and the constraint you would feel, did you sit conferring in plain sight of every
fool, those would bind your tongues, your ninds. The task woul d becone difficult, prolonged,

per haps inpossible. And, to be sure, | would be considered eccentric at best for setting you to
it. Men mght wonder if | was near ny dotage. That would be bad for trade, oh, yes.

"Therefore this retreat. At such times as | deemright, when your services are not required

el sewhere, Bonnur, | will send word. You will |eave the house and enter this section by its back
door, on the lane behind. And | will give you a signal, Aliyat. You will betake yourself directly
here. In fact, sometines you will come here to be alone. You have desired to help ne; very well
you may | ook over such

reports and figures as | shall |end you, undisturbed, and offer nme your opinions. This will be

common know edge. At other tines, unbeknownst to anyone else, you will neet Bonnur."

"But sir!" Red and white went in waves over the boyish face. "The lady and | and nobody el se?
Surely a nmi dservant, a eunuch, or—er—

Zabdas shook his head. "The protestation does you honor," he replied. "However, a watcher would
defeat ny whol e purpose, which is to give you a true feel of conditions in Tadnor while avoiding

derision and insinuations.” He | ooked fromone to the other of them "I never doubt | can trust ny
kinsman and ny first wife." Wth a flick of a smle: "She is, after all, aged beyond the usua

span of Me."

"What ?" Bonnur excl ai ned. "Master, you jest! The veil, the gown, they cannot hide—

"It is true," said Zabdas, a low sibilation. "You shall hear of it fromher, along with things

| ess curious."

11

A DAY approached sunset. "Well," said Aliyat, "best we stop. | have duties still before ne."
"And |. And | should think upon what you have revealed to ne this tinme." Bonnur's voice dragged.
Nei t her of themrose fromthe stools on which they sat facing. Abruptly he col ored, dropped his
gaze, and blurted, "My |l ady has a wonderful intelligence."

It felt like a caress. "No, no," she protested. "In a long life, even a stupid person learns a few
things."

She saw him break down a barrier so that he could neet her eyes. "Hard to believe you are, are
old."

"I carry ny years well." How often had she said it precisely thus? How nechanical it had becone.
"Al'l you have seen— Reckl ess inpul se: "The change of faith. That you were forced away from
Christ!”

"l have no regrets."

"Do you not? If only for, for the freedomyou have | ost—the freedomyour friends have |ost, the
simple freedomto | ook upon you—

For an instant she was about to hush him Nothing closed off the doorway but a bead curtain.
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However, such a thing
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muf f| ed sound sonewhat, and deserted corridors and roons stretched between it and the inhabited
part, and he had spoken softly, deep in his throat, while tears glimered on his |ashes.

"Who cares to see a hag?" she fended, and knew she was teasing.

"You are not! You shouldn't have to cower behind that veil. |I've noticed when you forgot to stoop
and shanble."

"You have watched ne closely, it seens." She fought a dizziness.

"I cannot help nyself," he confessed miserably.

"You are too curious." As if a different creature used her tongue, her hands: "Best we quench
that. Behold."

She drew the yashnak asi de. He gasped.

She dropped it back and stood up. "Are you satisfied? Keep silence, or we shall have to end these
meetings. My lord would mislike that." She left him

Her daughter net her in the harem "Mama, where have you been? Gutne won't let ne play with the
lion doll."

Aliyat groped after patience. She ought to love this child. But Thirya was whi npery, and sick half
the tine, and resenbl ed her father

12

SOVETI MES THE saneness of the days broke, when Zabdas gave Aliyat materials to study and report
on. In the roomthat was apart, she tried to grasp what she read, but it slipped and wiggl ed
about |ike a handful of worms. Twice she net there with Bonnur. The second tine she took off her
veil at the outset, and she had dressed in a gown of light material. "The weather is blazing hot,"
she told him "and | amonly an old granny, no, great-grandnother." They acconplished little.
Silences kept falling between them

More days flowed sluggishly together. She | ost count of them What difference did their nunber
make? Each was just like the last, save for bickerings and nui sances and, at night, dreans. Did
Satan brew certain of those for her? If so, she owed hi mthanks

Then Zabdas summoned her to his office. "Your counsel has gone worthl ess,
"Does your dotage come upon you at |ast?"

he sai d peevishly.

She bit back rage. "I amsorry, my lord, if no thoughts have occurred to ne of late. | will try to
do better."

"What's the use? No use in you any nore. Furja, now, Furja warns ny bed, and surely soon she'll be
fruitful ." Zabdas waved a hand in disnissal. "Well, be off. Go wait for Bonnur. 1'll send him
Perhaps at |east you can persuade himto nmend those wool gat heri ng ways he's taken on. By all the
sai nt s—by the beard of the Prophet, | regret ny prom ses to both of you!"

Aliyat stal ked through the enpty part of the house with fists clenched. In the room of neetings
she prowl ed back and forth, back and forth. It was a cage. She halted at the wi ndow and stared out

through the grille. Fromthere she could | ook over the walls around the ancient tenple of Bel. Its
| i mest one seened bl eached under a furious sun. The bronze capitals of the portico colums bl azed.
Heat - shi mmer nade the reliefs on the cella waver. Long had it stood unused, enpty, |ike herself.

Now it was being refurbished. She had heard at fourth or fifth hand that the Arabs planned to nake
a fortress of it.

But were those Powers entirely dead? Bel of the storm Jarhibol of the sun, Aglibol of the
nmoon-Asht oreth of be-gettings and births, terrible in beauty, she who descended into hell to win
back her |over—dnseen, they strode across the earth; unheard, they shouted throughout heaven; the
sea that Aliyat had never known thundered behind her breasts.

A footstep, a click of beads, she whirled about. Bonnur halted. Sweat sheened on him She caught
the snmell of it, filling the heat and silence, man-snell. She was wet with her own; the dress
clung to her.

She unfastened her veil and cast it to the floor

"My lady," he choked, "oh, ny lady."

She advanced. Her hips swng as if of thenselves. Breath | oudened. "Wat would you with ne,
Bonnur ?"

Hi s gazelle eyes fled right and left, trapped. He backed off a step. He raised his hands agai nst
her. "No," he begged.

"No, what?" she | aughed. She stopped before himand he nust needs neet her |ook. "We've things to
do, you and I."
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If he is wise, he will agree. He will sit down and begi n aski ng about the best way to bargain with
a caravaneer.

84 Poul Anderson | will not let himbe w se.

13

"I HAVE business in Tripolis," Zabdas said. "It nay keep nme several weeks. | shall go with
Nebozabad, who | eaves a few days hence."

Aliyat was glad she had left her veil on after reaching his office. "Does nmy lord wish to say what
busi ness it is?"

"No sense in that. You' ve grown barren of advice, as of everything else. I aminform ng you
privately so that | can state what should be obvious, that in ny absence you are to abide in the
harem and occupy yourself with a wife's ordinary duties."

"Of course, ny lord."

She and Bonnur had thus far had two afternoons together

14

THI RYA STI RRED. " Mana—

Aliya pushed fury down. "Hush, darling," she breathed. "Go to sleep."” And she nust wait while the
child tossed and whined, until finally the bed was quiet.

Fi nal I y!

Her feet renmenbered the way through the dark. She clutched her nightgown to her lest it brush
agai nst sonething. The thought flitted: Like this do the unrestful dead steal fromtheir graves.
But it was to life that she was going. Already the juices of it ran hot. Her nostrils drank the
ced-ary odor of her desire.

Nobody el se woke, and there was no guard on as small, as drab a haremas this. Her fingers touched
wal I's, guiding her, until she reached the |ast dear corridor. No, do not run, make no needl ess
sound. The beads in the doorway snaked around her. The w ndow franed stars. A breeze fromthe
cooling desert drifted through it. Her pul se racketed. She pulled off the gown and tossed it

asi de.

He canme. Her toes gripped the carpet.

"Aliyat, Atiyat." The rough whi sper echoed in her head. Bonnur stunbled, knocked a stool over
panted. She gurgled |aughter and slipped to him
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"I knew you woul d cone, beloved," she sang. H s arnms encl osed her. She clawed herself tight to
him Her tongue thrust between his |ips.

He bore her down, they were on the carpet, the thought flashed that she nust take care it show no
stains, he groaned and she reached after him

Lantern |ight glared. "Behold!" Zabdas cackl ed.

Bonnur rolled off Aliyat. Both sat up, crouched back, crawed to their feet. The lantern swing in
Zabdas' hand. It sent huge m sshapen shadows adance over the walls. She saw himin fragnents,
eyebal | s, nose, wet snags of teeth, winkles, hatred. Right and left of himwere his two sons.
They bore swords. The steel gl eaned.

"Boys, seize them" Zabdas shout ed.

Bonnur reeled. He Iifted his hands |like a beggar. "No, master, ny lord, no."

It tunbled through Aliyat: Zabdas had planned this fromthe first. He had no passage arranged with
the caravan. ; These three waited in another room their light muffled, for that which he knew
woul d happen. Now he would be rid of her, and keep her property, and believe that even an ifrit—
or whatever inhuman thing she m ght be—would not return fromthe punishnent for adultery.

Once she woul d have wel coned an ending. But the weariness of the years was burned out of her
"Bonnur, fight!" she screaned. "They'|ll tie us in a sack and the people will stone us to death!"
She laid her hands on his back and shoved himforward. "Are you a man? Save us!"

He howl ed and | eaped. A man swung sword. Unprac-ticed, he m ssed. Bonnur caught that armw th one
hand. His fist crunched into the nose behind. The second brother edged around, awkwardly, afraid
of hitting the wong body. The struggle lurched past Aliyat. It left a snmear of blood on her. She
bounced cl ear.

Zabdas bl ocked the doorway. She snatched the lantern fromthe old man's feeble grasp and dashed it
to the floor. Gl flared in yellow flanme. He staggered aside. She heard himshriek as the fire
Iicked his ankle.

She fled past the beads, down hall and stairway, out the rear door, fromthe |ane into ghost-gray
streets between blank walls. The Philippian Gate stayed open after dark
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when a caravan was meking ready. |If she took care, if she noved slowy and kept to the shadows,
its sentries night not see her

Ch, Bonnur! But she had no breath or tears to spare for him not yet, not if she wanted to live.
15

THOSE I N the caravan who gl anced behind them saw the towers of Tadnor catch the first sun-gleam
Then they were up the valley and out on the steppe. Ahead of themthe sky al so brightened-unti

the last stars faded away.

Signs of man were sparse on that day's travel. After Nebozabad | eft the Ronan road on a short cut
across the desert, there was nothing but a trail worn by the generations before himwho had fared
Iikewise. He called halt for the night at a muddy, pool where the horses could drink. Men
contented thensel ves with what they carried along in skins, canels with what scrawny shrubs were
to be found.

The master strode through the bustle and hubbub to a certain driver. "I will take that bale, now,
Hatim" he said. The other grinned. Like nost in this trade, he considered snuggling to be a part
of it, and never asked unnecessary questions.

The bale was actually a long bundle tied together with rope, which had been nestled into the | oad
on the canel. Nebozabad's slave carried it back, into the naster's tent, laid it down, sal aanmed,
and went to squat outside, forbidding intruders. Nebozabad knelt, undid the knots, unrolled the

cl ot h.

Aliyat crept forth. Sweat plastered her hair and the djellabah he had lent to the curves of her
The countenance was hol | oweyed, the |ips cracked. Yet once he had given her water and a bite of
food, she recovered with eerie quickness, well-nigh mnute by mnute as he wat ched.

"Speak | ow," he warned. "How have you fared?"

"I't was hot and dry and gut-w enching bunpy,” she answered in a voi ce husky nore than hoarse, "but
I shall forever thank you. Did a search party conme?"

He nodded. "Soon after we left. A few Arabian soldiers, rousted out—-after Zabdas gai ned hi nsel f
i1l will by waking

the gadi, | gather. They were sleepy and uninterested. W need not have hi dden you so well."

She sighed where she sat, knees drawn up, ran fingers through her matted tresses, gave hima snile
that shone and lingered in the lanplit dusk. "You cared, dear friend."

Cross-1 egged before her, he scow ed. "Reckless was |I. It mght cost ne ny head, and |'ve ny famly
to think of."

She reached to stroke fingers across his wist. "Rather would | die than bring harmon you. G ve
me a waterskin and a little bread, and | will strike off across the desert."”

"No, no!" he exclainmed. "That would be a slower death. Unless the nomads found you, which would be

worse. No, | can take you along. W'll swaddle you well in garnents too |arge, keep you of fside
and unspeaking. Til say you're a boy, kin to ne, who's requested a ride to Tripolis." He grinned
sourly. "Those who doubt the 'kin* part of that will snicker behind nmy back. Well, et them M
tent is yours to share while the journey lasts."

"Cod will reward you, where | cannot. Barikai in Paradise will intercede for your soul."

Nebozabad shrugged. "I wonder how much good that will do, when it's the escape of a confessed
adulteress |I'maiding."

Her nmouth trenbled. A tear ran down the sweat and grine dried on her cheeks. "It's right, though,"

he said in haste. "You told nme what cruelties drove you fromyour wits."

She caught his nearer hand hi both hers and cl ung.

He cleared his throat. "Yet you nmust understand, Aliyat, | can do no nore than this. In Tripolis
must | eave you, with what few coins | can spare, and thereafter you are alone. Should | be charged
with having hel ped you, | will deny all."

"And | will deny |I saw you. But fear not. I'Il vanish fromsight."

"Whi t her? How shall you live, forsaken?"

"I will. I have already seen ninety years. Look. Have they left any mark on ne?"

He stared. "They have not," he munbled. "You are strange, strange."

"Nonet hel ess—si nply a woman. Nebozabad, |, | can do sonewhat to repay a norsel of your kindness.
The only
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things | have to offer are nenories, but those you can bring home with you."

He sat notionl ess.

She drew closer. "It is nmy wish," she whispered. "They will be ny menories too."
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AND GLADSOME they are, she thought when afterward he lay sleeping. | could al nost envy his wife.
Until he grew old, and she did. Unless first a sickness took one or the other off. Aliyat had
never in her life been ill. Her flesh had forgotten the abuse of the day and the night that were
past. A pleasant |anguor pervaded it, but if perchance he should awaken, she would instantly
arouse to eagerness.

She sniled in the dark. Allow the man his rest. She would like to go out and wal k about a while,
under the noon and the high desert stars. No, too risky. Wait. Wait. She had | earned how.

Paul tw nged. Poor Bonnur. Poor Thirya. But if ever she let herself weep for any of the short-
lived, there would be no end of weeping. Poor Tadnor. But a new city |lay ahead, and beyond it all
the world and tine.

A woman who was agel ess had one way, if none eke, to live onward hi freedom

V

No Man Shuns Hi s Doom

ITis told in the saga of A af Tryggvason how Nor nagest cane to hi mwhen he was at N dharos and
abode sone while in the king's hall; for many and wonderful were the tales that Gest bore. Evening
after |engthening evening as the year drew toward winter, nen sat by the fires and hear-. kened.
Tal es they heard fromlifetines agone and the far ends of the world. Oten he gave them staves as

well, for he was a skald, and was apt to struma harp underneath the words, in English w se. There
were those who nuttered he nust be a liar, asking how any man coul d have fared so wi dely or been
so old. But King O af bade these be still, and hinmself |istened keenly.

"l was living on a farmin the Uplands," Gest had said to him "Now ny last child yonder has died,
and again | amweary of ny dwelling—wearier than ever, lord. Wrd of you reached ne, and | have
cone to see whether it is true."

"What you have heard that is good, is true," answered the priest Conor. "By God's grace, he is
bringing a new day to Norway."

"But your day first broke very long ago, Gest, did it not?" murnmured O af. "W have heard of you
agai n and agai n. Everyone has—though none but your nei ghbors in the nountains have seen you for
many years, and | supposed you nust be dead." Wen he | ooked at the newconer he saw a nman tall and
| ean, straight in the back, gray of hair and beard but with few |ines across the strong bones of
his face. "You are not really aged after all."

Gest sighed. "I amolder than | seem lord."
"CQuest of the Noras. A strange and heat heni sh ni ck-
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nane, that," said the king slowmy. "How did you cone by it?"

"You may not want to hear." And Gest turned the tal k el sewhere.

Right well did he understand the craft of doing so. Over and over, O af urged himto take baptism
and be saved. Yet the king did not make threats or order death, as he did with nbst who were

st ubborn about this. Gest's tales were so gripping that he wanted to keep the wanderer here.

Conor pressed harder, seeking Gest out alnobst daily. The priest was eager in the holy work. He had
cone with Oaf when the latter sailed fromDublin to Norway, overthrew Hdkon Jarl, and won the
land for himself. Now the king was calling in nmissionaries fromEngland and Germany as well as
Irel and, and maybe Conor felt a bit left out.

Gest gave himgrave heed and soft answers. "I amno stranger to your Christ," Gest said. "I have
met himoften, or at |east his worshippers. Nor am| plighted to Gdin and Thor." H's smle was
rueful. "I have known too many different gods."

"But this is the true and only God," Conor replied. "Hang not back, or you will be lost. In just a
few years a full thousand will have passed since his birth anong men. Belike he will conme back
then, end the world, and raise the dead for judgnent."

Gest stared afar. "It would be good to believe |I can neet nmy dead anew," he whi spered; and he | et
Conor tal k on.

At eventide, however, after neat, when the trestle tables had been taken fromthe hall and wonen
carried the drinking horns forth, he had other things to talk about, yarns to spin, verses to
chant, questions to neet. Once a couple of guardsmen happened to speak of the great battle at Bra-
vellir. "My forebear Grani from Bryndal was anong the Icel anders who fought for King Sigurdh

Ri ng," one boasted. "He cut his way cl ose enough to see King Harald War-Tooth fall. Starkadh

hi msel f had not strength to save the Danes that day."

Gest stirred. "Forgive ne," he said. "There were no Icelanders at Bravellir. Norsenen hadjiot yet
found that island."

The warrior bristled. "Have you never heard the |ay that
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St arkadh made?" he flung back. "It nanes all the worthies who cane to the fray on either side."
Gest shook his head. "I have heard, and | do not call you a liar, Eyvind. You passed on what you
were told. But Starkadh never made any such lay. Another skald did, lifetinmes afterward, and put

it in his nouth. Bravellir was bl oodi ed— He sat a few heartbeats thinking, while the fires in the
trenches guttered and crackled. "Was it three hundred years ago? | have |lost track."

"Do you mean Starkadh was not there, and you were?" gi bed the guardsman

"Ch, he was," said Gest, "though he was not much Iike the stories nmen tell of himnow nor |aned
and half blind with age when at last he went to his death."

Stillness fell anew. King O af peered through shifting shadows at the speaker before he asked | ow,
"Did you, then, know hin®"

Gest nodded. "I did. Indeed, it was right after Bravellir that we met."

1

Hi s STAFF was a spear, for no nan traveled unarnmed in the North; but over the small pack on his
back hung a harp in its case, and he offered harmto none. Wen at nightfall he found a honestead,
he slept there, repaying hospitality with songs and tal es and news from outside. O herw se he
rolled up in his cloak, and by dawnlight drank froma spring or brook and ate of whatever bread
and cheese his | atest host had given him Thus had he fared through nost of his years, fromend to
end of the world.

This day was cool beneath a wan sky where cl ouds were scant and the sun swung sout hward. The woods
that decked the hills of Gautland stood hazed and hushed. Birches had begun to turn yellow, and
the green of oak and beech was | ess bright than erstwhile. Firs lifted darkling anbng them Ripe
currants glowed hi the shade. Smells of earth and danp filled every breath.

Gest saw rt all, widely, froma ridge he had clinbed. Below himthe land rolled off to an uncl ear
edge of sight. Mstly it was tree-clad, but meadows and plowed fields
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broke it here and there. He spied two houses and their outbuil dings, distance-dw ndl ed; snoke rose
straight upward fromthe roofs. Close by, a streamglistened on its way to a |ake that shone in
the of fing,

He had come far enough fromthe battlefield that the weckage and the dead strewn across it were
blurred together in his eyes. Carrion birds swarnmed al oft and about and back down, a whirling

bl ackness, but also gone tiny for him He could barely hear their cries. Sonetines the howl of a
wolf lifted, to hang above the hills for what seened a | ong while before dying away in echoes.

Li ving men had wi t hdrawn, bound home. They took wounded ki ndred and friends al ong, but could
nmerely throw a little earth over such of the fallen as they knew. A band of them whom Gest had
cone upon this norning did tell himthat King Sigurdh had borne off the body of his foe King
Harald, to give it a barrow and grave goods at Uppsala for the sake of his own honor.

Gest | eaned on his spear, shook his head, and smled sadly. How often had he beheld the like of
this, after young nmen storned forth to cast their lives fromthen? He did not know. He had | ost

t he nunber sonewhere in the waste of the centuries. O else he had never had the heart to try
keepi ng count. He was not sure which, any nore. Yet as always, he felt the need to say a farewel |,
the only thing he or anyone el se could now give the young nen.

It was no skaldic drapa that came to his lips. The words were Northern, so that the dead woul d
understand if they could hear, but he |l acked all wi sh to praise bravery and recall m ghty deeds.
The verse formthat he chose was froma country thousands of miles toward the sunrise. There a
short, slanty-eyed fol k knew nuch and fashi oned things of wondrous beauty, though there too the
sword ranged free.

"The sunmer fading, Chill shall slash the | eaves bl oody And the geese trek—where? Already this
ground went red While the wind called souls away."

A brief spell nore Gest lingered, then turned and departed. Those Danes he net earlier had seen

t he one whom
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he sought | eave soon after hah* a dozen Swedes did and foll ow them eastward. Thereupon Gest had
gone to Bravellir and cast about until his woodsman's eye |ighted on what he thought nust be the
tracks. He had better hurry. Nonethel ess he kept to his everyday stride. It |ooked lazy, but in
the course of a day it left as nuch behind it as a horse mght, or nore; and it let himstay aware
of everything around him

He was on a gane trail. The kings had set Bravellir as their neeting place because it was a broad
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nmeadow t hrough which a road ran north and south, about hal fway between Harald in Scania and

Si gurdh in Sweden. However, the | and round about was thinly settled. The six going this way mnust
be headed for the Baltic shore, where lay the ship or ships that had brought them That they were
so few bespoke how terrible the battle had been. It would be renmenbered, sung about, nade even
|arger in the mnds of nmen, for hundreds of years to come. And those who pl owed yonder fields
woul d nol der forgotten

Gest's shoes scuffed softly on soil. Branches were a roof overhead, through which sunbeans fell to
make spatters of light on the shadowy hallway before him A squirrel ran like a flame up a tree.
Sonmewhere a dove noaned. Brush rustled on the left, a great di mshape slipped off, an el k. Gest
let his soul drift into the sweet-snelling reaches. Meanwhile, though, he kept reading the traces.
That was easy, footprints, broken tw gs, torn spiderwebs, marks on nossy | ogs where nen had sat
down to rest. They were no hunters by trade, as he had been through much of his life. Nor was the
one who followed them never stopping, closing the gap between. Those feet were huge

Ti me passed. The sunbeans | owered, |engthened, took on a golden hue. A bit of cold crept into the
air.

Suddenly Gest halted. He | eaned forward, head cocked, listening. Famly to himcane a noise he

t hought he knew.

He qui ckened his pace to a lope. Muffled at first by | eaves, the sound swelled fast, clang and
clatter, shouts, soon crackling, snapping, and harsh breath. Gest brought his spear to the ready
and glided on as quietly as mght be.

A slain man sprawl ed across the trail. He had fallen into a bush that snagged the upper half of
him Blood dripped fromits stens and pool ed bel ow, scream ngly bright. A blow had cloven himfrom
the I eft shoul der through the
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breast bone. Pieces of rib and | ung poked out of him Fair hair clung sweat-matted to cheeks
whereon no beard grew, just the down of a boy. He stared and gaped enptily.

Gest drew aside and found hinsel f treadi ng on another body, dose by, brush churned with conbat. He
glinmpsed nen, iron, blood and nore bl ood. Wapon banged on weapon, scraped across hel nets, thudded
agai nst wooden shields. Another fighter toppled. A thigh spouted red; he threshed about and
shrieked. It was the kind of noise a human throat ought not to make. A fourth warrior dropped and
| ay sodden in a patch of nettles. The head was nearly off him

Gest got behind a young fir. It screened him and he could see between its linbs. Two were left of
the band that the newcomer had overtaken and attacked. Like their nates, they wore only sarks,
coats, breeks. If any owned mail, he had not thought to put it on until too late. Both these did
have kettle hats. One carried sword and shield, one an ax.

Their lone foe was fully outfitted, in knee-length byrnie, conical helnmet with noseguard, an iron-
rimed shield hi his left grip and a sword of uncomon size in his right. He was nore than big,
overtoppi ng Gest's goodly height by a head, shoulders as wide as a doorframe, arnms and | egs like
oak boughs. An unkenpt bl ack beard reached to his chest.

The pair had recovered fromthe shock of his onslaught. They worked together, barking words to and
fro. The swordsman went straight at the giant. Blades clashed, agl eam when they rose into a
sunbeam a blur as they hissed downward or sideways. The Swede caught a blow on his shield that
made himlurch, but stood fast and struck back. The axman circl ed behind their eneny.

The huge man nust have known it. Blindingly fast, he spun on his heel and plunged at the axman,

of fside, so that the stroke m ssed himby inches. Hi s blade whi pped. The axnman staggered, dropped
his weapon, stared at a right forearmlaid open and bone-shattered. The giant | eaped on past him
There was a grassy patch between himand the other swordsman. At its end he turned and burst into
a run at that fellow Shields boonmed together, with weight and speed behind his. Overborne, the
Swede went on his back. Somehow he kept hold of his sword and got his shield up.
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The giant sprang high and | anded on him Shield was driven against ribs. Gest thought he heard
them crack. Breath whoofed out. The giant straddled the withing body and nade his kill in two
strokes.

He gl ared around. The wounded axman was in flight, blundering off anmong the boles. The w nner
dashed after and cut hi m down.

The shrieks of the thigh-slashed man ebbed off to cawing, to rattling, to silence.

Laught er booned froma cavern of a breast. The huge man ranmed his blade thrice into the earth,
wiped it clean on the shirt of a fallen, and sheathed it. Hi s breathing eased. He doffed hel net
and coi f, dropped them swept a hairy hand over the sweat that tunneled off his brow.
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Gest canme out frombehind the fir. The giant snatched at his hilt. Gest |eaned spear in the crotch
of a tree and spread his palms, "I am peaceful," he said.

The warrior stayed taut. "But are you al one?" he asked. H s voice was |ike heavy surf on a strand
of stones.

Gest | ooked into the rugged face, the snmall ice-blue eyes, and nodded. "I am Besides, after what
| have just seen, | would not think Starkadh need be wary of anyone or anything."

The warrior grinned. "Ah, you know ne. But we have not net erenow. "

"Everybody in the North has heard of Starkadh the Strong. And ... | have been in search of you."

"You have?" Surprise turned into a glower. "Then it was a nithing's trick to stand aside and give
me no help."

"You had no need," said Gest in his mildest tone. "Also, the battle went so fast. Never have
seen such weapon-w el di ng."

Pl eased, Starkadh spoke friendlier. "Wio are you that seek nme?"

"l have borne many nanes. In the North it has oftenest been Gest."

"What woul d you of nme?"

"That is a long tale. May |I first ask why you hounded t hese nmen down and sl ew t henP"

St arkadh' s gaze went el sewhere, toward the sun whose light shot in yell ow beans between trees
turning dark
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agai nst heaven. Hs |lips noved. After a bit he nodded, net (jest's |ook again, and said:

"Here shall wol ves not hunger. Haral dfed the ravens. Honor won we. Only Gdin overcanme us. Ale |

| ack, but offer Al these foes to Harold. Never was he niggard. Now |'ve shown |'mthankful."

So it was true what they said, Gest thought. As well as being the forenost of warriors, Starkadh
had some gift as a skald. What el se m ght he be?

"l see," Gest acknow edged slowy. "You fought for Ha-rald, and wi shed to avenge your lord after

he fell, though the war be done with."

St ar kadh nodded. "I hope | have gl addened his ghost. Still nmore do | hope | have gl addened his
forebear King Frodhi, who was the best of lords and never stinted me of gold or weapons or other
fine things."

A tingle went through Gest, a chill along his backbone. "Was that Frodhi Fridhleifsson in Denmark?
They say Starkadh was of his household. But he died lifetines ago.”

"I amolder than | seem" answered Starkadh with renewed roughness. He shook hinself. "After this
day's work, thirst is afire hi me. Wuld you know where there is water?"

"I know how to find water, if you will come with nme," Gest told him "But what of these dead nmen?"
St ar kadh shrugged. "I'mno scaldcrow to pick themclean. Leave themfor the ants.” Flies buzzed
around blind eyes, parched tongues, clotting blood. Stenches hung heavy.

Gest had grown used to such sights, but he was ever happy to lay them behind him and tried not
dwel | on thoughts of w dows, children, nothers. The lives he had shared were short at best, the
nmerest blink of years, and afterward, for nost, a span hardly |onger before they were wholly
forgotten by all but him He took his spear and | ed the way down the trau

"WIIl you be returning to Denmark?" he asked.

"I think not," runbled Starkadh at his back. "Sigurdh

will make sure the next king in Heidhra is beholden to him and that the under-kings are at odds
with each other."

"Chances for a fighting nman."

"But 1'd mislike watching the realmfall asunder that Frodhi built and Haral d War-Tooth rebuilt."
Gest sighed. "Fromwhat | have heard, the seed of sonething great died at Bravellir. Wat will you
do?"

"Take ships that I own, gather crews for them and go in viking—eastward to Wendl and and

Gardhariki, | think. Is that a harp you bear above your pack?"
Gest nodded. "I've put ny hand to sundry kinds of work, but mainly | ama skald."
"Then come with ne. When we reach a lord's hall, make a drapa about what | wought this day. I'll

reward you well."
"We nust tal k about that."
Silence fell between them After a while Gest saw the signs he had been awaiting and took a side

trail. It opened on a glade starred with clover. A spring bubbled up at the nmddle; water trickled
of f through the grass, to lose itself under the trees. They nmade a wall around, dark beneath,
still gol den-green on top where the |ast sunbeans touched them The eastern sky was viol et-blue. A

file:/lIF|/rah/Poul%20Anderson/Anderson,%20Pou...0-%20The%20Boat%200f%20a%20Million%20Years.txt (44 of 245) [7/2/03 2:18:07 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Poul %620A nderson/Anderson,%20Poul %20-%20T he%620B 0at%200f %620a%620Million%20Y ears.txt

flight of rooks w nged homeward.

St ar kadh cast hinself belly down and drank with mighty slurps. Wen at |length he raised his

dri ppi ng beard, he saw Gest busy. The wanderer had lain down his cloak, opened his pack, spread
things out. Now he gathered deadwood bel ow the trees and bushes that surrounded the gl ade. "Wat
are you doi ng?" Starkadh asked.

"Maki ng ready for night," Gest told him

"Does nobody dwel | nearby? A sw neherd's hut would do."

"I know not, and belike darkness would overrun us while we searched. Besides, here is better rest
than on a dirt floor breathing snoke and farts."

"Ch, |'ve slept under the stars often enough, and gone hungry too. | see you've a little food with
you. WIIl you share?"

Gest gave the warrior a close look. "You'd not sinply take it from me?"
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"No, no, you are neither foeman nor quite a stranger." Starkadh |aughed. "Nor a wonan. Too bad."
Gest smiled. "We'll halve what there is, though it's not nuch for a man your size. |'ll set
shares. By norning, with luck, we'll have voles to cook, or even a squirrel or hedgehog." He
paused. "Wuld you like to help ne? If you'll work as |I show you, we can make oursel ves snug
before nightfall."

Starkadh rose. "Do you think ne a coalbiter? O course I'll take a hand. Are you a Finn, or have
you dwelt anong Finns, to know t hese woodsrunner's tricks?"

"No, | was born in Denmark |ike you—a long tine ago. But | |earned the hunter's craft in ny
boyhood. "

Gest found, unsurprised, that he must pick his words with care when giving orders. Starkadh's
haughtiness was likely to flare. Once he roared, "Am1| a thrall?" and half drew bl ade. He
resheathed it, smacked fist into palm and did as he was bi dden. For that nonment, pain had tw sted
his face.

Dayl i ght drained fromthe west. Mre and nore stars glittered forth. Wen dusk had seeped upward

to fill the glade, the nen had their canp ready. A brushwood shelter, bracken and boughs heaped
within, would allow rest free of dew, night msts, and rain if any fell. Turfs piled outside its
mout h cast back into it the warnth of a fire that Gest had kindled with a drill. Besides nuts and

berries, he had found pine cones, sedges, and roots to eke out the bread and cheese. After he had
roaste"d themin the ways that were needful, he and Starkadh would bed down fairly full

He hunkered at the fire, with his knife whittling a green stick into part of a cooking tool. It
was a fire nore low than the warrior would have built, softly sputtering, its slight snpbke savory
of resin. Though air cooled fast at this season, Starkadh |earned he could stay confortable by
sitting close. The red and yell ow fl anes cast wavery |ight over Gest's cheekbones and nose; it
glinted fromhis eyes and made shadows in the gray beard. "These are good skills you own,"

St arkadh said. "Indeed you shall fare with ne."

"W will talk of that," Gest answered, watching his work

"Way? You told ne you were in search of ne."

"Yes, | was." Cest drew breath. "Long and |long had | been away, until at |ast nenories of the
Nort h overwhel ned me and | nust come back to see if the aspens stil

quivered in the light nights of mdsunmer."” He did not speak of a woman who died after he and she
fared thirty years together over the vast plains of the East with her herder tribesfolk. "I had

| ost hope in ny quest, | had stopped seeking—dntil as | wal ked t hrough the woods and over the
heat hs of Jutland and the ol d tongue reawakened in ne, not too nmuch changed since | left, | began
to hear about Starkadh. Himl nust nmeet! | followed word of himto H eidhra, where they said he
had gone across the Sound to join King Harald and thence onward to war. | followed that trail to
Bravellir, and reached it at sunset when the day's slaughter had ended. In the nmorning | found nen
who had seen himgo fromit, and | took the way they pointed, and here we are, Starkadh."

The huge nan shifted about. "Wat would you of ne?" he grow ed uneasily.

"First | would ask for the tale of your life. Sone of the stories | heard were wild."

"You' re a news-greedy one."

"I have sought knowl edge throughout the world. Mmm. . . how shall a storyteller repay a night's
| odgi ng or a skald 'make staves for chieftains, unless he have sonething word-worthy behind his
teet h?"

St ar kadh had unbuckl ed his sword, but dropped hand to knife. "Is this the begi nning of witchcraft?
Uncanny are you, GCest."
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The wanderer |ocked gaze with the warrior and answered, "I swear to cast no spell. VWat | amafter
is nmore strange than that."

Starkadh quelled a shiver. As if charging at fear to tram:ple it underfoot, he said in a rush:
"What | have done is well known, though belike no man save ne knows all of it. But sooth it is,
wild and sonetinmes ugly tal es have nushrooned over the years. | amnot of Jotun birth. That's old
wi ves' chatter. My father was a yeoman in the north of Zea-land, nmy nother came of honest fisher
fol k, and they had ~Ad her children who—grew up, lived |Iike anybody el se, grew fold, and were laid
in howe, those that battle or sickness or the sea had spared—al so |i ke anybody else."

"How | ong have they lain in the earth?" Gest asked softly. ':. Starkadh ignored the question. "I
was big and strong, as
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you see. From childhood I |acked wish to muck and plow the fields or haul nets full of stinking
fish. Twelve years old, I went off in viking. Some nei ghborhood nen had a ship in common. They net
with other ships and harried a while along the®Norse shores. Wen they went back for hay harvest,
| stayed behind. | sought out a skipper who was going to stay the winter; and thereafter nmy fane
waxed fast.

"Shall 1 tell you of battles, reavings, burnings, feasts, hunger, cold, shipnmates, wonen,

offerings to the gods, strife against stormand bad |uck when the gods grew angry with us, kings
we served and ki ngs we overthrew? The years lie junbled and awash in nme |ike flotsamon a skerry.
"Frodhi, king at H eidhra, took ne in after | suffered shipweck. He nade ne the head of his
househol d troops, and | nade himthe greatest of lords in his day. But his son Ingjald proved a

weakl i ng, sluggard, glutton. | upbraided himand quit the land in disgust. Yet fromtime to time |
have been back and wi el ded bl ade for worthier nen of the Skjol dung house. Harald was the best of
them he becane first anong kings through all of Denmark and Gautland and well into Sweden; but

now Harald is fallen, and his work broken, and I am al one again."

He cleared his throat and spat. That nmay have been his way of not weeping.

"They told ne Harald was aged," Gest said. "He must ride to Bravellir in a wagon, and was well -
nigh blind."

"He died like a man!"

Gest nodded and spoke no further, but busied hinmself with the food. They ate wordlessly. Afterward
they slaked their thirst anew at the spring and went aside, left and right, to piss. Wen Starkadh
canme back to the fire he found Gest already there, squatting on his haunches. The ni ght was wholly
upon them Thor's Wain gl eaned enornous, barely over treetops, the North Star higher |like a
spear poi nt .

St ar kadh | oomred above the fire, legs astraddle, fists on hips, and nearly snarled, 'Too |ong have
you slyly fended ne off, you. What do you want? Qut with it, or I'll hew you down."

Gest | ooked up. The light slipped to and fro alcng the shadows in his face. "A |l ast question,” he
said. "Then you shall know. When were you born, Starkadh?"

The gi ant coughed forth a curse. "You ask and ask and

ask, and naught do you give! Wat kind of being are you? You sit on your hanms |ike a Finnish
war | ock. "

Gest shook his head. "I learned this nuch farther east,’
but none of themare w zardry."

"You | earned wonani shness, you who took care to arrive late at the battlefield and stood by while
| fought six nen!"

Gest rose, straightened his back, stared across the flames, and said in a voice |like steel sliding
fromsheath: "That was no war of mine, nor would | have hunted nmen who boded nme no further harm?"
In the dimand restless light, under the stars and Wnter Road, suddenly he seened of a tallness

he replied nildly, "and many things else,

with the warrior, or in sone way taller still. "Athing | heard said about you is that though you
be forenost in battle, you are dooned to do ill deeds, nithing's work, over and over and over
They say Thor laid this on you because he hates you. They say the god who bears you good will is

Qdin, father of witchcraft. Could this be true?"

The giant gasped. It was as if he shrank back. He raised hands and thrust at air. "Enpty talk," he
groaned. "Naught nore."

Gest's words tranped agai nst him "But you have done treacheries. How many, in those lifetines
that have been yours?"

"Hold your jaw " Starkadh bel |l owed. "What know you of being agel ess? Be still, ere | snmite you
Iike the dayfly you are!"
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"That m ght not be so easy," Gest purred. "I too have lived a long rime. Far |onger than you, ny
friend."

The breath rattled in Starkadh's throat. He could nerely gape.

Gest's tone went dry. "Well, nobody in these parts would keep count of years, as they do in the

South or the East. What | heard was that you have lived three nmen's lifetines. That nust nean
simply that folk remenber their grandfathers telling of you. A hundred years is a good enough
guess. "

"| —-have thought—+t was nore."

Agai n Gest's eyes caught Starkadh's and held them Hi s voice softened but bl eakened, trenbled the

| east bit, like a night breeze. "I know not nyself howold | am But when | was a boy, they did
not yet ken netal in these lands. O
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stone did we make our knives, our axheads and spearheads and arrowheads, our burial chanbers. It
was not Jotuns who raised those dol mens that brood over the land. It was us, your own forebears,
| ayi ng our dead to rest and offering to our gods. Though 'we' are no nore. | have outlived them |
alone, as | have outlived all the generations of nen after—until today, Starkadh."

"You have grayed," said the warrior in a kind of sob, as if that could be a deni al

"I went gray in ny young manhood. Sonme do, you know. Otherwi se | have not changed. | have never
been sick, and wounds heal sw ftly, wthout scars. Wen ny teeth wear out, new ones grow. Is it
the sane for you?"

St ar kadh gul ped and nodded.

"Bel i ke you' ve taken nore hurts than ne, such a life as you've led," said Gest thoughtfully.
"Myself, |'ve been as peaceful as nen let nme be, and as careful as a roaner nay. \Wen the
charioteers rolled into what these days we call Denmark— He scowl ed. "That is forgotten, their
wars and their deeds and their very speech. Wsdomlasts. It is what | have sought across the
world."

St arkadh shuddered. "Gest,"” he nmunbled. "I renenber now, in my own youth there went tales of a
wayf arer who—Nomagest. Are you he? | thought be was but a story.”

"Often have | left the North for hundreds of years. Always it called nme hone again. My | ast stay
here ended maybe fourscore years ago. Less of an absence than fornmerly, but—M Once nore Gest
sighed. "I feel myself grow ever wearier of roving the earth anong the winds. So fol k renmenbered
me for a while, did they?"

St arkadh shook his head dazedly. "And to think that I, I was alive then. But | nust have been
faring about. ... Is it true that the Norns told your nother you would die when a candl e burned

down, and she snuffed it out and you carry it still?"

Gest grinned. "Do you yourself believe you have your lifespan from Qdi n?"

He turned grave: "I know not what has made us twain what we are. That is a riddle as dark as the
death of all other mankind. Norns or gods in truth? The hunger to know drove nme to the far ends of
the world, that and the hope of finding nore tike nyself. Oh, seeing a beloved w fe wither
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into the grave, and seeing our children follow her—But nowhere did | cone on any else whomtine
spares, nor did | cone on any answer. Rather, | heard too nany answers, | nmet too many gods.

Abroad they call on Christ, but if you fare southward | ong enough it is Mihammad; and eastward it

i s Gautama Buddha, save where they say the world is a dreamof Brahm or offer to a host of gods
and ghosts and elves |like ours hi these Northlands, And al nost every man | asked told nme that Hs
folk know the truth while the rest are benighted. Could | but hear a word | felt even half sure
of =

"Fret not yourself about that," said Starkadh, boldness rising anew in him "Things are whatever
they are, and no nman shuns his doom His freedomis to | eave a high nane behind him™"

"l wondered if | was altogether alone, and ny death-lessness a curse laid on ne for sone horrible
guilt | have forgotten," Gest went on. "That seened wong, though. Strange births do happen

O tenest they are weak or crippled, but now and then sonething springs up that can flourish, Iike
a clover with four | eaves. Could we agel ess be such? W would be very few Mst could well die of
war or mischance before discovering they are different. Others could well be slain by neighbors
who cone to fear they are witches. O they may flee, take new nanes, |learn how to hide what they
are. | have nostly done this, seldomabiding at length in any single place. Once in a while | have
met folk who were willing to take nme for what | am~wise nen in the East, or raw backwoods dwellers
like ny Northerners—but in the end there was al ways too nmuch sorrow, too heavy a freight of
menories, and | nust |eave them al so.
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"Never did | find ny owmn sort. Many and nany a trail did | follow sometines for years, but each
led to naught. At |ast hope faded out of ne, and | turned ny footsteps homeward. At |east the
Northern springtinme is forever young.

"And then | heard about you."

Gest cane around the fire. He reached to lay hands on Starkadh's shoul ders. "Here ny quest ends,
where it began," he said. Tears trenbled on his |ashes. "Now we are two, no nore al one. And by
this we know there rmust be nore, wonen anmong them Toget her, hel ping and hearten-
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ing each other, we can search till we begin to find. Starkadh, ny brother!"

The warrior stood unnoving before he said, "This . . . cones . . . suddenly."

Gest let go. "It does that. |'ve had the whole while to think since the first word | got about
you. Well, take your tine. W have nore tine than nost nmen, you and |."

St arkadh stared off into the dark. "I thought someday | rnust grow old and strengthless |like

Haral d," he breathed. "Unless first | fell in battle, and | thought | would see to it that | did .
But you tell me | shall always be young. Al ways."
"A load that on ne has often felt well-nigh unbearable,"” Gest told him "Shared, though, it wll

be light."
St ar kadh cl enched oak-burl fists. "Wat shall we do with it?"
"Ward the gift well. It may, after all, be from Beyond, and those who bear it singled out for

deeds that will change the world."

"Yes." dee began to throb in Starkadh's voice. "Fane undying, and | alive to enjoy it. Wr-hosts
to rally round nme, kingdons to take, royal houses to found."

"Hold, hold," said Gest. "W're not gods, you know. W can be slain, drowned, burned, starved like
any other men. |'ve stayed on earth these uncounted years by ganging warily."

St ar kadh gave hima cold | ook. Scorn snorted: "I understand that. Do you understand honor ?"

"I don't nmean we should skul k. Let us make sure of our safety, both in strength and in bolthol es,
lest luck go awmy. After that we can nake known what we are, piece by piece, to such folk as we
can trust. Then- awe of us will help, but that is not enough; to | ead, we nust serve, we mnust
give."

"How can we give unless we have gold, treasures, a hoard such as deathl ess vikings can heap up?"
Gest frowned. "W draw near to quarreling. Best we speak no further tonight, but sleep on it.
Tonorrow, refreshed, we'll think nore clearly."”
"You can sl eep—after this?"

"What, are you not worn out?"

St arkadh | aughed. "After reaping a goodly harvest.'
wi sh. To bed."
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However, in the shelter he thrashed and nuttered and flung his arnms around. Finally Gest slipped
back outside

He found a dry spot close to the spring, but decided he would take his rest in nmeditation rather
t han sl eep. Having assuned the |otus position, he raised calmw thin hinself. That came easily. He
had far surpassed his gurus in |ands east of the sunrises over Denmark: for he had had centuries
to practice the disciplines of mnd and body that they taught. Yet wi thout those teachings, he
doubt ed he could have endured his lot. How fared those masters, those fellow chetas? Had Nadha or
Lobsang at |ast won free of the Weel ?

Wyul d he ever? Hope bound him He could never quite bring hinself to loosen it. Did that nean he
spurned the faith? "Om nmani padnme hum" No such words had seized himby the soul; but was that
because he would not let then? Could he only find a God to Wiom he could yield —

At | east he had becone like the sages in control of the body and its passions. Rather, in this he
had won to the power for which they had striven. Breath and heartbeat dwi ndled at his comand

He failed to see how Gest w nced. "As you

until he was unaware of them Chill ceased to be a thing invading his skin; he was of it, he was
the night world, he becane the stave that unfol ded.
"Slowly the noon Slides aloft. Keen is its edge, Cutting the dark. Stars and frost, As still as

t he dead, Warn of another Waning year
A noise recalled him Hours had passed. The east stood gray above the trees. Dew spread the only
bri ghtness hi a hueless half-light. Msts snoked above it and along nmen's breath. The cl ear gurgle
of the spring sounded nuch | ouder than it was.

St ar kadh hunched at the shelter. He had knocked it apart, blundering out. He carried the sheathed
sword that had lain across his doffed mail. A bl oodshot and dark-
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ri mmed gaze junped about until it |anded on Gest. He grunted and stal ked that way.

Gest rose. "Good norning," he greeted.

"Did you spend the night sitting?" Starkadh wondered. His voice grated. "Sleep fled ne too."
"I hope you got sone rest anyway. |'ll go see what's in the snares.”

"Wait. Ere | take nobre at your hands—

Cold pierced Gest fromw thin. "Wiat's wong?"

"You. Your slippery tongue. | tossed as in a nightmare, righting to grasp what you neant
yesterday. Now you'll make it plain to ne."

"Way, | thought | did. W are two agel ess nmen. Qur loneliness is at an end. But there nust be
others, wonen anong them for us to find and . . . and hold dear. For this, we'll swear oaths,
becone brot hers—=

"OfF what kind?" rasped Starkadh. "I the chieftain, later the king; you my skald and redesman— But

that's not what you said!" He swallowed. "Or do you also want to be a king?" Brightening: "Surely!
We can divide the world between us."

"W would die trying."

"Qur fane will never die."

"Or worse, we would fall out with each other. How shall two stay together when al ways they deal in
death and betrayal ?"

At once Cest saw his mistake. He had intended to say that such was the nature of power. Seizing it
and holding it were alike filthy. But before he could go on, Starkadh clapped hand to hilt. The
rocky face went dawn-pale. "So you besmirch ny honor," he said fromthe bottomof his gullet.

Gest lifted a hand, pal moutward. "No. Let ne explain."

St arkadh | eaned close. His nostrils flared. "Wat have you heard about me? Spew it out!"

Gest knew starkly that he must. "They tell how you took one small king captive and hanged himfor
an offering to Gdin, after you had promised himhis life. They tell how you nurdered another in
his bath house, for pay. But—

"I had to!" Starkadh yelled. "Ever was | an outsider. The rest were, were too young, and— He
uttered a bawl like an aurochs bull's.
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"And your loneliness lashed you till you struck back, blindly," Gest said. "I understand. | did
when first | heard about you. How often have | felt thus? | renenber deeds of nine that hurt ne
worse than fire. It's nerely that | amnot a killer."

St arkadh spat on the ground. "Right. You've hugged your years to you |like a crone w appi ng hersel f
in her blanket."

"But don't you see," Gest cried, "things have changed for us both? Now we've better work to do
than attack fol k who never harmed us. It was the lust for fame, wealth, power that brought you to
di shonor . "

St arkadh screaned. Hi s sword flew free. He hewed.

Gest shifted |i ke a shadow. Nonethel ess the edge ripped down his left arm Blood poured forth,
drenched the cloth, dripped into the streamlet that ran fromthe spring.

He drifted back, drew his knife, halted hi half a crouch. Starkadh stood fast. "I should

chop you in twain . . . for what you said," he panted. @Qulping air: "But |I think you will die soon
enough of that stroke." Laughter clanked. "A shanme. | did hope you'd be a friend. The first rea
friend of my life. Well, the Norns will it otherwse."

Qur natures do, Gest thought. And: How easily | could kill you. How open you stand to a hundred
martial tricks | know.

"Instead, | shall have to go on as erstwhile," said Starkadh, "alone."

Let it be so, thought Gest.

Wth the fingers of his right hand he searched below his torn shirt and pushed together the |ips
of his wound. Pain he nade into sonething apart fromhinself, like the m sts that broke under the
strengthening light. He gave his mnd to the bl ood flow

St ar kadh ki cked the shelter aside, fetched his mail, drew it over the underpadding in which he had
spent the night. He donned coif and helnmet, belted on sword, picked up shield. Wien he was ready
to | eave, he stared in astonishnent at the other man. "What, are you still on your feet?" he said.
"Shall 1 nake an end of you?"

Had he tried that, it would have been the end of him But he stopped, shivered, turned away. "No,"
he munbled. "This is all too spooky. I'moff to ny own doom Nor-nagest."

108

file:/l/F|/rah/Poul%20Anderson/Anderson,%20Pou...0-%20The%20Boat%200f%20a%20Million%20Years.txt (49 of 245) [7/2/03 2:18:07 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Poul %620A nderson/Anderson,%20Poul %20-%20T he%620B 0at%200f %620a%620Million%20Y ears.txt

Poul Ander son

He [unbered up the trail, into the woods and beyond sight.

Then Gest could sit down and bring a whole heed to the steering of his body. He had stopped the
bl eedi ng before he suffered overnmuch | oss, though he would be weak for a few days. No nmatter. He
could stay here until he was fit to travel; the earth would provide for him He began to hasten
the knitting of the flesh

He dared not wi sh he were able to heal the wound inside.

"HONEVER, VEE only net fleetingly, Starkadh and I," Gest went on. "Afterward hearsay about him
reached me now and then, until | went abroad again; and when | cane back he was |ong dead, slain
as he had wanted."

"Why have you fared so widel y?" asked King d af. "Wat have you sought ?"

"What | never found," Gest answered. "Peace."

No, that was not wholly right, he thought. Over and over had he been at peace, in the nearness of
beauty or wi sdom the arns of a woman, the |aughter of children. But how short the whiles! Hs
|latest tinme as a husbandman, in the Uplands of Norway, seemned al ready the dream of a single night:
Ingridh's youthful gladness, its rebirths in the cradle he had carved, her heart that stayed high
whil e she grew nore gray than he, but then the shriveling years, and afterward the burials, the
burials. Were now wandered | ngridh? He could not follow, not her nor any of those who glimrered
on the rimof menory, not that first and sweetest of all, garlanded with ivy and in her hand a
bl ade of flint. .

"In God is peace," said the priest.

It could be, it could be. Today church bells rang in Norway, as they had done for a lifetine or
nore in Denmark, yes, above that halidom of the Mther where he and the garland girl had offered
flowers ... He bad seen the charioteers and their stormgods cone into the |and, he had seen
bronze and iron, the wagon trains bound south for Rone and the viking ships bound west for

Engl and, sickness and fami ne, drought and war, and life patiently beginning anew, each year went
down into death and awaited the honecom ng of the sun that would bring it to rebirth; be too
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could let go if he would, and drift away on the wind with the | eaves.

King daf's priest thought that soon every quest would end and the dead arise. How good if that
was true. Ever nore folk believed so. Wiy should not he?

Cone unto ne, all ye that |abour and are heavy |l aden, and I will give you rest.

Days later, Gest said, "Yes, | will take your baptism" The priest wept for joy. O af whooped.
But when it was done, that evening in the hall Gest took forth a candle and lighted it at a torch
He lay down on a bench where he could see it. "Now | may die," he told them

Now | have vyi el ded

He let the candleflanme fill his vision, his being. He made hinself one with it. The Iight waxed
for himuntil he al nost thought it shone on those |ost faces, brought them back out of the dark
nearer and nearer. H s heartbeat heeded him sl ow ng toward quietness.

A af and the young warriors stood dumb with awe. The priest knelt in shadow and prayed wi t hout
uttering the words al oud.

The candl efl anme flickered to naught. Nornagest lay still. Through the hall sounded a w nd of the
oncom ng W nter

Vi

Encount er

FROM AFAR the gol d shone |ike a daylight evenstar. Sonetinmes trees hid it, a woodlot or a remant
of forest, but always as the travelers noved west they saw it again, brilliant in a vastness of

sky where a few cl ouds wandered, above a plain where villages and freshly greening croplands |ay
tiny beneath the w nd.

Hours wore on, sunbeans now tangl ed thensel ves in Svoboda Vol odarovna's brows, and the hills ahead
| ooned clear, the city upon the highest of them Behind its walls and watchtowers |lifted dones,
spires, the snoke froma thousand hearths; and over all soared the brightness. Presently she heard
chimes, not the single voice of a countryside chapel but several, which nust be great ones to
sound across this distance, ringing together in nusic such as surely sang anong the angels or in

t he abode of Yarilo,

G eb Ilyev pointed. "The bell tower, the gilt cupola, belongs to the cathedral of Sviataya
Sophia,"” he said. "That's not any saint's name but neans 'Holy Wsdom' It cones fromthe G eeks,
who brought the word of Christ to the Rusi." A short, sonewhat tubby man with a pug nose and a
scraggly beard turning gray, he was given to self-inportance. Yet |eathery skin bespoke nmany years
of faring, often through danger, and goodly garb told of success won by it.
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"Then all this is new?" asked Svoboda i n amazenent.

"Well, that church and certain other things," Geb replied. "Grand Prince Yaroslav Vl adinmirovitch
has built them since these lands fell to himand he noved his seat here from Novgorod. But of
course Kiyiv was already great. It was founded in Rurik's time—two centuries ago, | believe."
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And to me this was only a dream Svoboda thought. It would have been |l ess real than the old gods
that we suppose stiD haunt the wil derness, did not nmerchants |like deb pass through our little
settlement once in a while, bringing their goods that few of us can afford but also their tales
that everyone is eager to hear

She clucked to her horse and nudged it with her heels. These | owl ands near the river were stil

wet after the spring floods, and the nmire of the road had wearied the horse. Behind her and her
guide trailed his conpany, hahO a dozen hirelings and two apprentices |eading the pack aninals or
driving a pair of |aden wagons. Here, safe frombandits or Pecheneg raiders, they had |aid weapons
aside and wore nerely tunics, trousers, tall hats. deb had put on good clothes this norning, to
make a proper show when he arrived; a fur-trimed cl oak was draped over a brocaded coat.

Svoboda was well-clad too, in a gown of gray wool bordered with enbroideries. H ked up across the
saddl e, her skirts revealed finely stitched boots. A headcloth covered flaxen braids. Wather had
only tinged her with bronze, work had built strength without stooping the back or coarsening the
hands. Well-figured enough that the big bones did hot stand forth, she | ooked at the world out of
bl ue eyes set widely hi a face of blunt nose, full mouth, square chin. Lineage and fortune showed,
her father had been headman of the village in his day, and each of her husbands had been better
of f than nost men—bl acksm th, hunter-trapper, horse breeder and deal er. Nonet hel ess she nust keep
herself reined in if she would appear calm and the heart in her breast kept breaking free of that
grip.

When she cane in clear sight of the Dniepr, she could not help catching her breath. Brown and
mghty rolled the river: easily five hundred paces across, she guessed. To her right a |l ow, grassy
island divided it. Lesser streans flowed in fromeither side. The far shore was surprisingly much
forested, though houses and other buildings led up fromthe water to the city and clustered around
its ranparts, while orchards or small farnsteads and pastures nestled el sewhere in the hills.

On this bank was just a nmuddy huddl e of dwellings. Its |aborers and peasants gave the travelers
scant heed; they were used to such. What did draw some stares and nutters
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was her. Few wonen acconpani ed any traders, and those who did were sel dom of an honorabl e ki nd.

A ferry waited. Its owner hastened to neet G eb and chaffer with him then went about calling for
crew to man the sweeps. Three trips would be necessary. The gangway was steeply pitched, for the
wharf was built high against the yearly rise. G eb and Svoboda were anong the first to cross. They
took stance near the bows, the better to watch. Voices barked, wood creaked, water |apped and

spl ashed, the vessel started off. The breeze was cool, wet, full of silty snells. Fow w nged
about, ducks, geese, lesser birds, once a flight of swans overhead, but not so nany as at honeg;
here they were hunted nore.

"We conme at a busy tine," deb warned. "The city is crammed with strangers. Brawl s are comobn, and
worse than that can befall, despite everything the Gand Prince does to keep order. | shall have
to |l eave you alone while | attend to ny work. Be very careful, Svoboda Vol - odarovna. "

She nodded inpatiently, barely hearing words he had spoken over and over, her gaze and her heed
aimed forward. As they approached the west bank, the ships gathered there seened to breed unti
they were past counting. She caught hold of her senses and told herself that now the outer hulls,
riding at anchor, did not hide those at the docks from her, and the nunmber nust be scores rather
than hundreds. It took away none of the wonder. Here were no barges such as she was on, nor
rowboats and dugout punts such as her own fol k used. These were |long and | ean, clinker-built,
gaudily painted, nmany with stenposts carved into fantastic figureheads. QCars, yards, and unstepped
masts lay on trestles above the benches. How their sails nust spread |ike wi ngs when they canme to
t he sea!

"Yes, the fanous nmerchant fleet," said Aeb. "Mdst likely all are now gathered. Tonorrow, perhaps
they | eave for Constantinople, New Rome."

Agai n Svoboda scarcely listened. She was trying to imagine that sea the ships would find at the
river's end. It reached farther than a man could | ook; it was rough and dark and salt of taste;
huge snakes and people who were half fish beset its waves. So the tales went. She strove to form
the vision, but failed. As for the city of the Basil eus,
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how could the claimbe true that it made Kiyiv, Kiyiv, ook small and poor?

To go and find out, to be there!

She si ghed once, then shoved |onging aside. Quite enough newness |ay strai ght ahead. Wat she

m ght gain and what she m ght suffer were alike unforeseeable. Even in fireside stories, no wonman
had ever ventured this that she was venturing. But none had ever been driven by a need |ike hers.
Menories flitted through her, secret thoughts that had cone when she was al one, working in house
or garden, gathering berries or firewood in the outskirts of the forest, |ying wakeful in the

ni ght. Could she also be special, a princess stolen fromthe crib, a girl chosen for destiny by
the old gods or the Christian saints? No doubt every child nursed daydreans of that sort. They
faded away as one grew up. But in her they had slowy rekindl ed—

No prince came riding, no fox or firebird uttered human words, life sinply went on year by year by
year until at |ast she broke free; and that was her own, altogether ordinary doing. And here she
was.

Her heart quickened afresh. It hamered fear out of her. Wnders in truth!

The ferry knocked against bollards. Its crew nade fast. The passengers debarked into racket and
bustle. deb pushed through the crowd of workers, hawkers, sailors, soldiers, idlers. Svoboda
stayed close at his side. She had al ways taken care to uphold self-comand in his presence,
bargai n rather than appeal, be friendly rather than forlorn; but today he knew what he did while
she was bewi | dered. This was nothing like a fair at the town she knew, which was little nore than
a fort for villagers to take refuge in.

She coul d watch, though, hearken, learn. He talked to a man of the harbornaster's and a man of the
Prince's, he left orders with a man of his about where to bring the rest of his band, and finally

he led her up the hill into the city.

Its walls were nassive, earthen, whitewashed. An arched gateway, flanked by turrets and crowned
with a tower, stood open. Quards in helnet and chain nail |eaned on their pikes, no hindrance to
the traffic that thrust to and fro, on foot, on horseback, donkey cart, ox-drawn wagon, sonetines
sheep or cattle herded toward slaughter, once a nonstrous beast, like a thing out of nightmare,
that deb called
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a canel. Beyond, streets twi sted steep. Mdst of the vividly painted buildings that |ined them were
ti nber, bel ow roofs of nobssy shingle or blossonming turf. Oten they stood two, even three stories
high. In the wi ndows of those that were brick, there gl eaned gl ass. Above them she glinpsed the
gol den cupol a where the bells dwelt, surnpbunted by a cross.

Noi se, snells, surge and push of bodies overwhel mred Svoboda. @ eb nust raise his voice when he

poi nted out some new ki nd of person. The priests she knew at once, bl ack-gowned and | ong-bearded,
but a man nore coarsely clad was a nonk, sent into town fromhis nearby cave on an errand, while a
magni ficently robed elder borne in a litter was a bi shop. Townsfol k—housew ves who di ckered on a
mar ket square overflowi ng with goods and people, portly merchants, conmmon workers, slaves,
children, peasants fromthe hinterl and—wore an endl essness of different garbs, and nowhere the
dear decorations of home. Tarry sailors, tall blond Northmen, Poles and Wends and Livo-ni ans and
Finns in their various rainments, high-cheeked tribesnen off the steppes, a pair of Byzantines
clothed with el egance and di sdain, she was | ost anong them and at the same tinme she was upraised,
carried along, drunk on marvel

At a house near the south wall, Geb halted. "This is where you will stay," he said. She nodded.
He had told her about it. A master weaver, whose daughters had narried, earned extra noney by
taking in trustworthy | odgers.

A mai dservant answered d eb's knock. The goodwi fe appeared. G eb's followers brought in Svoboda's
baggage, and he paid the wonan. They went to the roomthat would be hers. Cranped, it held a
narrow bed, stool, pot, basin, water jug. Above the bed hung a picture, a nman with a halo, letters
around himto spell out a nane that the wife said was St. Yuri. "He slew a dragon and saved a

mai den, " she explained. "A fine guardian for you, my dear. You have cone to be marri ed,

bel i eve?" The sharp, hasty accent forced Svoboda to listen closely.

"So we trust,"” Geb replied. "Arranging the betrothal will take days, you understand, O ga

Bori sovna, and then there will be the wedding preparations. Nowthis lady is tired after a |ong,
hard journey."

"OfF course, Geb Ilyev. Wat else? Hungry too, |'m sure.

I will go see that the soup is hot. Cone to the kitchen when you are ready, both of you."
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"I must be straightway off, nyself," he said. "You know how a trader has to watch and pounce at
this season, like a sparrowhawk, if he would strike any bargains worth half his trouble.”

The wonman bustled off. So did his nen, at a gesture fromhim For a nonent he and Svoboda were

al one.

Li ght was dim this roomhad only a small w ndow covered by nenbrane. Svoboda searched deb's face
as best she could, where he stood in the doorway. "WII| you neet Igor O egev today?" she asked

| ow.

"l doubt that," he sighed. "He is an inportant man, after all, his voice strong in the fol knmoot,
and—and very busy while the fleet is here, not just as a chandl er but—well, when you deal with nen
of many nations, it beconmes politics and schenes and— He was not wont to speak thus awkwardly.
"I''"ll leave word, and hope he can receive ne tonorrow. Then we'll set a tinme for you to neet with
him and—and I'll pray for a good outcone."

"You said that was sure."

"No, | said | think it likely. He is interested. And | know himand his situation well. But how
could I make you any outright pron se?"

She sighed in. her turn. "True. At worst, you said, you can find sonebody |ess well off."

He stared down at the rushes on the floor. "That . . . need not happen either. W are friends of
old, you and I. Right? |I coul d4+ook after you—better than, than you have thus far let nme do."

"You have been nore than kind to nme," she said gently. "Your wife is a |ucky wonan."

"I had better go," he munbled. "Get ny whole party together, everyone quartered, wares stored, and
t hen— Tonorrow, whenever | can, |I'Il stop here and give you the news. Until then, God be with you
Svoboda Vol odarovna."” He turned and hurried off.

She stood a while, her thoughts atunble, before she found her way to the kitchen. O ga gave her a
bow of rich beef broth, crowded with | eeks and carrots, black bread and anple butter on the side.
She settled herself on the bench
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across the table and chattered away. "G eb Ilyev has told me so nuch about you—

Wth a wariness that the years had taught her, Svoboda steered the tal k. Just how rmuch had the man
said? It was a relief to learn he had been as shrewd as usual. He had described a wi dow with no
dependent children alive and no prospect of remarriage hi her distant, rude nei ghborhood. Qut of
charity, and in hope of earning credit in Heaven, d eb had suggested her to the chandl er Igor

O egev of Kiyiv, hinself lately | eft bereaved anong several youngsters. The prospect appeared
good; a woodl ander could learn city ways if she was clever, and this woman had ot her desirable
qualities as well. Therefore d eb hel ped Svoboda convert her inheritance to cash, a dowy, and
took her along on his next trip.

"Ah, poor darling, poor little one." O ga dabbed at tears. "No child of yours above the earth, and
no man to wed one so young and beautiful ? I cannot understand that."

Svoboda shrugged. "There was ill feeling. Please, spare ne tal king about it."

"Yes, village feuds. People can indeed get nasty, hemred in by thenselves all their lives. And
then, pagan fears prey on them Do they inmagi ne you' re unlucky, cursed by a w tch perhaps, just
because you' ve had many sorrows? May CGod now, at |ast, prosper your life."

So G eb had told truth, while holding back truth. A trader skill. For an instant, Svoboda wondered
about him They got along well together, she and he. They could do nore than that, if this

marri age schene fell through. Let the priests call it sin. Kupala the Joyous would not, and maybe
the old gods did linger on earth . . . But no. Geb was already gray. Too little tine remained for
himthat she could bring herself to hurt the wife whom she had never net. She knew how | oss felt.
Havi ng eaten, and O ga gone back to a housew fe's work, Svoboda sought her room She unpacked,
stowed her possessions, and wondered what to do next. There had al ways been sone task, if only to
spin thread. But she had left the things of home behind, with honme itself. Nor could she just sink
into bl essed idleness, savoring it, or into sleep, as countryfolk were apt to when the rare, brief
chance cane. That

was not the way of a headnman's daughter, wife to a man of weight.

Rest| essness churned in her. She paced the floor, flung herself onto the bed, bounced up again
yawned, gl owered, paced anew. Should she go help A ga's househol d? No, she woul dn't know her way
about. Moreover, lgor Oegev mght well think it deneaned his bride. If anything was to cone of
that. What was he like? @eb called hima good fellow, but deb wuld never see himfroma wonman's
side, not even well enough that what he said of Igor's |ooks called forth anything real for
Svoboda.
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St. Yuri, there on the wall, she could at |east take the neasure of, gaunt, big-eyed—She knelt
before himand tried to ask his blessing. The words stuck in her throat. She had been dutiful but
not devout, and today proper neekness was beyond her

She paced. Decision canme slowy. Wiy nust she stay penned between these walls? G eb had told her
to be careful, but she had often gone alone into the woods, fearless of wolf or bear, and taken no
harm Once she caught a runaway horse by the bridle and dragged himto a stop, once she killed a
mad dog with an ax, once she and her nei ghbors crowded into the stockaded town and stood off a
Pecheneg raid. Besides, while the hours dribbled away here, life pul sed out there, newness,

wonder. The bell tower shone tall

O course! The church of the Holy Wsdom There, if any place, she could feel prayerful; there God
woul d hear and hel p.

Yes, surely.

She threw a cloak on, pinned it fast, drew up the hood, glided forth. Nobody could forbid her to

| eave, but it would be best if she went unnoticed. She did pass a servant, maybe a slave, but he
gave her a dull glance and continued scrubbing out a tile stove in the main room The door closed
behi nd Svoboda. The street swept her off.

For a whil e she wandered, shyly at first, then in a daze of delight. Nobody .offered her any
rudeness. Several young nen did stare, and a couple of them grinned and nudged each ot her, but
that just made her tingle. Now and then sonebody jostled her by chance. It was | ess often than ear-
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tier, the ways were | ess thronged, as the sun sank westward. Finally she got a clear sight of the
cathedral and steered by it.

When she saw St. Sophia full on, she caught her breath. Sixty paces long it was, she guessed
dizzily, rising white and pale green in walls and bays, arched doorways and hi gh gl ass w ndows, up
and up to, yes, ten donmes in all, six bearing crosses and four spangled with stars. For a |long
tinme she could only stand and | ook. At |ast, nustering courage, she went on past worknen who were
adding to the splendor. Her heart thudded. Was this forbidden? But besides priests, comopners went
in and out. She passed the entrance.

After that, for a tine during which time was not, she drifted Iike a rusal ka beneath the water.

Al nost she wondered if she too had drowned and beconme such a spirit. Twilight and hush enf ol ded
her, wi ndows glowed with colors and i mages, walls with gold and images . . . but no, that stern
strange face overhead was Christ, Lord of the Wrld, in the ring of his apostles, and yonder
giantess made of little stones was his Mdther, and . . . the song, the deep npani ng tones that
finally lifted from behind a carven screen, while bells rang hi gh above, those were in praise of
his Father. . . . She prostrated herself on cold flags.

Awar eness seeped into her much later. The church had become a cavern of night; she was al one,
except for a few clergy and many candl es. Wiere had the day gone? She crossed herself and hastened
out .

The sun was down, the sky still blue but swiftly darkening, the streets full of dusk between walls
i n whose wi ndows flanetight fluttered yellow They were well-nigh deserted. Her breath, footfalls
on cobbles, rustle of skirts sounded loud in the quiet. Turn right at this corner, left at the
next—no, wait, that was wong, she had never seen yonder house with'the rafter ends carved into
heads— She was | ost.

She stopped, filled her lungs and eased them again, grinned wyly. "Fool," she whispered. "At your
age you shoul d have known better." She gl anced about. Roofs stood bl ack agai nst a heaven gone

al rost as dark, where three stars trenbled. Opposite, pal eness crept upward, the noon rising. So,
west and east. Her |odging stood near the south wall. If she kept on that way, as closely as these
crooked | anes all owed, she should reach it. Then she could knock on

a door and ask directions. No doubt O ga would nake a fuss and tonorrow 3 eb woul d chi de her

She stiffened her back. She was headman Vol odar's daughter. Picking her steps carefully, gown held
above ankles, to avoid the worst nuck, she set off.

Twi i ght thickened toward night. Air lay chilly. The noon gave wan |ight when she saw it, but
nostly it was still behind roofs.

Lanmpgl ow, snoke, snells of kvass and cookery, spilled froma hal f-open door. Voices barked,

| aught er bayed. She scowl ed and went by on the far side of the street. An inn, where nen were
getting drunk. She had seen that sort of thing when she visited the town with a husband. Rosti sl av
had grown too fond of it, he'd reel back to her, all stench and sweat —

Boot s thudded behind her, |ouder, nearer.
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She qui ckened her steps. The other did too, and drew al ongside. "Ha," he grow ed, "greeting to
you." She could barely understand him

They entered a patch of noonlight and he becanme nore than a shadow. A head taller than she, he

bl ocked the gathering western stars out of her sight. She saw a pate shaven except for a | ock on
the right side, a bristle of nmustache under a nose that had once been broken, tattoos over the
shaggy breast and down the thick arns. He wore a shirt half unlaced, broad trews, short cloak
everything stiff with old grease. The knife at his belt was nearly of sword size, a weapon

forbi dden to everyone but the Prince's guards within this city.

A denon! flashed ice-sharp through her, and then: No, a Varyag. |'ve heard about them Northnen
and Rusi who ply the rivers, wal king stormii nds—She pull ed her | ook from hi mand sought to go on
A hand cl anped on her right arm "Now, now, not be hasty," he | aughed. "You out for fun this late,
no? | give you fun."

"Let me be!" she cried, and tugged at the grip. He wenched. Pain stabbed sickeningly through her
shoul der. She stunbl ed. He held her fast.

"Cone," he said, "there's an alley, you tike it." The snmell of him caught at her gorge. She nust
gag before she could scream
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"Quiet, you! Nobody cone." H's free hand cuffed. Her head rocked. Darkness roared through
Nonet hel ess, sonehow, she dug her heels down and screamed again.

"Quiet or |—Ha-a-a." He cast her to the cobbles. Wien she could see upward, he had turned to neet
two ot hers.

They must have been on a side street and heard, she thought am dst the dizziness. Let themhelp
me. Christ, Dazhbog, Yarilo, St. Yuri, help them help me.

The Varyag's knife was out. "Go," he snarled. "No need you. Go." She realized that he was drunk
and that that made himthe nore dangerous.

The smaller of the two nen advanced, cat-footed. "I think best you go cool that noggin of yours,
friend,”" he replied mldly. Hs owm knife slipped forth. It was a tool for eating and ordi nary
cutting, a sliver against that great blade. Nor did its bearer seemany kind of warrior. His

sl ender franme bore a fur-lined coat and trousers snoothly tucked into soft boots. Svoboda nade out
that nuch because his conpanion carried a |lantern, which threw a dull glow on themboth and a
puddl e of it at their feet.

The Varyag grinned beneath the noon. "Dainty lordling and cripple,” he jeered. "You tell nme what
to do? Scoot, or | find how white your tripes be."

The second new man put down the lantern. It had been in his left hand. Hs right was mssing. From
a | eather cup strapped to that forearmreached an iron hook. Ot herw se he was mnmuscular, his garb
stout but plain. He drew his small knife. "W two," he runbled. "You al one. Cadoc say go, you go."
Unlike the slimman, he could barely speak Russi an.

"Two cockroaches!" the Varyag yelled. "Perun thunder me, enough!”

He made a long step forward. Hi s weapon flashed. The slim nman—€adoc?—swayed asi de. He thrust out
an ankl e and gave a push. The Varyag tripped, crashed to the stones. The nan with the hook

| aughed. The Varyag roared, sprang up, charged him

The hook sl ashed. Its curve ended in a point that went deep into the attacker's upper arm The
Varyag yell ed. The opponent's knife cut his wist. H's own iron clattered | oose. Cadoc danced in
and, half playfully, seized his hairlock and sliced it across. "The next trophy conmes from between

your
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| egs," Cadoc said with a |l eer. The Varyag how ed, whirled, fled. Echoes died away.

Cadoc hunkered down by Svoboda. "Are you well, my lady?" he asked. "Here, lean on ne." He hel ped
her rise.

Hi s conpani on stooped for the Varyag's knife. "No, |eave that," Cadoc ordered. Hi s Russian nust be
for her benefit. "I wouldn't want the guard to find it on us. That oaf's carcass woul d scarcely be
as inconvenient. Let's get away. The racket may well have drawn attention we can do wi thout. Cone,
ny |ady."

"I, I"'munhurt." The breath sobbed in Svoboda's throat. She had, in fact, suffered nothing but
possi bl e bruises. A nmeasure of daze remained. She went blindly along, Cadoc's hand on her el bow.
The man with the lantern and the hook asked sonething that must nean, "Were to?"

"Qur |odging, of course,"” Cadoc snapped in Russian. "If we should neet a patrol, then nothing has
happened, we've sinply been out for a little drink and nerrinent. WII| you agree to that, ny |ady?
You do owe us sonething, and we'd hate to miss the fleet's departure tonorrow because Yaroslav's
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officers wanted to question us."
"I must get home," she pl eaded.

"You shall. W'll see you safely back, never fear. But first— Shouts lifted to the rear. "Hark
Sonebody did cone. They've found the knife, and if they have a lantern too, they'll have seen the
bl ood and scuffled offal. Here." Cadoc led theminto an alley, a tunnel of nurk. "Roundabout, but
it avoids trouble. W'll lie low for an hour or two and then escort you, ny |ady."

They energed on a broad street, noon-bright. Svoboda's wits had returned. She wondered how far she
could trust the pair. Mght it be wisest to insist she go back to AOga's at once? If they refused,
she could strike out by herself, no worse off than earlier. But that had not been well off at all
And—a t hrobbi ng, a warnt h—never had she known anybody |ike this. Never again would she, perhaps.
They were to sail in the norning and she, she was once nore to becone a wife.

Then Cadoc plucked his conpanion's sleeve and said nmerrily, "Wwoa, Rufus. Don't go on past." A
house bul ked before them The door was unbarred. They wi ped their feet
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and trod through, into a space where she could barely see tables, benches, a couple of night |anps
burning. "The conmon room" said Cadoc in her ear. "This is a hostel for those who can afford it.
Qui et, please."

She peered. Rufus' lantern showed himto be | unpy-featured, freckled, the dense whiskers and thin
hair a bright yellow sh-red. Cadoc was altogether foreign, his face narrow and aquiline, the eyes
slightly aslant tike a Finn's but |arge and brown, hair shoul der-Iength and as raven-black as the
beard he kept trimred to a point. A golden finger ring was equally alien in its workmanship, a

snake that bit its tail. Sel dom had she net as ready a smile as was his.

"Well, well," he murmured. "I had no idea that the lady in distress was so conely." He bowed, as
if she were a princess. "Fear not, | repeat. W'Il|l take proper care of you. Alas for your
raiment." d ancing down, she saw filth sneared over it.

"I, I could tell people | fell,"” she stanmered. "That is true."

"I think we can do better,"” Cadoc said.

Rufus foll owed themupstairs to a second-fl oor chanber. It was |arge, wainscoted, drapes by a

gl azed wi ndow and a rug on the floor, with four beds, a table, several stools, and whatever else
confort required. Rufus took the candle fromhis lantern and used it to light the tapers in a
seven- branched brass holder. Hi s deftness told Svoboda he nust have lost his hand | ong ago, to
have | earned so well how to do without it.

"We are the only two," Cadoc told Svoboda. "It's worth the cost. Now— He squatted by a chest,
took a key from his pouch, opened the | ock. "Mst of our goods are on our ship, naturally, but
here are. sonme especially valuable, whether fromabroad or acquired in Kiyiv. They include— He
runmaged. "Ah, yes." The fabric he drew out shone in the candlelight. "I regret we can't prepare a
hot bath at this hour, ny lady, but yonder you'll find a basin, water jug, soap, towels, slop jar.
Make free, and afterward don this. Meanwhile, of course, Rufus and | will absent ourselves. I|f
you'll open the door a crack and hand out your soiled things, he'll see what he can do toward

cl eansing them"

The redbeard nade a nouth. He grunbled in an un-
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known tongue. Cadoc replied and, sonehow, jollied himtill he nodded. They took single candles in
hol ders and left.

Svoboda stood alone with her bew | derment. Did she dreanf? Had she blundered into el venl and, or had
she net a pair of gods, here in this Christian stronghol d? Suddenly she | aughed. \Watever befell

it was new, it was a wonder!

She unfastened brooches and | aces, pulled clothing over her head, held it around the door as Cadoc
had suggested. Sonmebody took it. She closed the door again and went to wash. The cloth caressed a
nakedness that the cool air seenmed to flow across. She dawdl ed at the task. \Wen a knock sounded,
she called, "Not yet," and hurried to dry herself. The garnent, tossed onto a bed, drew a gasp
fromher. It was a robe of sheening, baby-snooth nmaterial, gold-trinmed blue, secured by silver
buttons. Her feet were now bare. Well, peeping frombeneath the skirt, they would catch gl ances,
she thought, and flushed hot. Quickly she conbed | ocks fallen astray around her coiled braids, and
knew t heir anmber col or would show well above the dress. "Enter," she said, not quite evenly.

Cadoc appeared, a tray balanced on his left hand. He shut the door behind himand put the tray on

the table. It bore a flagon and two cups. "I never knew silk could be this beautiful," he said.
"What ?" asked Svoboda. She wi shed her pul se woul d sl ow.
"No matter. I'moften rather brash. Please sit and enjoy a stoup with ne. | woke the potboy to
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give me of the landlord' s choicest. Take your ease, recover fromthat foul experience."

She | owered herself to a stool. Before he did |ikew se, Cadoc poured out a red liquid with a
sumery odor. "You are very kind," she whispered. As Geb is kind, she thought; then, unwillingly:
No, G eb is a countryside trader growing old. He can read and wite, but what el se does he know,
what has he seen and done beyond his narrow rounds? "How can | repay you?" Inmediately: That was a
foolish thing to say!

However, Cadoc only smiled, raised his cup, and replied, "You can tell me your name, ny |ady, and
what ever el se
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you care to. You can gladden nme with your conpany for a short while. That is anple. Drink, | pray
you. "

She sipped. Deliciousness flowed over her tongue. This was no berry wine of the backwoods, it
was—was—"1, | am— Al nost, she gave himher baptismal name. But of course that woul d be unwi se.

She believed she could trust this man, but if a sorcerer sonehow | earned it she would be open to
spel | s. Besides, she sel domthought about it. "Svoboda Vol odarovna," the nane she used at hone.

"From. . . afar. Were is your friend?"
"Rufus? Oh, I've put himto getting your clothes as clean as possible. Afterward he won't disturb
us. | gave hima flagon of his own to keep himconmpany. A loyal nman, brave, but limted."

"Your servant, then?"

Did a shadow flit across his face? "An associate of mne for a long, long tinme. He lost his hand
fighting once, warding my back, when a gang of Saxons ambushed us. He kept on fighting, left-
handed, and we escaped."

What were Saxons? Robbers? "Such a wound shoul d have disabled him at |east. Mst men would soon
have died of it."

"We're a tough pair. But enough. How did you happen to be abroad after dark, Svoboda Vol odarovna?
You're clearly not the kind who ordinarily would. It was sheer luck that Rufus and | were in
earshot. We'd been having a last cup with a Rus factor |1've cone to know, bade hi m goodni ght since
we nust rise betines tonorrow, set off, and then—Ah, it seens God would not let a | ady such as
you cone to sordid grief."

The wine glowed and thrilled in her blood. She renenbered caution, but did find herself blurting
out as nuch as deb had reveal ed on her behalf to O ga Borisovha and . . . and, as her voice ran
on, to lgor O egev. Cadoc's shrewd, quiet questions made it easy.

"Ah," he murrmured at length. "Thank the saints, we did save you fromruin. That besotted nercenary
woul d have left you in no state to hide what had befallen, if he left you alive at all." He
paused. "Whereas you can tell your |andlady, and afterward that nman who's playing father to you
that you stayed too late at the church, lost in prayer. It's nothing unusual hereabouts."
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She bridled. "Shall | give thema fal sehood? | have ny honor."

He grinned. "Ch, cone now. You're not fresh out of a cloister.” She didn't know what that m ght
be, but caught his drift. "How often in your life has a He been nore than harnl ess, been a shield
agai nst hurt? Wiy put the good deb in an awkward position, when he has worked so hard on your
behal f ?" I npudently: "As the go-between who brought Igor the chandler a superb new wife, deb can
awai t excellent business deals. Spoil it not for him Svoboda."

She covered her confusion by draining her cup. He refilled it. "I understand,” he said. "You are
young, and the young are apt to be idealistic. Neverthel ess, you have inmmgi nati on and bol dness
beyond your years, nore than nost nmen do, that you would set forth into an altogether different
life. Use that w sdom"

Sudden desol ation welled up in her. She had | earned howto turn it into mrth of a sort. "You talk
as ny grandfather nmight have," she said. "How old are you?"

His tone bantered. "Not yet worn out."

Eagerness to know surged |like lust. She |eaned forward, aware of his awareness of her bosom The
Wi ne buzzed, bees in a clover nmeadow. "You've told nothing of yourself. \What are you?" A prince or
boyar, ending his father's nane not in "ev" but in "vitch"? The bybl ow of a forest god?

"A nmerchant," he said. "I've followed this route for years, building my wealth till I own a ship.
My stock is fine things: anber and furs fromthe North, cloths and delicacies fromthe South,
costly without being too bulky or heavy." Maybe the drink had touched hima bit also, for he
added, puzzlingly, half under his breath, "It lets ne neet people of many different kinds. | am
curious about them"

"Where are you fron®"
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"Ch, | cane through Novgorod, as traders fromnmny parts do, by river, |ake, portage, to here. Ahead
He the great Dniepr and its fall s—-hardest of the portages, that, and our military escort mnuch
needed in case of raiders off the steppe—then the sea, and at |ast Constantinople. Not that | make

the journey every year. It's long both ways, after all. Mst cargoes are transshi pped here at
Kiyiv. | return to Swedi sh and Dani sh ports, or ofttines to England. How
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ever, as | said, | want to travel as nuch as |I'mable. Have | answered you wi ndily enough?"
She shook her head. "No. | neant, what is your nation?"

He spoke with nore care. "Rufus and | —<€ynriu, the dwellers call that country. It is part of the
sanme island as England, is the last of the ancient Britain, best for ne because nobody there would
m stake nme for English. Rufus doesn't natter, he's ny old retainer, he's gone by the nicknanme so

long that he's well-nigh forgotten any el se. |, though—€adoc ap Rhys."
"1've never heard of those |ands."
"No," he sighed, "I didn't expect you had."

"I've a feeling you've travel ed nore than you just said."

"I have wandered quite widely, true."

"I envy you," burst fromher. "Ch, | envy you!"

He raised his brows. **What? It's a hard life, often dangerous, always |onely."

"But free. Your own master. If | could fare |like you— Her eyes stung. She swal |l owed hard and
tried to lay hold on the tears before they broke | oose.

Turned grave, he shook his head in his turn. "You do not know what becomes of canp foll owers,
Svoboda Vol - odarovna. | do."

Under st andi ng washed over her. "Y-you are a |lonely nman, Cadoc," she said around a thickness.
"\ 2"

"Make the best of that life you have,"” he counselled. "Each in our own way, we are all of us
trapped in ours."

"You too." Your strength nmust fade, your pride shall crunble, in one nore blink of time you will
go down into the earth and soon after that your very nane will be forgotten, dust on the wi nd.
He winced. "Yes. Thus it seens."

"Il remenber you!" she cried.

"What ?"

"I —Not hi ng, nothing. I am shaken and weary and, and | think a little drunk."

"Do you wish to sleep till your clothes are ready? I'll stay quiet—Svoboda, you weep." Cadoc cane
around the table, stooped over her, laid an arm across her shoul ders.

"Forgive ne, |'mbeing weak and, and foolish. Not nyself, please believe ne, not nyself."

"No, certainly not, dear venturer. | know how you feel."
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His |ips brushed her hair. Blindly she turned her head toward him and knew he woul d kiss her. It
was gentle. Her tears nade it taste |ike the sea.

"I am an honorabl e man, of sorts," he said agai nst her cheek. How warm were his breath, his body.
"I'd not force you to anything."

"You need not," she heard through the great soft thunders.

"I depart shortly after dawn, Svoboda, and your narriage awaits you."

She gripped himhard, nails into his coat. "Three husbands | have had al ready,"” she told him
sonetimes, at the | akeside, the spring feast of Kupal a—Ch, yes, Cadoc."

For an instant she saw that she had | et out too nuch. Now she nust sonehow answer his questions,
with her head awhirl. . . . But he gave her his hand, it was as if he lifted her to her feet, and
went by her side to a bed.

Thereafter she was again in a dream Her wanting himhad cone over her as a torrent. |If she
foresaw anyt hi ng what soever, it was a slaking. He was not a big nan, but he night be strong, he
m ght take a while to finish, Iong enough, and then she could topple into sleep. Instead, he took
the robe fromher through a tinme that swayed on and on, and guided her to help himoff with his
garb, always his fingers and his nouth knowi ng what to do, what to evoke; and though the bed was
narrow, when he brought her down upon it he still stroked and touched and kissed until she wailed
for himto open the heavens and unl oose the suns.

Afterward they caressed, |aughed, japed, spread two straw ticks on the floor that they m ght have
real roomto nove about, played, |oved, his head rested between her breasts, she urged hi manew
and yet anew, he swore he had never known the match to her and the believing of himwas a tal
fire.

and
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—Fhe glass in the wi ndow grayed. Candl es had burned down to stubs. The snpke of themdrifted
bitter through a chill that she finally began to feel

"l must see you to your lodging," he said in her arns.

"Ch, not at once," she begged.

"The fleet |eaves soon. And you have your own world to neet. First you will need rest, Svoboda,
dear."
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"I amweary as if 1'd plowed ten fields," she murnmured. A giggle. "But you did the plow ng. You
rascal, I'mhardly able to wal k." She nuzzled the silky beard. "Thank you, thank you."

"I''I'l sleep soundly pn the ship, nyself. Afterward I'll wake and renenber you. And long for you,
Svoboda. But that is the price, | suppose.”

"If only—=

"I told you, the trade | follow these days is a bad one for a wonan."

"You cone hone fromit after the season, don't you?"

He sat up. H s face seened as gray as the light. "I have no hone any nore. | dare not. You
couldn't understand. Cone, we nust hurry, but we needn't ruin this that we've had."

Dunmbly, she waited while he dressed and went to get her clothes from Rufus. The thought trickled
through her: He's right, the thing is inpossible, or at least it would be too brief and beconme too
full of pain. He does not know, however, why he is right.

Her garnments were wet after washing. They hung clanmly. Well, with luck she could get to her room
unnoticed. "I wish | could give you the silk robe," Cadoc said. "If you can explain it away—No?"
Maybe he woul d think of her when it passed to some girl sonewhere else. "I also wish | could feed
you. We're under time's whip, you and |I. Come." Yes, she was hungry, faint w th hunger and

weari ness and ache. That was good. It pulled her spirit back down to where she bel onged.

Fog hazed and hushed the streets. The sun had belike risen, but barely, in the east that Svoboda
had forsaken. She wal ked hand in hand with Cadoc. Anpbng the Rusi, that sinply meant friendship.
Nobody out si de woul d know when the clasp tightened. Few people were around thus far, anyhow. From
a passerby Cadoc learned the way to O ga's dwelling.

They stopped before it. "Fare gladly, Svoboda," he said.

"And you," was all she could answer.

"I will remenber you—= his smle twisted—"nore than is w se."

"I will forever renenber you, Cadoc," she said

He took both her hands in his, bowed above them

strai ghtened, let her go, turned, and wal ked off. Soon he was lost in the fog.

"Forever," she said into the enptiness.

A whil e she renmai ned standing. The sky overhead was cl ear, brightening to blue. A falcon, early

al oft, caught the light of the hidden sun on his w ngs.

Maybe it's best that this was what it was and nothing nore, she thought. A nonent snatched free,
for me to keep beyond the reach of the years.

Three husbands have | buried, and | think that was rel ease, to pray them goodbye and see t hem
shovel ed under, for by then they had wasted and withered and were no | onger the nen who proudly
stood beside nme at the weddi ngs. And Rostislav had peered at nme, wondered, accused, beaten nme when

he got drunk. . . . No, burying my children, that was the worst. Not so much the small ones, they
die and die and you have no tinme to know them except as a brightness that goes by. Even ny first
grandchild, he was small. But Svetlana, now, she was a woman, a wife, it was ny great-grandchild

who killed her in the birthing.

At |least that was the final sorrow. The villagers, yes, ny living children, they could no | onger
endure this thing that is I, that never grows decently old. They fear ne, therefore they hate ne.
And | could no I onger endure, either. I mght have wel coned the day when they cane with axes and
clubs to make an end of the thing.

Aeb Ilyev, ugly, greedy little d eb—he has the manhood to see past strangeness, see the wonman who
is neither child of the gods nor creature of Satan but is the nost |ost and bew | dered of any. |

wish | could reward G eb with better than silver. Well, | wish for nuch that cannot be.
Through him | have found how to stay alive. | will be the best wife to Igor Oegev that | am
able. But as the years pass, | will befriend sonebody else Iike deb, and when the tine cones, be

will find a new place, a new beginning for me. The wi dow of one man can many again, in sone town
or on sone farmwell distant, and nobody she knew will think it is altogether outlandish, and
nobody she cones to know wi Il think of questions she dares not answer. O
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course, the children nust be left provided for, such as are not grown. | will be the best nother

that | am able.

A snmile winged by.

Wio can tell? A few husbands of mine may even be I|ike

Cadoc.

Her dress clung and dripped. She felt how cold she was, shivered, and wal ked slowy to the door of
t he house.

Vi

The Sane Kind

1

HABI T DI ES hard, and then fromtine to tine will rise fromits grave. "Wat do you really know
about this drab, Lugo?" asked Rufus. He spoke in Latin such as had not been heard for centuries,
even anmong churchnen of the West.

Nor had Cadoc used that nane for a span longer yet. He replied in Geek: "Practice your living

| anguages nore. Get your termnminology right. The word you used scarcely fits the nost fashionable
and expensive courtesan in Constantinople."”

"A whore be a whore," said Rufus stubbornly, though he did change to the nodern tongue of the
Enpire. "You been, uh, in-vest-igating her, talking with people, sounding 'emout, dam near since
we got here. Weeks. And ne left to twiddle my thunb."” He gl anced down at the stunmp of his right
wist. "Wien're we going to do sonethi ng?"

"Perhaps quite soon," Cadoc answered. "O perhaps not. It depends on what further | can |earn
about the lovely Athenais, if anything. And on nuch else, to be sure. I amnot only overdue for a
change of identity, we are both overdue for a change of occupation. The Rus trade is spinning
faster and faster toward ruin."

"Yah, yah, you've said that plenty often. I've seen for nyself. But what about this worman? You
haven't told ne nothing about her."

"That is because patience in disappointnment is not anong your excellences.
singl e wi ndow and stared out. It stood open on sumer air, odors of snpke
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and tar and dung and hinted fragrances, noi se of wheels and hoofs and feet and voices. Fromthis
third-floor inn roomthe view swept over roofs, streets, the city wall, the gate and harbor of the
Kont oskal i on. Masts raked upward fromthe docks. Beyond glittered the Sea of Marnora. Craft danced
on its blueness, everything from bunboats shaped |ike basins to a freighter under sail and a nava
dromond with oars in parade-ground step. It was hard to imagine, to feel, the shadow under which
all this |lay.

Cadoc paced to the

Cadoc cl asped hi s hands behind his back. "However, | may as well informyou now, " he said. "Today
I have hopes that 1'lIl reach the end of the trail, or find that it was a false scent. It's been

maddeni ngly vague, as you'd expect. So-and-so tells ne that sonebody el se once told himthis-and-
that. Wth difficulty, because he's noved, | track down Kyrios Sonmebody Else to verify it, and to

the best of his dimrecollection that is not quite what he told So-and-so, but froma third party
he did once hear—Ah, well.

"Basically, 'Athenais' is the latest name the | ady has taken. No surprise there. Name changes are
quite usual in her profession; and of course she prefers to obscure her origins, the fact that she
was not always the darling of the city. |I've established that, earlier, she worked as Zoe in one
of the better brothels over in Galata; and | ampractically certain that before then she was on
this side of the Golden Horn, in the Phanar quarter, as a less elegant girl calling herself
Eudoxi a. Beyond that, the information is slight and unreliable. Too many peopl e have died or

ot herwi se di sappear ed.

"The pattern has been the sanme, though, an outwardly affable but actually secretive woman who

avoi ds pi nps—at worst, fornerly, she paid off as necessary—and spends no nore on fancinents than
she nust. Instead, she saves—nvests, | suspect—wi th an eye to noving up another rung on the

| adder. Now she is independent, even powerful, what with her connections and the things she

doubt| ess knows. And— Despite the dull houndwork that | ay behind, despite the cool ness he kept m
his tone, a tingle went al ong Cadoc's backbone, out to his scalp and fingertips. "The trai

reaches at least thirty years into the past, Rufus. It may well be fifty or nore years | ong.

Al ways she is youthful, always she is beautiful."
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"I knew what you was after,"”
ever find it."
"l too, alnobst. Seven centuries since | came on you, and nobody before and nobody afterward, for
all ny searching. Yes, hope wears thin. Maybe today, at |ast— Cadoc shook hinself, turned about,
and | aughed. "I'm soon due at her place. | dare not tell you what a few hours there cost!"
"Have a care," Rufus grunted. "A whore be a whore. | go find me a cheap 'un, ha?"
I mpul sively, Cadoc reached into his pouch and gave hima fistful of silver mliarisions. "Add this
to your own coins and enjoy yourself, old fellow A shame that the H ppodrone isn't open just now,
but you must know several odei ons where the performances are bawdy enough for your |ess el evated
monents. Just don't talk too |oosely."
"You taught ne that, you did. Have fun. | hope she turns out to be what you want, master. |'l| use
a bit o' the noney to buy you a good-luck spell." That seenmed to be about as nuch as the prospect
could move Rufus' stolidity. But then, Cadoc thought, he lacks the wit to understand what it wll
mean to find another imortal -a woman. At |east, imediately; it may dawn on himlater.
I don't suppose | quite understand it yet nyself.
Ruf us went out. Cadoc took an enbroidered mantle off its hanger and fitted it over the fine |linen
sakkos and be-jewel ed dal matic that enrobed him On his feet were curly-toed shoes fromfar
Cordova. Even for an afternoon appointnent, one went to Athenais appropriately dressed.
He had already gotten his hair cut short and his beard shaven off. Fluent in Geek and faniliar
after much prowing, with the byways of the city, he could pass for Byzantine. Not that he would
try to do so unnecessarily. It wasn't worth the risk. Rus merchants were supposed to stay in the
St. Manio suburb on the Galata side of the Horn, crossing the bridge to the Bl achernae Gate by day
and returning at evening. He was still listed anong them It had taken a substantial bribe as well
as persuasive chatter to get pernission to take | odging here. He was not actually a Rus, he told
the officials, and he was ready to retire fromthe trade. Both statements were true. He had gone
on, nendaciously but persuasively, about certain new arrangenents he had in m nd, which would be
to the profit of |ocal nagnates as well
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as hinmself. In the course of generations, given an innate talent for it, one |l earns howto
convince. Thus he won freedomto pursue his inquiries with nmaxi mrumefficiency.
The streets throbbed and clanored with traffic. He followed their steepnesses to the Mese, the
avenue that, branching, ran fromend to end of the city. Down its width on his right he spied the
col umm that upbore Justinian's equestrian statue in the Forum of Constantine and beyond it, just
glinmpsed, the walls of the Inperial palace grounds, senate house, |aw courts, Hi ppodrone; the
dones of Hagi a Sophia; the gardens and shining buildings on the Acropolis: glories raised through
lifetime after transient lifetinme.
He turned left. Brilliance flowed with himand glowed fromthe arcades that |ined the
t horoughfare. Plainness was nearly lost in it, workmen, porters, carters, farmers in fromthe
countryside, priests of the |ower orders. Even hawkers and strolling entertainers flaunted
fantastic colors as they shouted what wonders they offered; even slaves wore the liveries of great
househol ds. A nobl eman passed by in his pal anqui n, young dandi es whooped in a w neshop, a troop of
guardsmen tranmped with mail agleam a cavalry officer and his attendant cataphracts cantered
haughtily behind a runner who shouted and el bowed peopl e asi de, banners flew, cloaks and scarfs
billowed in a brisk wind off the sea, New Rone seened immortally young. Religion yielding to
commrer ce and di pl onacy, foreigners were plentiful, be they suave Muslim Syrians, boorish Catholic
Nor mans, or fromlands farther and stranger yet. Cadoc was content to vanish into the hunan fl ood.
At the Forum of Theodosius he crossed over to its northern corner, ignoring the sellers who cried
their wares and the beggars who cried their need. Were the Aqueduct of Val ens overl ooked the roof-
decked hollow it spanned, he paused for a nmonment's breath. The view swept before him down to
ranpart and battlenents, the Gate of the Drun-garii, the Golden Horn full of its own farings, and
across those waters hills green with growth, white with the houses of Pera and Galata. Gulls
yonder made a living snowstorm You can tell a rich harbor by its gulls* thought Cadoc. How nuch
longer will this many fly and mew here?
He t hrust sadness from himand conti nued north, downhill, until he found the house he want ed.
Qutwardly it was
an unpretentious three-story building, henmed in by its neighbors, the facade rosy-pl astered. But
that was anple for one wonman, her servants, and the revelries over which she presided.
A bronze knocker was nmade in the formof a scallop shell. Cadoc's heart skipped a step. Had she

said the redbeard, unwont-edly low, "but |I'd stopped thinking you'd
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recalled that this Western Christian enblemof a pilgrimonce belonged to Ashtoreth? The fingers
with which he rattled it were danp.

The door opened and he confronted a huge black man in Asian-like shirt and trousers—an entire
mal e, likelier hireling than slave, well able to renove anyone whom hi s enpl oyer found

obj ectionable. "Christ be with you, kyrie. May | ask what is your desire?"

"My nanes is Cadoc ap Rhys. The |ady Athenais awaits me." The visitor handed over a piece of
parchment bearing the identification, given himwhen he paid the price to her broker. That woman
had had to decide first that he was suitably refined, and still she had told himno tinme was
avail abl e for a week. Cadoc slipped the doorman a gol den bezant—a little extravagant, perhaps, but
i mpr essi veness m ght help his chances.

It certainly got himdeference. In a twittering cloud of pretty girls and two eunuchs he passed
through an anteroomrichly furnished, its walls ornamented with discreetly erotic scenes, up a
grand staircase to the outer chanber of a suite. This was hung in red vel vet above a flora
Oriental carpet. Chairs flanked a table of inlaid ebony whereon stood a flagon of w ne, figured
gl ass goblets, plates of cakes, dates, oranges. Light fell dimthrough small w ndows, but candles
burned in multiple holders. Sweetness wafted froma golden censer. Alark dwelt in a silver cage
Here Athenais was.

She put aside the harp she had been strumri ng. "Wl cone, Kyrie Cadoc fromafar." Her voice was

| ow, scarcely less nusical than the strings had been—arefully trained. "Tw ce wel cone, bearing
news of marvels, like a fresh breeze."

He bowed. "My lady is too gracious to a poor wanderer."

Meanwhi |l e, keenly as if she were an eneny, he assessed her. She sat on a couch, displaying herself
against its white-and-gold back, in a gown that enhanced rather than reveal ed. Her jewelry was a
bracelet, a pendant, and three rings, small but exquisite. It was her person, not her wealth,
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and her spirit nore than her person, that she had the intelligence to enmphasize. Her figure was
superb in a vol uptuous Eastern fashion, but he judged that suppl eness and strength underlay it.

Her face he would sinmply have cal |l ed handsone: broad, straight-nosed, full-Iipped, eyes haze
beneat h arching brows, blue-black hair piled thick around the tawny conpl exion. It was not |ooks
that had brought her to this house, it was know edge, skill, perception, the harvest of —how | ong

an experience?

Her |augh chinmed. "No poor man enters here! Conme, be seated, take refreshnment. Let us get to know
each ot her."

She never rushed to the bedroom he had heard, unless a patron insisted, and such a one was sel dom
al | owed back. Conversation and flirtation beforehand were part of a delight that was said to have
a climax unrivall ed.

"Marvel s have | seen,"” Cadoc declared, "but the finest of themtoday." He let a servant renove his
upper garnment and sat down beside her. A girl knelt to fill their glasses. At a tiny gesture from
At henai s, all attendants bowed out.

She gave hima subtle flutter of |ashes. "Certain nmen of Britannia are nore polished than news of
it led ne to expect," she murnmured. "Have you cone directly fromthere?" He observed the sharpness
of the denure gl ance and knew she was taking his nmeasure. If he wanted a wonman who had nore in her
head than a nouth, that was what she woul d provide

Ther ef or e—

Hi s pul se stamered. The self-control of centuries underlay the cal mwherewith he regarded her
took a sip of the estimable wine, and smled. "No," he said, "I have not been in Britannia, or
Engl and and Wales as they call it nowadays, for a rather long time. But then, though I told your
ancilla that is ny country when she asked, | amnot really a native of it. O of anywhere else,
any longer. On ny last visit here | heard runors about you. They caused ne to return as soon as
possi bl e."

She half shaped a reply, aborted it, and sat cat-watchful, too wise to exclaim "Flatterer!"”

He calculated his grin. "I daresay your . . . callers . . . nunber sone with various
peculiarities. You gratify themor not according to your inclination. It nust have been a crue
struggle to win this independence. Well, then, will you in-
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dulge nmy whinP It is perfectly harmess. | only wish to talk for a short span. | would like to
tell you a story. You may find it anusing. That is all. May [|?"

She failed to quite hide her tautness. "I have heard nmany stories, kyrie. Do continue."

He | eaned back and let the words flow easily while he | ooked before him observing her fromthe
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corner of an eye. "Call it the kind of yarn that sailors spin during cal mwatches or in taverns
ashore. It concerns a mariner, though afterward he did nunerous different things. He thought

hi msel f an ordinary man of his people. So did everybody else. But bit by bit, year by year, they
noti ced sonething very odd about him He never fell sick and he never grewold. H's wife aged and
finally died, his children turned gray and then white-haired, their children begot and raised
children and likewise fell prey to tine, but everything in this man since the third decade of his
Iife stayed changel ess. Was that not remnarkabl e?"

He had her, he saw, and exulted. Her gaze was utterly intent.

"At first it seemed he mght be blessed of the gods. Yet he showed no other special powers, nor
did he do any special deeds. Though he made costly sacrifices and | ater, approaching despair,
consul ted costly magicians, to himcane no revel ation, nor any sol ace when those he | oved went
down into death. Meanwhile the slow growth of awe anobng the people had, with equal sl owness,
become envy, then fear, then hatred. What had he done to be thus condemed, or what had he sold to
be thus spared? What was he, sorcerer, denon, wal king corpse, what? He barely evaded attenpts on
his life. Finally the authorities noved to investigate himand he fled, for he suspected they
woul d question himunder torture and put himto death. He knew he coul d be wounded, although he
recovered fast, and felt sure that the worst injuries would prove as fatal to himas to anybody
el se. Despite his loneliness, he kept a young man's desire for |life and the savoring of it.

"For hundreds and hundreds of years he was a rover on the face of the earth. Oten he let his
year ni ngs overconme him and settled down sonewhere, married, raised a famly, lived as nortals do
But al ways he nust |ose them and after a single common lifetime di sappear. Between whiles, which
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was nostly, he plied trades where a man can cone and go tittle remarked. H's ol d seamanshi p was
anong these, and it took himw dely across the world. Ever he sought for nore tike hinself. Was he
uni que in the whole creation? O was his kind sinply very rare? Those whom mi sfortune or malice
did not destroy early on, they doubtless |learned to stay hidden as he had | earned. But if this be
the case, how was he to find them or they hinf

"And if his was a hard and precarious |ot, how nuch worse nust it be for a woman? Wat coul d she
do? Surely none but the strongest and cl everest survived. How mi ght they?

"Does that conundruminterest ny |ady?"

He drank of his wine, for whatever tranquility mght Iie within it. She stared beyond him Silence
| engt hened.

At |l ast she drew breath, brought her | ook back to engage his, and said slowy, "That is a curious
tal e indeed, Kyrie Cadoc."

"Atale only, of course, a fantasy for your anusenent. | do not care to be | ocked up as a nmadnman."
"I understand." A snile ghosted across her countenance. "Pray continue. Did this undying man ever
cone upon any ot hers?"

"That remains to be told, ny lady."

She nodded. "I see. But say nore about him He's still a shadow to ne. Were was he born, and
when?"

"Let us imagine it was in ancient Tyre. He was a boy when King Hi ram ai ded King Sol onbn to build
the Tenple in Jerusalem"”

She gasped. "Ch, |ong ago!"

"About two thousand years, | believe. He lost count, and | ater when he tried to consult the
records they were fragmentary and in disagreenent. No matter."

"Did he—neet the Savior?" she whispered.

He si ghed and shook his head. "No, he was el sewhere at that tine. He did see nany gods cone and
go. And kings, nations, histories. Perforce he lived anong them under nanes of their kind, while
they endured and until they perished. Nanes he |ost track of, like years. He was Hanno and

It hobaal and Snefru and Phaon and Shl onmb and Rashid and Gobor and Fl avius Lugo and, oh, nore than
he can remenber."
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She sat straight, as if ready to spring, whether fromhimor at him Low in her throat, she asked
"M ght Cadoc be anong those nanmes?"

He kept seated, |eaned back, but eyes now full upon hers. "It might," he answered, "even as a | ady
m ght have call ed herself Zoe, and before that Eudoxia, and before that—nanes which are perhaps
still discoverable."

A shudder passed through her. "Wat do you want of ne?"

He set his glass down, nost carefully, sniled, spread his hands, palnms up, and told her in his
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sof test voice, "Watever you choose to give. It may be nothing. How can | conpel you, supposing
that were my desire, which it is not? If you dislike harm ess lunatics, you need never see or hear
fromme again.”

"What ... are you . . . prepared to offer?"

"Shared and | asting faith. Help, counsel, protection, an end of loneliness. |I've |earned a good
deal about surviving, and nanage to prosper nost of the tinme, and have my refuges and ny hoards
agai nst the evil days. At the monent | conmand nodest wealth. More inportant, | stay true to ny

friends and would rather be a woman's | over than her overlord. Who knows but what the children of
two imortals will thensel ves prove deat hl ess?”

She studied hima while. "But you always hol d sonet hing back, don't you?"

"A Phoeni cian habit, which a rootless |life has strengthened. | could unlearn it."

"I't was never ny way," she breathed, and cane to him

THEY LOUNCED agai nst pillows at the headboard of the huge bed. Tal k grew between themlike a

bl ossomi ng plant in spring. Now and then a hand stroked across flesh gone cool again, but those
were gentle caresses. A | anguor possessed them as if part of the lingering odors of incense and
| ove. Their minds roused first. The words were calm the tone tender

"Four hundred years ago | was Aliyat in Palnyra," she said. "And you, in your ancient Phoenicia?"
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"My birthname was Hanno,'
every | anguage. "

"What adventures you nust have had."

he answered. "l used it the oftenest, afterward, till it died out of

"And you."

She wi nced. "I would rather not speak of that."

"Are you ashanmed?" He laid a finger under her chin and brought her face around toward his. "I
woul d not be," he said gravely. "I amnot. W have survived, you and |, by whatever neans were

necessary. That's now behind us. Let it drift into darkness with the weckage of Babylon. W
belong to our future.”

"You ... do not ... find me sinful?"
He | aughed a bit. "I suspect that if we both grew quite candid about our pasts, you'd be the one
shocked. "

"Nor do you fear God's curse?"

"I have | earned much in two thousand years, but nothing about any gods, except that they too

ari se, change, age, and die. Watever there is beyond the universe, if anything, | doubt it
concerns itself with us."

Tears trenbl ed on her |ashes. "You are strong. You are kind." She nestled close. "Tell ne of
yoursel f."

"That would take a while. 1'd grow thirsty."

She reached for a bell on an end table and rang it. "That we can do sonething about," she said
with a flash of smle. "You're right, however. W have the whole future wherein to explore our
past. Tell me first of Cadoc. | do need to understand him that we may |ay our plans."

"Well, it began when O d Ronme departed fromBritannia—No, wait, | forgot, in all this joy. First
| should tell you about Rufus."

A mai dservant entered. She di pped her gl ance, otherw se seened unperturbed by the two naked

bodi es. Athenais ordered the wine and refreshnments brought hi fromthe anteroom While this was
done, Cadoc marshalled his thoughts. Wen they were al one, he described his conmpani on

"Poor Rufus," she sighed. "How envious he will be."

"Ch, | expect not," Cadoc replied. "He's grown used to being ny subordinate. In return, | do his
thinking for him G ve himadequate food, drink, and sw ving, and he's content."

"Then he has been no balmfor your aloneness,” she said softly.

THE BOAT OF A M LLI ON YEARS

141

"Not nmuch. But | owe ny life to him several tines over, and therefore this day's nmagnificence."
"dib scoundrel." She kissed him He buried his visage in her fragrant hair until she guided him
to a glassful, a sweet cake, and sober discourse.

"—the western Britons preserved some vestige of civilization. Yes, |I frequently thought of making
my way here, where | knew the Enpire continued. But for a long tine, the likelihood of arriving
with any noney, or arriving at all, was slight. Meanwhile |life anobng the Britons was not too bad

I had cone to know them It was easy to nove anpong identities and to stay reasonably well-off. |
could wait for the English, the Franks, the Northmen to acquire mlder ways, for civilization to
be reborn throughout Europe. After that, as |'ve mentioned, the Rus trade route let me nake a good
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living and nmeet a variety of people, both along it and down here in the Mediterranean world. You
understand that that seened nmy only hope of finding anyone else like me. Surely you've cherished
the sane hope, Athenais-Al -iyat."

He could barely hear: "Until it grew too painful."

He ki ssed her cheek, and she brought her lips to his, and presently she crooned, "It has ended.
You have found ne. | keep striving to believe that this is real."

"It is, and we'll keep it so."

Wth that practicality which bespoke her intelligence, she asked, "Wat do you propose we do?"
"Well," he said, "it was about tinme anyhow for nme to finish with Cadoc. He's been in sight |onger
than he shoul d have been; sone ol d acquai ntances nust be starting to wonder. Besides, since the
Nor ran duke nmade hinsel f king of England, nore and nore young English, ill content, have been

com ng south to join the Enperor's Varangi an Guard. Those who happened to hear of Cadoc woul d know
how unlikely it is that a Wel shman be a trader of his sort.

"Worse, when the Rus lord Yaroslav died his real mwas divided anong his sons, and they are now
falling out with each other. The barbarian pl ai nsnmen take advantage. The routes grow dangerous.
Fresh Rus attacks on Constantinople are quite conceivable, and could hurt the trade even nore.
wel |l remenber what difficulties previous forays caused.
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"So, let Athenais and Cadoc retire fromtheir businesses, nove away, and drop out of touch with
everybody they knew. First, naturally, Aiyat and Hanno will have |liquidated their possessions.”
She frowned. "You talk as if you neant to | eave Constanti nople. Miust we? It is the queen of the
world."

"I't will not remain that," he told her grimy.

She gave hima startled gl ance.

"Think," he said. "The Nornmans have taken the | ast Inperial outpost in Italy. The Saracens hold
everything south of there from Spain through Syria. They have not been totally hostile of |ate.
However —the | nperial defeat at Man-zikert |ast year was nore than a nmilitary disaster that led to
an abrupt change of Enperors. The Turks had al ready taken Arnmenia fromyou, renmenber. Now Anatolia
lies open to them It will be touch and go whether the Enpire can hold the lonian littoral against
them Meanwhil e the Bal kan provi nces chafe and the Nornmans venture east. Here at home, conmerce
shrinks, poverty and unrest grow, corruption at court vies for mastery with inconmpetence. GCh, |
daresay the catastrophe will be a while in coming full upon New Rome. But |let us get out well
ahead of it."

"Where? |s any place safe and, and decent ?"

"Well, certain of the Muslimcapitals are brilliant. Far eastward, | hear, an enperor reigns over
a real mvast, peaceful, and glorious. But those are alien folk; the ways to themare | ong and
beset. Western Europe would be easier, but it's still turbulent and backward. Al so, since the
churches openly split apart, life there has been hard for people from Orthodox countries. W'd
have to make a show of conversion to Catholicism and we'd best avoid conspi c-uousness |ike that.
No, on the whole I'd say we should stay within the Roman Enpire for another century or two. In
Greece, nobody knows us."

"Greece? Hasn't it gone barbarian?"

"Not quite. There's a heavy population of Slavs in the north and Vlachs in Thessaly, while the
Nor mans are pl agui ng the Aegean Sea. But such cities as Thebes and Corinth remain well off, well
def ended. A beautiful country, full of nenories. W can be happy there."

Cadoc raised his brows. "But haven't you given thought to this yoursel f?" he went on. "You could
only have contin-
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tied as you are for another ten years at best. Then you'd have had to w thdraw, before men noticed
that you don't grow old. And as nuch in the public eye as you've been, you could scarcely stay on
in these parts.”

"True." Athenais sniled. "I nmeant to announce |'d had a change of heart, repented nmy w ckedness,
and would retire afar to a life of poverty, prayer, and good works. Fve already nade arrangenents
for the quick, quiet transport of my hoard—agai nst, any sudden need to escape. After all, that has

been ny life, to drop fromone place and start afresh in another."
He grinmaced. "Always like this?"

"Need forces nme," she answered sadly. "I'mnot fit by nature to be a nun, a she-hermt, any such
unworl dly being. | often call nyself a well-to-do wi dow, but at |last the noney is spent, unless
some upheaval —war, sack, plague, whatever—brings ruin first. A wonan cannot very well invest her
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nmoney tike a man. Whatever pulls nme down, usually | nust begin again anmong the | owiest and

work and save and connive to beconme better off."

Hs smle was rueful. "Not unlike nmy life."

"A man has nore choices." She paused. "I do study things beforehand. | agree, on balance Corinth

will be best for us."

"What ?" he exclainmed, sitting straight in his astonishnment. "You let me rattle on and on about

what you perfectly well knew?"

"Men must show forth their cleverness.”

Cadoc whooped | aughter. "Superb! A girt who can lead ne, ne, by the nose like that is the girl |

can stay with forever."

He sobered: "But now we'll nake the nove as soon as nmay be. At once, if | had nmy wish. Qut of this
filth, to the first true hone we've either of us had since—=

She laid fingers across his lips. "Hush, beloved," she said low. "If only that could be. But we

can't sinply di sappear.”

"Why not ?"

She sighed. "It would rouse too nuch heed. A search for ne, at least. There are nen, highly placed

men, who care for ne, who'd be afraid I'd nmet with foul play. If then we were tracked dowmn—No." A

smal | fist clenched. "W nust go on with our pretenses. For another nonth, perhaps,
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while | prepare the ground with talk of, oh, making a pilgrinmge, sonething like that."

Alittle while passed before he could say, "Wll, a nonth, set against centuries."

"For me, the longest nonth | ever knew. But we'll see each other during it, often, won't we? Say
we will!"

"OfF course."

"I will hate making you pay, but you can see | nust. Never mnd, the noney will be ours once we
are free."

"Hm we do need to |lay plans, nmake arrangenents."”

"Let that wait till next time. This while we have today is so short. Then | nust nake ready for
the next man."

He bit his lip. "You cannot tell himyou' ve fallen sick?"

"1"d best not. He's anpbng the nost inportant of themall; his good will can spell the difference
between |ife and death. Bardas Manasses, a nmangl abites on the staff of the Arch-estrategos.”
"Yes, soneone that high in the mlitary, ye& | understand."

"Ch, ny dearest, inwardly you bleed." Athenais enbraced him "Stop. Forget everything but the two
of us. W still have an hour in Paradise."

She was wholly as knowi ng, as endl essly various and arousing, as nen said.

A M NI ATURE processi on crossed the bridge over the Horn and approached the Bl achernae Gate. They
were four Rusi, two Northnen, and a couple in the | ead who were neither. The Rusi carried a chest
that was plainly heavy, suspended on two poles. The Northnmen were of f-duty nenmbers of the
Varangi an Guard, hel ned and nail ed, axes on their shoul ders. Though it was clear that they were
earning sone extra pay by shepherding a valuable freight, it was also clear that this was with

of ficial perm ssion, and the sentries waved the party through

They went on by streets under the city wall. Heights soared above themto battl enents and heaven
The norning was yet young and shadow | ay deep, alnost chill after the brightness on the water.
Mansi ons of the wealthy fell behind and the nen entered the hunbl er, busier Phanar quarter

"This be nmuckwit," grunbled Rufus in Latin. "You' ve even sold your ship, haven't you? At a |oss,
I"1l bet, so fast -you got rid of everything."

"Turned it into gold, genms, portable wealth,"” Cadoc corrected nerrily. He used the sanme | anguage
Wil e he had no reason to distrust their escort, caution was alloyed with his spirit. "W're

| eaving in another pair of weeks, or had you forgotten?"

"Meanwhi | e, though—

"Meanwhile it'll be stored safely, secretly, where we can claimit at any hour of the day or night
and no beforehand notice. You've been too nuch sul king when you weren't off bousing, old fellow
Have you never listened to ne? Aliyat arranged this."

"What' d she tell their high and m ghtinesses, to nake the way so snmooth for us?"

Cadoc grinned. "That | let slip to her what a glorious deal | stand to nake with certain other
hi gh and m ghti nesses—a deal which these nen can have a slice of if they help ne. Wnen, too, can
| earn how to cope with the world."
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Ruf us grunt ed.

The building in which Petros Sinonides, jeweler, lived and had his shop was unprepossessi ng.

However, Cadoc had | ong had sone know edge of what trade went through it, besides the owner's

overt business. Several nenbers of the Inperial court found it sufficiently useful that the

authorities turned a blind eye. Petros received his visitors jovially. A pair of toughs whom he

cal I ed nephews, though they resenbled himnot in the |east, helped bring the chest to the cellar

and stow it behind a fal se panel. Mney passed. Cadoc declined hospitality on the grounds of haste

and led his own foll owers back to the street.

"Well, Arnulf, Sviatopolk, all of you, ny thanks," he said. "You nmay go where you |like now. You

will remenber your orders about keeping silence. That need not keep you fromdrinking ny health

and fortune." He dispensed a second purseful. The sailors and soldiers departed gleefully.

"You didn't think Petros' food and wi ne be good?" asked Rufus.

"They doubtless are," said Cadoc, "but | really have need to hurry. Athenais keeps this whole

afternoon for nme, and first | want to get nyself well prepared at the baths."
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"Huh! Like this whole while since you net her. Never seen you |ovesick before. You could as wel

be fifteen."

"l feel reborn," said Cadoc softly. His vision dwelt on distances beyond the bustle and narrowness

around. "You will too, when we've found you your true wife."

"Wth ny luck, she'll be a sow."

Cadoc | aughed, clapped Rufus on the back, and slipped a bezant into his single palm "Go drown

that gl oom of yours. O better yet, work it off with a lively wench."

"Thanks." Rufus showed no change of nood. "You do toss money these days."

"A strange thing about pure joy," Cadoc nurnured. "One wants to share it."

He sauntered off, whistling. Rufus stood with hunched shoul ders and stared after him

STARS AND a gi bbous noon gave |ight enough. The streets, gone nostly quiet, were swept clean

Cccasionally a patrol nmarched by, |antern-glow shimering on netal, enbodi ment of that power which

held the city at peace. A man could wal k easy.

Cadoc drank deep of the night air. Heat had yielded to nildness, and snoke, dust, stenches,

pungenci es lain down to rest. As he neared the Kontoskalion, he caught a ghost of tar on the

breeze, and smled. How snells could rouse nenories. A galley lay at the Egyptian Harbor of Sor

weat hered and sal t-streaked by fabul ous seas, and his father towered over him holding his hand.
He raised that same hand to his nostrils. The hair on it tickled his lip. A scent like

jasmine, Aliyat's perfunme, and was there still sone of her own sweetness? That had been such a

long farewel | kiss.

And so happily weary. He chuckl ed. Wien he arrived, she told hima nessage had cone fromthe great

Bar das Manasses, he was unable to visit her this evening as planned, she and her dearest had that

added tinme as a free gift of Aphrodite. "I have discovered what inmmortal strength means," she

purred at the last, close against his breast.

He yawned. Sleep would be very welcone. If only it were

at her side—But her servants already saw how she favored this foreigner. Best not give them

further cause for wondernment. CGossip night reach the wong ears.

Soon, though, soon!

Abruptly darkness deepened. He had turned into a | esser street near the harbor and his | odgi ng.

Brick walls hul ked on either side, leaving just a strip of sky overhead. He slowed, careful |est

he stunble on sonething. Silence had al so grown thick. Wre those footfalls behind hin? It crossed

his mind that he had several tinmes glinpsed the sane figure hi a hooded cl oak. Bound the same way

by mere chance?

Li ght gleaned, a lantern uncovered in an alley as he passed it. For an instant he was dazzl ed.

"That's him" struck through. Three nen cane out of the gut into the street. A sword slipped free.

Cadoc sprang backward. The nen deployed, right, left, in front. They had hi m boxed, up agai nst the

opposite wal |

His knife junmped forth. Two of the attackers were arned like him He wasted no breath in protest

or screamfor help. If he couldn't save hinmself, he'd be dead in nmnutes. His |left hand ripped his

mantl e | oose fromits brooch

The swordsman swung back to strike. The lantern, set down at the alley nouth, nade hima

featurel ess piece of night, but Cadoc saw |ight ripple along his hip. He was mail-clad. The stee

whirred. Cadoc swayed aside. He snapped the mantle at the unseen face. It drew a curse and tangl ed
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t he weapon. Cadoc | eaped right. He hoped to dodge past the foeman there. That wi ght was too
skillful. His bulk stepped in the way. Hi s dagger thrust. Cadoc would have taken it in the belly,
had he possessed |less than imortal vigor. He parried with his own knife and retreated.

Bricks gritted against his shoul derbl ades. He was trapped anyhow. He showed teeth and feinted,
side to side. The daggennen prowl ed beyond his reach. The swordsnman prepared to hew afresh
Sandal s t hudded on stones. Light glimrered on a coppery beard. Rufus' hook caught the swordsman's
throat. It went in. Rufus worked it savagely. The man dropped his bl ade, clawed at the shaft, went
to his knees. He croaked through the bl ood.

Cadoc scranbl ed, snatched up the sword, bounced back
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erect. He was no grand master of this weapon, but he had tried to acquire every fighting art that
the centuries brought. A knifenman scuttered clear. Cadoc whirled intine to smte the second, who
was nearly at his back. The bl ade struck an arm Through the heavy inpact, Cadoc thought he felt
bone give. The man shrieked, stunbled, and fl ed.

Snarling, Rufus pulled his hook out and went for the first slabber. That one vani shed too, down
the street and into night. Rufus halted. He turned about. "You hurt?" he panted.

"No." Cadoc was as breathless. Hi s heart banged. Yet his mind had gone wholly cold and clear, like
ice afloat in the sea off Thule. He glanced at the mail ed man, who withed and noaned and bubbl ed
bl ood. "Let's go ... before sonmebody . . . cones.” He discarded the telltale sword.

"To the inn?"

"No." Cadoc trotted away. H's wind returned to him his pulse slowed. "They knew ne. Therefore
they knew where to wait and nust know where |'m stayi ng. Whoever sent themw |l want to try
again."

"l guessed it might be a good idea to tail after and keep an eye on you. That be a pile o
treasure you left with that Phanariot son of a pig.”

"I shouldn't pride nyself on ny wits," said Cadoc bleakly. "You showed a banel ful nore than I
did."

"Haw, you be in love. Wrse'n drunk. Were should we go? | s'pose the nain streets be safe. Maybe

we can wake 'em at another inn. |'ve still got noney on ne, if you don't."
Cadoc shook his head. They had energed on a thoroughfare, bare and di munder the noon. "No. W'l
slink about till sunrise, then mngle with people bound out of the city. Those can't have been

conmon foot pads, or even killers for hire. Arnor, sword—at |east one of themwas an I nperial
soldier."

VSEVOLOD THE Fat, who stood hi gh anobng the Rus nerchants, owned a house in St. Manp. It was snall
since he only used it when he was at Constantinople, but furnished with barbaric opul ence and,
during his stays, a wanton or

two. The servants were young ki nsmen of his, whose loyalty could be relied on, and upstairs was a
room whose exi stence was not obvi ous.

He entered it near the close of day. Gray-shot, his beard fell to the paunch that swelled his
enbroi dered robe. A fist clutched a jug. "I brought wi ne," he greeted. "Cheap stuff, but plenty.
You will want plenty, and not care howfine it is. Here." He shoved it toward Cadoc.

The latter rose, paying it no heed. Rufus took it instead and upended it over his mouth. He had
snored for hours, while Cadoc prowed to and fro between the barren walls or stared out a w ndow
at the Gol den Horn and the many-doned city beyond.

"What have you found, Vsevol od |zyasl avev?" Cadoc asked tonelessly, in the sanme Russian.

The merchant plunped his bottom down on the bed, which creaked. "Bad news," he runbled. "I went to
the shop of Petros Sinonides and nmet guards posted. It cost nme to get an honest answer out of
them and they don't know anything anyhow. But he is arrested for interrogation, they said." A
sigh like a steppe wind. "If that is true, if they don't let himoff, there goes the best
smuggling outlet | ever had. Ah, nerciful saints, help a poor old man earn the bread for his
little wife and darling children!"

"What about me?"

"You understand, Cadoc Rhysev? | dared not push too hard. | amnot young |like you. Courage has

| eaked out with' youth and strength. Remenber now the Lord, in these high days of your life,
before age and woe cone on you too. But | did talk with a captain in the city guard that | know.
Yes, it is as you feared, they want you. He does not know just why, but spoke of a brawl near your
roonm ng place and a man killed. Wiich | knew al ready, fromyou."

"I thought as much," said Cadoc. "Thank you."
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Rufus | owered the jug. "Wat do we do?" he grated.

"Best you stay here, where you have sought refuge,"”

Vsevol od replied. "Before long | go hone to Chernigov,

you know. You can ride with ne. The G eeks shall not

{, know you in ny ship. Maybe | disguise you as a beautifu

Circassian slave girl, Rufus, ha?" He guffawed.

"W don't have the cost of our passage," Cadoc said.

"No matter. You are ny friend, nmy brother in Christ.
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trust you to pay ne back later. Thirty percent interest, agreed? And you tell ne nore about how
you got into this trouble. That might forewarn ne."

Cadoc nodded. "Once we're outbound, | wll."

"Good." Vsevolod's eyes flickered between his guests. "I thought we would have a jolly tine

toni ght, get drunk, but you are not in the nood. Yes, a terrible sorrow, all that noney gone. |

wi Il have your supper sent up. W shall neet tonorrow. God cheer your sleep." He rose and | unbered
out. The panel slid shut behind him

Const anti nopl e was a bl ue shadow above gol den-shi ni ng water, agai nst gol den-red sunset. Dusk
filled the roomin St. Mano |ike snpbke. Cadoc raised the wine jug, swallowed, set it down again
"You really going to tell hinmP?" wondered Rufus.

"Ch, no. Not the truth.” Now they spoke Latin. "I'lIl invent a story that he'll believe and that
will do himno harm Something about an official who decided to get rid of nme and seize ny gold
rather than wait for his share of the profit."
"The swi ne coul d've been jeal ous o' you, too,"
seeing that Athenais."

"I have to make up a story in any case.'
mysel f."

"Hunh? Why, plain's a wart on your thunper. The bitch put one o' her custoners onto it. Shut your
mouth for aye—they' d' ve gone after nme next—and diwy your noney. Maybe she's got a hold on a
fellow high in the gover' nent, |ike sonething she knows about him O naybe he was just glad to
oblige her and take his share. W was |ucky and |ived, but she's won. The hunt is out for us. If
we want to stay alive, we won't cone back for twenty-thirty years." Rufus took the w ne and

gl ugged. "Forget her."

Cadoc's fist struck the wall. Plaster cracked and fell. "How could she? How?"

"Ah, 'twas easy. You wove the snare for her." Rufus patted Cadoc's shoulder. "Don't feel bad.
You'll sw ndle yourself another chest o' gold inside a ge-ne-ration."

"Why?" Cadoc | eaned against the wall, face buried in arm

Ruf us shrugged. "A whore be a whore."

THE BOAT OF A M LLI ON YEARS

151

"No, but she—+mortal + offered her— Cadoc could not go on

Rufus' nmouth drew tight, invisibly in the gloom "You ought to could see. You can think better'n
me when you put your mind to it. How long's she been what she be? Four hundred years, you said?

Ruf us suggested. "Vsevol od m ght know you was

Cadoc's voice cracked. "I can't understand what happened,

Well, now, that be a lot o' nen. A thousand a year? Maybe | ess these days, but likely nore than
that earlier.”
"She told me she, she takes as ... much freedomfromthe life ... as she can."

"Shows you how fond she be of it. You know the sort o' things a lot o' fellow want froma whore
And all the tines a girl gets roughed up, or robbed, or kicked out, or knocked up and left to
handl e that however she can—teave it on a trash heap, maybe? Four hundred years, Lugo. How d'you
s' pose she feels about men? And she'd never've got to watch you growing old."

VI

Lady in Wiiting

RAIN FELL throughout the day. It was very light, soundless, and lost itself in the mists that
snoked over the ground; but it closed off the world Iike sleep. Fromthe verandah Ckura | ooked
across a garden whose stones and dwarf cypresses had gone dim Water dripped off the shingles
above her and filmed the whitewash of the enclosure wall. There sight ended. Though the broad
south gate stood open, she barely glinpsed the avenue outside, a puddle, a |eafless cherry tree.
Fog had taken away the m nor pal ace beyond. All Heian-kyo nmi ght never have been

She shivered and .turned back toward her quarters. The two or three servants whom she passed by
were bul ky in wadded garnents. Her overl appi ng ki nonos kept some warnth of their own and the
carefully matched wi nter colors preserved a forlorn el egance. Breath drifted ghostly. \Wen she
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entered the mansion, twlight enfolded her. It was as if cold did also. Shutters and blinds could
hol d of f wi nd, but dankness seeped through and braziers availed little.

Yet confort of a sort awaited her. Masam chi had been kind enough to allot her a sleeping platform
to herself in the west pavilion. Between the sliding screens that marked the roomoff, a pair of
chests and a go table hunched on the floor. She had a fleeting fancy that they w shed they could
creep under the thick tatam that covered the platform No one el se was about, so its curtains
were drawn back. By the flicker of a few tapers, futon and cushions |lay as black | unps.

She opened the cupboard where her koto stood. It was anong the heirl oonms not yet rempved; its nane
was Cuckoo Song. How right for such a day as this, she thought: the bird
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that is the inconstant |over, that can bear word between the living and the dead, that enbodies
the ineluctable passage of tinme. She had in mind a nmelody well-Iiked when she was a girl.

Afterward she had sonetinmes played it for her men—those two anong her |overs whom she truly cared
for—But no, she renmenbered that the instrument was now tuned for a w nter node.

A nmaid cane into the section, approached, bowed, and piped, "A nmessenger has arrived fromthe
nobl e Lord Yasuhira, ny |lady." Her manner took it for granted. The |iaison between Chi kuzen no
Okura, lady in waiting in the househol d of Ex-Enperor Tsuchi m kado, and Nakahari no Yasuhira,

until lately a Mnor Counselor to self-re-proctai ned Enperor Go-Toba, went back nmany years. Her
own narme for himwas M -yuki, Deep Snow, because that had been his first excuse for staying the
night with her.

"Bring him" Ckura's pul se quivered.

The maid left. She returned as the courier showed hinmself on the verandah. Wth the Iight from
outside at his back, Okura could not only see through the translucent blind that he was a boy, she
made out that his brocade coat was dry, his white trousers hardly sullied. Besides wearing a straw
cape, he nust have gone on horseback. The |east of smiles touched her |ips. Deep Snow woul d
preserve appearances until the end.

Her smile died. The end was upon them bot h.

Wth proper ritual, the nessenger reached that which he carried under the blind to the maid and
knelt, waiting for the reply. The maid brought the letter to Ckura and went out. Okura rel eased
and unrolled it. Yasuhira had used a pale green paper, tied to a willow switch. His calligraphy
was | ess fine than erstwhile; he had grown farsighted.

"Wth dismay | learn that you have | ost your position at court. | hoped the Ex-Enperor's consort
woul d shelter you fromthe wath that has fallen on your kinsman Chi kuzen no Masam chi. Wat shal
beconme of you, deprived of his protection when | too am nade well-ni gh hel pl ess? This is a sorrow
such as only Tu Fu could express. To ny own poor attenpt | add the wish that we nmay at |east neet
agai n soon.

154 Poul Anderson

"I'n the wani ng year

My sl eeves, which [ay over yours,

Are wet as the earth,

Though the rain on themis salt

From a sea of grief for you."

Hi s poetry was indeed not to be named with any line of the great Chinese master, kura thought.
Neverthel ess a desire for his presence struck with astonishing suddenness. She wondered why.

VWhat ever ardor they once felt had | ong since cooled to friendship; she could not recall just when
they had | ast shared a mattress.

Wel |, seeing one another might strengthen them by the know edge that each was not uniquely al one
in msfortune. True, she had heard that the new military governor was confiscating thousands of
estates fromfanilies who had supported the I nperial cause; but that was a mere nunber, as unrea
as the inner life of a peasant or |aborer or dog. True, this house would be taken over by a

foll ower of the Hojo clan; but to her it had sinply neant |odging given her out of a sense of duty
toward conmon ancestors. Her dism ssal was the sword-cut she actually felt. It | opped her from her
wor | d.

Still, she would shortly have left in any case. Surely Yasuhira's isolation was worse. Let them
exchange what sol ace they coul d.

One nust cling to form even in answering what she recognized as an appeal. Ckura knelt silent,

t hi nki ng, conposi ng, deciding, before she called for a servant. "I will have a sprig of plum" she
i nstructed. That shoul d conpl enent her reply nore subtly than cherry. Fromher witing materials
she sel ected a sheet colored pearl-gray. By the tune she had the ink m xed, her words stood clear
before her. They were only anot her poem
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"Bl ossons grew fragrant,

Then faded and bl ew away,

Leaving bitter fruit.

It fell, and on bare branches

Twig calls to twig through the wind."

He woul d understand, and cone.
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She prepared the package with the artistry it deserved and gave it to a maid to bring to the
courier. He would fare swiftly across the city, but his master's ox-drawn carriage, the only

sui tabl e conveyance for a nobl eman, would take the better part of an hour. Okura had tine to
prepare herself.

Hol di ng a taper close, she exam ned her face in a nmirror. It had never been beautiful: too thin
cheekbones too strong, eyes too wi de, mouth too | arge. However, it was properly powdered, the
brows well plucked, the cosnetic brows painted just sufficiently far up the forehead, the teeth
duly bl ackened. Her figure also left nmuch to be desired, nore bosomand | ess hip than should be
there. It did carry its clothing well; the silks flowed gracefully when she wal ked with the
correct gait. Her hair redeenmed nany faults, a jet cataract trailing on the floor

Thereafter she ordered rice wi ne and cakes made ready. Her karma and Yasuhira's could not be

al t oget her bad, for she was alone with a few of the servants precisely now Mas-am chi had taken
his wife, two concubines, and children to settle in with a friend who offered themtenporary
shelter. Their private possessions were going along for storage. He had said Ckura and hers coul d
conme too, but was noticeably relieved when she told himshe had her own plans for the future. Well-
bred, the family had never said anything unseemy about the nen who called on her and sonetines
spent the night. Nonethel ess, the fact that somebody who mattered was bound to overhear things
woul d have inhibited conversation on this day when, of all days, it must be either frank or

usel ess.

Wth the clepsydra taken away and the sun obscured, it was inpossible to tell tine. Ckura guessed
that Yasuhira's arrival occurred about m dday, the Hour of the Horse. Because of the servants, she
had one of them place her screen of state conveniently, and upon hearing his footsteps on the

ver andah she knelt behind it. Also for his sake, she thought wyly. Their world falling to pieces
around them the old proprieties mattered perhaps nore than ever.

He and she spent a while in formalities and small tal k. Thereupon she broke convention and pushed
the screen aside. Once that would have inplied | ovenmeking to cone. Today a poetic reference or two
anong the banalities had
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made it clear that such was the intent of neither. They only w shed to speak freely.

The mai ds Kodayu and Wkon night well be nore taken aback by this than by any uni on of bodies so
daylit blatant. They preserved bl ank deference and brought in the refreshnment. Good girls, Okura
t hought as they went away. What woul d becone of then? Slightly surprised, she found herself

wi shing the new master would keep the staff on and treat themgently. She feared he would not,
being the kind of creature he was.

She and her visitor settled onto the floor. Wile Yasuhira courteously contenplated the flora
pattern on his wi ne cup, she thought how he seemed to have aged overnight. He went gray years ago,
but nmoon face, slit eyes, bud of a nouth, tiny tuft of beard bad remai ned as handsone as in his
youth. Many a | ady sighed and conpared himto Genji, the Shining Prince of Mirasaki's two-hundred-
year-old story. Today rain had streaked the powder and blurred the rouge, revealing darkened | ower
lids, blotchy sallowness, deepened |ines, and his shoul ders were sl unped.

He had not lost the courtier grace with which, in due course, he sipped. "Ah," he nurnured, "that
is nmost wel cone, Asagao."—Mbrning Gory, the name for her that he used in private. "Savor, aromg,
and warnth. 'Resplendent |ight—"

She was conpelled to cap the literary allusion by saying, "But not, | fear, 'everlasting
fortune,'" and whetted that a little by adding, "As for Morning Aory, at ny age night not Pine
Tree be better?"

He smiled. "So | have kept some of ny touch in guiding conversation. Shall we get unpleasant
topics out of the way at once? Then we can di scourse of fornmer tinmes and their joys."

"If we have the heart to." If you do, she nmeant. | never had any choice but to nmake nysel f strong.
""1 had hoped the Lord Tsuchi mi kado would retain you."

"Under these circunstances, dism ssal may be | ess than the worst thing that could happen to ne,"
she said. He failed to conpletely hide puzzlenent. She explained: "Wthout a fanmily holding rice
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land, | would be scarcely nore than a beggar, |acking even a place of my own like this to
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retire to when off duty. The ot hers woul d despi se and soon abuse ne."

"I ndeed?"

"Wonen are as cruel as nmen, M-yuki."

He ni bbled a cake. She realized that was cover for the collecting of his thoughts. At length he
said, "I nust confess, the know edge of the situation nade thin my expectations for you."

"Why so?" She knew t he answer perfectly well, but also knew that explaining to her would help him
"It is true that Lord Tsuchi m kado stayed at peace during the uprising,” he said, "but if he did
not work against the Hojo chieftains, neither did he assist them Now | daresay he feels a need to
curry favor, the nore so because they may then nmake one of his |line the next Enperor when our
present sovereign dies or abdicates. R dding hinself of every menber of any famly that was in
revolt seens a trivial gesture. Just the sane, it is a gesture, and Lord Toki fusa, whomthey have
set as mlitary governor over Heian-kyo, will take due note of it."

"I wonder what sin in a past |ife caused Lord Go-Toba to try to seize back the throne he had
quitted," Okura nused

"Ah, it was no nadness, it was a noble effort that should have succeeded. Renenber, his brother
the then Enperor Juntoku, was with himin it, and so were not only fanilies like ours and their
foll owers, but soldiers of the Taira who would fain avenge what the Mnanoto did to their fathers;
and many a nonk al so took up arms.”

A bl eakness' passed through Ckura. She knew how t he nonks of Mount Hiei repeatedly descended on
this city and terrorized it, not only by threats but by beatings, killings, |ooting, burning. They
came to enforce political decisions they wanted; but were they any better than the outright
crimnal gangs who effectively ruled over the entire western half of the capital ?

"No, it must have been because of our own forner sins that we failed," Yasuhira continued. "How
far have we fallen since the golden days! W m ght have won to an Enperor who truly ruled.”

"What do you nean?" asked Okura, sensing how he needed to express his bitterness.
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It erupted: "Wy, what has the Enmperor been for generations but a doll in the hands of the nighty,
enthroned as a child and nade to step down and retire into a life of idleness when he reached
manhood? And neanwhil e the clans have nade earth sodden with bl ood as they fought out who shoul d
nane t he Shogun." He gulped for air and explicated in the sane rush of words: "The Shogun is the
mlitary head in Kamakura who is the real master of the Enpire. O who was. Today—today the Hojo
have won the clan wars; and their Shogun is hinself a boy, another doll who says what their |ords
want himto say."

He reined hinself in and apol ogi zed: "I beg Asagao's pardon. You nust be shocked at ny bl untness;
and needl essly, for of course a wonan cannot understand these things."

Okura, who had kept her ears open and her nmind awake anply | ong enough to know everything he had
told her, replied, "True, they are not for her. What | do understand is that you grieve over what
we have |ost. Poor M -yuki, what shall beconme of you?"

Sonewhat cal med, Yasuhira said, "I was in a better position to bargain for |eniency than Masani chi
or nost others. Thus | have | eave to occupy ny mansion in Heian-kyo for a short tine yet. After
must depart, it will be to a farmin the east, well beyond Ise, that | amallowed to keep. The
tenants will support me and ny remai ni ng dependents.”

"But in poverty! And so far away, anong rude countryfolk. It will be |ike passing over the edge of
the world."

He nodded. "Often will my tears fall. Yet—= She could not readily follow his quotation, having had
scant opportunity to practice spoken Chinese, but gathered that it was about nmintaining a serene
spirit in adversity. "I hear there is a view of the sacred nountain Fuji. And | can take sone
books and ny flute with ne."

"Then you are not wholly destroyed. That is one bright dustnote in the dark air."

"What of you? What has happened to this househol d?"

"Yesterday canme the baron who will take possession here. The worst kind of provincial, face
unpowdered and weathered |i ke a peasant's, hair and beard abristle, uncouth as a nonkey and
grow i ng a dialect so barbarous that one could barely conprehend him As for the soldiers in his
train, oh, they could al nost have been wil df ol k of Hok-

r.,--:
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kai do. Yes, know edge of what | |eave behind may tenper ny |onging for Heian-kyo. He gave us a few
days to make our preparations.”

Yasuhira hesitated before he said, "Mne will be no fitting existence for a well-born | ady.
However, if you have nothing eke, cone with ny party. For the rest of our days we can strive to
consol e each other."

"I thank you, dear old friend," she answered nutedly, "but | do have nmy own road before ne."

He enptied his cup. She refilled it. "Indeed? Let ne be glad on your account, not disappointed on
m ne. Who will take you in?"
"No one. | will seek the tenple at Hi gashi yama—that one, for | have often been there with the Ex-

I nperial consort and the chief priest knows ne—+ will go and take vows."
She had not expected himto show di smay. He al nbst dropped his cup. Wne slopped forth to stain
his outer robe. "Wiat? Do you nean full vows? Becone a nun?"

"I think so."

"Cut off your hair, your beautiful hair, don coarse black raiment, live—How will you live?"

"The fiercest bandit dares not harma nun; the poorest hovel will not deny her shelter and sone
rice for her bowl. | have in mnd to go on perpetual pilgrimge, fromshrine to shrine, that | my

gain nerit in whatever years of this |ife are left ne." Okura smled. "During those years, perhaps
| can call on you fromtime to tinme. Then we will renenber together."

He shook his head, benused. Like nost courtiers, he had never traveled far, seldomnore than a
day's journey from Hei an-kyo. And that had been by carriage—+o services that for his kind were
occasi ons nore social than religious; to view blossons in the springtine countryside or the nmaple
| eaves of autumm; to admre and make poens about noonlight on Lake Biwa . . . "Afoot,"” he rnunbl ed.
"Roads that wet weather turns into quagmres. Muntains, gorges, raging rivers. Hunger, rain,

snow, wind, fiery sun. Ignorant commoners. Beasts. Denons, ghosts. No." He set down his cup

strai ghtened, firmed his voice. "You shall not. It would be hard for a young man. You, a woman,
growing old, you will perish nmiserably. I won't have it."
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Rat her than renind himthat he | acked authority over her, for his concern was touching, she asked
gently, "Do | seem feebl e?"

He fell silent. H s eyes searched, as if to pierce the garnents and | ook at the body that had
sonmetimes lain beneath his. But no, she thought, that would never cross his mnd. A decent nan, he
found nudity disgusting, and in fact they had al ways kept on at |east one |ayer of clothing.
Finally he murnured, "It is true, it is eerie, the years have scarcely touched you, if at all. You
could pass for a woman of twenty. But your age is—what? W have known each other for close to
thirty years, and you nust have been about twenty when you cane to court, so that makes you only a
little younger than me. And ny strength has faded away."

You speak aright, she thought. Bit by bit | have seen you holding a book farther from your eyes or
blinking at words you do not quite hear; half your teeth are gone; nore and nore fevers cone upon
you, coughs, chills; do your bones hurt when you rise in the nornings? | know the signs well, and
well | should, as often as | have watched them steal over those | |oved.

The i mpul se had sei zed her days before, when the bad news broke and she began to think what it
meant and what to do. She had curbed it, but it stayed restlessly alive. If she yielded, what
harn? She could trust this man. She was unsure whether it would help or hinder himagainst his
SOrr ow.

Let nme be honest with him she decided. At least it will give himsonething to think about besides
his great loss, in the solitude that awaits him

"I am not the age you believe, ny dear," she said quietly. "Do you wi sh the truth? Be warned, at
first you may suppose | have gone mad."

He studied her before replying with the sane softness, "I doubt that. There is nmore within you
than you have ever manifested. | was vaguely but surely conscious of it. Perhaps | dared never
inquire."

Then you are wi ser than | believed, she thought. Her resolution crystallized. "Let us go outside,"
she said. "What | have to tell is for no ears but yours."

Not troubling about cloaks, they went forth together, onto the verandah, around this pavilion, and
al ong a cov-

ered gallery to a kiosk overlooking the pool. Near its placidity rose a man-hi gh stone in whose
ruggedness was chiseled the enblemof the clan that had lost this hone. Okura halted. "Here is a
good spot for nme to show you that no evil spirit uses ny tongue to speak fal sehoods," she said.
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Sol emmly, she recited a passage she had chosen fromthe Lotus Sutra. Yasuhira's manner was as
grave when he told her, "Yes, that suffices me." He was of the Amidist sect, which held that the
Buddha hi nmsel f wat ches over humanki nd.

They stood gazing out at things of chaste beauty. Mst fromthe rain filled the kiosk and covered
hair, clothes, eyelashes with droplets. The cold and the silence were tike presences, whose

awar eness was renote fromthem

"You suppose | am about fifty years old," she said. "I amnore than twi ce that."

He caught a breath, |ooked sharply at her, |ooked away, and asked with closely held calm "How can
this be?"

"I know not," she sighed. "I know only that | was born in the reign of Enperor Toba, through whom
the Fujiwara clan still ruled the realmso strongly that it lay everywhere at peace. | grew up
like any other girl of good birth, save that | was never ill, but once | had becone fully a wonman,

all change in nme ceased, and thus it has been ever since.",

"What karma is yours?" he whispered.

"l tell you, | know not. | have studied, prayed, neditated, practiced austerities, but no

enl i ghtennent has cone. At last | decided ny best course was to continue this long life as well as
| was able."

"That nust be ... difficult."

"It is."

"Why have you not reveal ed yoursel f?" The voice trenbled. "You nmust be holy, a saint, a

Bodhi sattva. "

"I know !l amnot. | amtroubled and unsure and tornented by desire, fear, hope, every fleshly
evil. Al'so, as ny Jigelessness first came slowy to notice, | have encountered jeal ousy, spite,
and dread. Yet | could never hitherto bring nyself to renounce the world and retreat to a life of
sacred poverty. So whatever | am M -yuki, | amnot holy."

He pondered. Beyond the garden wall swirled form essness. Eventually he asked her, "Wat did you
do? \What have your years been |ike?"
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"When | was fourteen, an ol der man-his name no | onger natters—sought me out. He being influential
my parents encouraged him | cared little for him but knew not how to refuse. In the end he spent
the three nights at ny side and thereafter made ne a secondary wife. He also got me a position at
the court of Toba, who by then had abdicated. | bore himchildren, two of whomlivedl. Toba di ed.
Soon after, ny husband did.

"By then the wars between the Taira and the M nanoto had broken out. | made an occasion to retire
fromthe service of Toba's wi dow and, taking ny inheritance, withdrew to the fanmily from which
sprang. It helped that a lady not at court |ives so secluded. But how enpty an exi stence!

"At last | confided in a lover | had gotten, a nman of some wealth and power. He brought ne to a
rural estate of his, where | spent several years. Meanwhile he got nmy daughter nmarried off

el sewhere. He took nme back to Heian-kyo under her nanme—such people as renenbered narvel ed at how
much she resenbl ed her nother—-and through his patronage | cane again into service at a roya
househol d. Gradually | outlived the scorn they have for provincials; but when they gradually
observed how | kept mnmy yout h—

"Do you wish to hear it all?" she asked in an upsurge of weariness. "This has been my third such
renewal . The tricks, the deceptions, the children | have borne and, one way or another, nanaged to
have adopted el sewhere, lest it become too plain that they growold while | do not. That has hurt
nost. | wonder how nuch nmore | could endure.™

"Therefore you are | eaving everything behind," he breathed.

"The tine was al ready overpast. | hesitated because of the strife, the uncertainty about what
woul d becone of ny kindred. Well, that has been settled for ne. It feels alnost |ike a
l'iberation.”

"I'f you take nun's vows, you cannot return here as you did before."

"I have no wish to. | have had ny fill of the petty intrigues and holl ow anusenents. Fewer are the

nm dni ght stars than the yawns | have snothered, the hours | have stared into vacancy and waited
for sonething, anything to happen." She touched his hand. "You gave me one reason

to linger. But now you too rnust go. Besides, | wonder how nuch | onger they can keep up the
pretense in Hei an-kyo."

"You choose a harder way than | think you inagine."

"No harder, / think, than npst in tinmes to cone. It is a cruel age we are bound into. At least a
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wandering nun has people's respect, and . . . nobody questions her. Soneday | nay even win to
under st andi ng of why we suffer what we do."
"Could | ever show courage |ike hers?" he asked the rain.

Once nore she touched his hand. "I feared this tale m ght distress you."
Still he |l ooked before him into the silvery blindness. "For your sake, perhaps. It has not
changed you for ne. Wiile | live, you will remain ny Morning Gory. And now you have hel ped e

remenber that | amsafely nortal. WIIl you pray for me?"

"Al ways," she prom sed.

They stood a while in silence, then went back inside. There they spoke of happy things and
sunmoned up happy nenories, pleasures and |ovelinesses that had been theirs. He got a little

ti psy. Neverthel ess, when they said farewell it was with the dignity beconing a nobleman and a

| ady of the Inperial court.
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I X

Ghost s

DID SMXXE rouse her? Bitter in her nostrils, sharp-edged in her lungs, at first it was all that
was. She coughed. Her skull flew asunder. The shards fell back with a crash. They ground agai nst
each other like ice floes on a | ake under storm Again she coughed, and again. Amidst the noise
and the sword-bl ade hurt she began to hear a crackling that | oudened.

Her eyes opened. The snoke savaged them Through it, blunily, she saw the flanes. That whol e side
of the chapel was com ng ablaze. Already the fire licked up to the ceiling. She could not make out
the saints painted there, nor any icons on the wall s—were they gone?—but the altar abided. As the
snoke drifted and the half-1ight |leaped, its bulk wavered in her sight. She had a wild brief sense
that it was adrift, would soon reach her and crush her under its weight or else float away forever
on the snoke.

Heat billowed. She crept to hands and knees. For a while she could not lift her head. It was too
heavy with pain. Then something at the edge of vision drew her in a slow shanble. She sl unped
above and groped after conprehension.

Sister Elena. Sprawl ed on her back. Very still, nore than the altar was, altogether enpty of
movenment . Eyes open, firelight ashimrer in them Muth agape, tongue half out of it, dry. Legs and
loins startlingly white against the clay floor and the habit pulled up over them Wite flecks

i kewi se catching the Iight across her groin. Blood-spatters bright on thighs and belly.

Varvara's insides withed. She threw up. Once, twice, thrice the vomt burst forth. The surges

ri pped through her head. Wen they were done, though, only the foul taste and

the burning left in her, nore awareness had awakened. She wondered in a vague way whether this had
been the final violation or a sign of God's grace, covering the traces of what had been done to

El ena.

You were ny sister in Christ, Varvara thought. So young, oh, how young. | w sh you had not been in
such awe of ne. Your |aughter was sweet to hear. | wish we could sonetines have been together
only the two of us, and told secrets and giggl ed before we went to prayers. Wl I, you have won

martyrdom | suppose. Go hone to Heaven

The words wavered over pain and throbbing and great swoops of dizziness. The fire roared. Its heat
t hi ckened. Sparks danced through the snoke. Some | anded on her sleeves. They w nked out, but she
must flee, or else burn alive.

For a nonent, weariness overwhel ned her. Wiy not die, here with little El ena? Make an end of the
centuries, now when everything else had cone to an end. If she breathed deeply, the agony woul d be
short. Afterward, peace.

Sunlight struck |ong, brass-yellow, through haze and whirling soot. \Wile she wondered about
death, her body had crawl ed out the door. Astonishment jolted her nore fully back to herself. She
swung her gaze to and fro. Nobody was nigh. Mstly wood, the cloister buildings were afire al
around. Sormehow she got to her feet and stunbled fromthem

Beyond the enclosure, aninal wariness took hold. She crouched back down, next to a wall, and
peered. Mnastery and nunnery stood a distance fromthe town, as was usual. The religious should
have found shelter behind the defenses. They had not had tinme. The Tatars arrived too soon, were
there, horses between them and safety. They scranbl ed back and beseeched the Virgin, the saints
and angels. Presently some of the wild men cane to them vyelping |ike dogs.

It made no difference, Varvara saw. Pereyaslavl had

fallen. No doubt the Tatars stornmed it before they troubled

/. about the house of the Virgin. A nonstrous black cloud

-.. rose fromits walls, up and up into the sky, where it broke
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apart into snears across eventide purity. Flanes stabbed

into view beneath. They tinged the gloomw th restless red.

; She renenbered dimy how the Lord went before the Is-
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raelites as a pillar of snoke by day and a pillar of fire by night. Did H s voice roar |ike the
pyre that had been Per-eyasl avl ?

Here and there across the rolling farm ands, villages burned too, smaller darknesses taking
flight. The Tatars seened to be assenbling near the town. Squads gal |l oped through grainfields
toward the main body of horsemen. Warriors afoot herded captives al ong, not many—but then, Varvara
saw, the invaders were no huge army, not the |ocust swarm of runor, several hundred perhaps. They
weren't steel-clad either, it was nostly leather and fur on those stocky forms, now and then a
blink but that was likelier off a weapon than a helnet. One at their van bore the standard, a pole
from whose cross-arm hung—tails of oxen? The nounts were just ponies, dun-colored, shaggy,

| ongheaded.

Yet these nen had cone as a runaway bl aze over the land, driving all before themor tranpling it
down. Even cloister dwellers had heard, years ago, how the Pechenegs thenselves fled to the Rusi
beggi ng for succor. Riders who attacked like a single dragon with a thousand thunderous | egs,
arrows that flew like a sleetstorm—

O herwi se the countryside reached green, outrageously peaceful, eastward fromthe sun. Light
streamed into the Trubezh, so that the river becanme a flow of gold. Flocks of waterfow w nged
toward the marshes along its shores.

Yonder is ny refuge, Varvara knew, ny one tiny hope.

How to reach it? Her flesh was a |unp of pain, splintered in places with anguish, and her bones
were wei ghts. Nevertheless, with the fire at her back, go she must. Know edge nade up for

awkwar dness. She coul d advance a bit, freeze, wait till it appeared safe to gain a few nore feet.
That nmeant a long tine till she reached her goal, but tine remained to her, oh, yes. She choked
off a crazy | augh.

At first a cloister orchard gave conceal ment. How often had these trees bl ossoned anmazi ng pi nk and
white in spring, rustled green in sumrer, offered crisp sweetness in autumm, stood skeletally
beautiful against winter's gray, for her sisters and her? The nunber of years was | ost somewhere
in Varvara's head. Certain of their people flitted through, El-ena, shrew sh Marina, plunp and

pl acid Yuliana, Bishop Simeon grave behind his huge bush of beard-dead, today
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or years since, ghosts, she herself perhaps dead too but denied qui etness, a rusal ka creepi ng back
toits river.

Beyond the orchard was pasture. Varvara thought for a while she would do best to wait anong the
trees for nightfall. Terror whi pped her onward. She found herself slipping al ong nore and nore
snaki shly. Skill returned, indeed it did, when you had gained it in your girlhood. Before Chri st
came to the Rusi, and for generations afterward, wonen often ranged the forest as freely as nen.
Not the deep forest, no, it was dark, trackless, a place where beasts and denons prow ed: but the
verge, where sunlight reached and you coul d gather nuts and berries.

That | ost greenwood felt closer than the cloister. She had no recollection of what happened after
the enemy drew near the sanctuary.

At a sudden thuddi ng, she went flat in the grass. Despite utter weariness, her heart banged and a
thin singing lifted between her tenples. It was well she had not stayed in the orchard. Severa
Tatar horses trotted anong the trees and out onto the slope. She glinpsed one rider clearly, his
broad brown face, slant slit eyes, w spy whiskers. Did she know hin? Had he known her, back in the
chapel ? They passed cl ose by but onward, they had not noticed her.

Thanks welled in her breast. Only later did she recall that they had not been to God or any saint
but to Dazhbog of the Sun, the Protector. Another ancient menory, another strong ghost.

Dusk softened horizons by the tinme she reached the nmarsh for which she ained. Fitful reddenings

still touched the snoke of Pereyasiavl; the outlying villages nust be entirely ash and char coal
Tatar canmpfires began to twinkle in ordered clusters. They were small, like their masters, and
bl oody.

Mud oozed cool over Varvara's sandals, between her toes, up her ankles. She found a hummock where
the grass was nerely danp and sank down, curled onto its springiness. Her fingers dug into the
turf and the sod beneath. Earth, Mther of Al, hold ne close, never |let nme go, confort your
chi I d!

The first stars glimered forth. She grew able to weep.
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Thereafter she pulled off her clothes, |layer by layer. A breeze nuzzled her nakedness. Having |eft
the garments

168

Poul Anderson

bundl ed, she pushed through reeds till she waded in the stream Here she could wash out her nouth
and gullet, drink and drink. The water was slow to reach every parched finger-end. Meanwhile she
crouched and scrubbed herself, over and over. The river laved, |icked, caressed. She squatted and

opened her loins to it. "Make me cl ean," she begged.

Li ght of stars and the Heaven Path gl eanmed off its current, enough for her to find her way back
She stood on the hummock so the breeze could dry her. That made her shiver but didn't take |ong.
Her |ips quirked for a nonent—cropped hair was a | egacy of the cloister, useful tonight.
Afterward she took up her clothes, and nearly retched. Now she caught their stench of sweat,

bl ood, Tatar. It took alnobst the | ast of her strength to put them back on. Maybe she coul dn't
have, were it not for the overlay of snoke-snell. Another |egacy, another renenbrance. She nust
keep covered agai nst the night chill. Though she had never been sick in her life, she m ght well
be too weakened to stave off a fever

Sl unpi ng back onto the hummock, she dropped into a half-sleep wherein ghosts gi bbered.

Dawn roused her. She sneezed, groaned, shuddered. However, as brightness | engthened across the

I and, the same cold clarity waxed within. Cautiously noving about her hiding place, she felt the
stiffness work out of her joints, toe aches dwi ndle. Wunds still hurt, but |esseningly as day
wanned them she knew they woul d heal

She kept well down am dst the reeds, but fromtime to time ventured a | ook outward. She saw t he
Tatars water their horses, but the river blotted up any filth before it reached her. She saw t hem
ride fromhorizon to horizon. Oten they returned with burdens, |oot. Wen the shifting nasses at
canmp chanced to part before her eyes, she spied the captives, huddl ed together under nounted
guard. Boys and young wonen, she supposed, those worth taking for slaves. The rest lay dead in the
ashes.

She still lacked nenory of her last hours in the cloister. A blowto the head could do that. She
had no wish for the know edge. |nmagination served. Wien the raiders broke in, the religious mnust
have scattered. Quite likely Varvara seized Elena's hand and | ed her, a dash into the chapel of
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St. Eudoxia. It was small and offside, without treasures, the devils mght overlook it. O course
they hadn't.

But what then? How had El ena di ed? Varvara—wel |, she dared hope she had fought, forced three or
four to hold her down by turns. She was big, strong, a survivor of nuch, used to | ooking after
herself. At last, she guessed, a Tatar, maybe when she bit him snmashed her head agai nst the
floor. Elena, though, Elena was slight and frail, gentle, dreany. She could only have |ain where
she was while the thing went on and on and on. Maybe the [ ast nman, seeing what his fellowdid to
puni sh Varvara, had grinned and done the sane to Elena. It killed her. Did they take her conpanion
for dead also, belt up their breeches, and go? O did they sinply not care?

At | east they hadn't used knives. Varvara would not have outlived that. |Indeed, while her skul
seermed anply hard, she m ght not have roused in tinme to escape, save for the vitality that kept
her agel ess. She should thank God for it.

"No," she breathed, "first | thank You for letting Elena die. She would have been broken, haunted
all her days, hounded all her nights." o

Furt her gratitude slipped her m nd

The river and the hours nuttered past. Birds clanored. Flies buzzed thick as snoke, drawn by her
stinking garb. Hunger began to gnaw. She recollected another old skill, lay belly down in the nud
by a backwater that some drifted brushwood had formed, waited.

She was no | onger al one. Ghosts crowded close. They touched and tugged at her, whispered,
beckoned. At first they were horrible. They took her against her will, drunken husbands and two
different ruffians who had caught her during the years when she wandered. Wth a third she had
been lucky and gotten a knife into himfirst. "Burn in hell with those Tatars," she snarled. "I
outlived you. | shall outlive them"

Yes, and the nmenories of them If nothing else, she would hunmbl e the new ghosts as she had
overcome the old ones. It mght take years—she had years—but at |last the strength that had kept
her alive this |long woul d again make her able to live gladly.

"Good men, cone back to nme. | miss you. W were happy together, were we not?"
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Fat her. Wi te-bearded G andfather, fromwhom she coul d wheedl e anyt hi ng. El der brother Bogdan, how
they used to fight but how splendid he |ater grew, before a sickness ravaged his guts and tore him
down. Younger brother, yes, and sisters, who teased her and becanme dear to her. Neighbors. Dr,
who ki ssed her so shyly in a clover neadow where bees buzzed; she was twelve years old, and the
worl d wobbled. Vliadimr, first of her husbands, a strong nman until age gnawed hi m hol | ow but

al ways gentle with her. Husbands |later, those she had |iked. Friends who stood by her, priests who
consol ed her, when sorrow returned to her house. How well she recalled ugly little Geb Ilyev, but
then, he was the first of those who hel ped her escape when a hone turned into a trap. Ch, and her
sons, her sons, grandsons, daughters and granddaughters too, great-grandchildren, but tinme took
them away. Every ghost had a face that changed, grew old, finally was the mask that the dead wear.
No, not quite every one. Sone she had known too fleetingly. Strange, how vivid remained that
trader from abroad—€adoc, his name? Yes, Cadoc. She was gl ad she had not watched hi m crunbl e-when?
Two hundred years, nore or less, since their night in Kiyiv. O course, he mght have perished
early, in the beauty of his youth.

O hers were msty. Certain anmong them she was unsure of, whether they had been real or were
fragments of dreans that had clung to menory.

Wth a splash and splatter, a frog junped from anong the rushes, onto the brushwood. He settled
hinsel f, fat, green-white, to lurk for flies. Varvara stayed movel ess. She saw his attention turn
fromwhere she lay. Her hand pounced.

He struggl ed, cool and slippery, till she knocked himon the head. Then she plucked himapart,
gnawed and sucked his neat off the bones, cast theminto the river with nuttered thanks. Ducks
bobbed in nidstream She could have shed her clothes, slid into tfie water, swumcarefully
underneath to seize one by the legs. But no, the Tatars might glinpse it. Instead, she grubbed
sedges of a kind with edible roots. Yes, the forest skills lived on in her, had never really

f aded.

O herwi se—She supposed it was a growi ng despair, a sense of her soul slipping fromher, that
brought her to the

sanctuary. No, that wasn't the whol e reason. She had said too nany farewells. In the house of God
was refuge that woul d endure.

Surely there was peace, around her if not always within. The lusts of the flesh refused to die,
anong themthe wish to feel again a snmalt warnth in her arnms, a small nouth nilking her. She
reined themin, but then sonetines they kicked up nockeries of the Faith, nmenories of old earthy
gods, longings to see beyond walls and fare beyond horizons. And petty sins too, anger at her
sisters, inpatience with the priests and the endl essly sane tasks. Nonethel ess, on the whole,
peace. Between the chores, the chafings, and the puzzled search for sanctity were hours in which
she could bit by bit, year by year, rebuild herself. She discovered how to order nenories, have
them at her beck rather than let themfade to nothing or el se overwhel mher with their many ness.
She tamed her ghosts.

f A wind nade the sedges rustle. She shivered likewise. «V_ \Wat if she had failed? If
she was not alone in the world, ! was the conmon fate of her kind to go mindless and perish
hel pl ess?

O was she in truth al one, whether blessed or damed? Certainly the cloister had no record of such

fol k, ever, since the Methusel an nmorning of the world. Not that she had told anybody beforehand.

The caution of centuries forbade. She cane as a wi dow, taking the veil because the Church

encour aged wi dows to do so.

To be sure, when the decades slipped by and her flesh continued young—

Noi se thrust into the marsh, shouts, whinnies, drunbeats. She scuttered to | ook. The Tatars had

trussed up their loot and nmarshalled their ranks. They were departing. She saw no captives, but

guessed they were bound astride pack horses with the rest of the baggage. Smoke still blew thinly
out of the blackened, broken walls of Pereyaslavl.

The Tatars were headed northeasterly, away fromthe Trubezh, toward the Dniepr and Kiyiv. The

great city was a day's nmarch in that direction, |ess on horseback

O Christ, have nercy, were they off to take Kiyiv?

No, they were too few

But others nust be raging el sewhere across the Russian | and. Their denon king must have a pl an

They could join
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toget her, resharpen swords blunted by butchery, and go on as a conquering horde.

In the house of God | sought eternity, passed through Varvara. Here | have seen that it al so has
an end.

| too?
Yes, | can die, if only by steel or fire or fam ne or flood; therefore soneday | shall die.
Al ready, to those anmong whom | was agel ess, those that live, | ama ghost, or less than a ghost.

First the nuns, later the nonks and secular priests, finally the layfolk began to marvel at Sister
Varvara. After sone fifty years, peasants were appealing to her for help in their wies and
pilgrinms arriving fromplaces quite far. As she had feared fromthe outset, there was no choice
but to tell her confessor the truth about her past. Wth her reluctant |eave, he infornmed Bi shop
Sineon. The latter planned to informthe Metropolitan. If they did not have an actual saint in the
cloister of the Virgin, and Sister Varvara said she could not possibly be one, they had a niracle.
How was she to live with that?

She woul d never have to. The bishop, the priests, the believers were dead or fled. TTie annals of
the cloister were burned. Anything el sewhere was |ikew se destroyed, or soon would be, or was
dooned to nol der away forgotten now when people had so nmuch death to think about. A nenory of her
mght linger in a few mnds, but seldomfind utterance, and it would die with them

Had the Tatars cone as God's denial, H's decision that she was unworthy—er as His rel ease froma
burden no child of Adam shoul d bear—er was she, defiled and torn, nonetheless so full of worldly
pride that she dared i magi ne she mattered?

She clung to the humock. Earth and sun, noon and stars, wi nd and rain and hunan | ove, she could
understand the old gods better than she understood Christ. But they were forsaken by nan,
renenbered only in dances and feasts, fireside tales and fireside spirits; they were ghosts.

Yet lightning, thunder, and vengeance forever wal ked the skies above Russia, be they of Perun or
of St. Yuri the drag-onslayer. Varvara drank strength fromthe soil as a babe drinks milk. When
the Tatars were out of sight, she sprang to her feet, shook her fist after them and shouted, "W
will

abi de! W will outlast you, and in the end we will crush you and take back what is ours!”

Cal ner, then, she renoved her clothes, washed themin the river, spread themon a slope to dry.
Meanwhi | e she cl eansed herself again and gathered nore wild food. Next norning she sought the
ruins.

Ash, charred tinber, snags of brick and stone lay silent under heaven. A pair of churches were
left, foul with soot. Inside themspraw ed corpses. The slain outside were nany nore, and in worse
condition. Carrion birds quarreled over them flying off with a blast of w ngbeats and shri eks
whenever she approached. There was not hing she could do but offer a prayer

Sear chi ng about, she found cl ot hes, shoes, an undanmaged knife, and such-1ike needs. Taki ng each
she sniled and whi spered, "Thank you" to its owner's ghost. Her journey would be hard and
dangerous at best. She did not nean it to end until she had reached the kind of new home she

want ed—what ever that was.

In the dawn that foll owed, before setting forth, she told the sky: "Renenber ny nane. | am Varvara
no nore. | am again Svoboda." Freedom

X

In the Hlls

1

WHERE MOUNTAI NS began their long clinb toward Tibet, a village nestled. On three sides its del
lifted steeply, naking horizons high and close. A streamfromthe west rushed through upper woods
of cypress and dwarf oak, gleaned as a waterfall, passed anong the buildings, and lost itself in
banboo and ruggedness eastward. The people cultivated wheat, soybeans, vegetables, nelons, sone
fruit trees on the floor of the vale and on snmall terraces above. They kept pigs, chickens, and a
fishpond. This, their score or so of turf-roofed earthen houses, and they thensel ves had been
there so long that sun, rain, snow, wind, and tine had made them as nmuch a part of the land as the
pheasant, the panda, or the w ldflowers in spring.

On the east the view opened,-a winklescape manifoldly green and tawny with forest, to right and
left a sight of snowpeaks afloat in heaven. Through it wound a road, scarcely nore than a track
the village its terminus. Traffic was sparse. Several tines a year, men undertook a journey of
days, to market in a little town and home again. There they also paid taxes in kind. Thus the
governor very seldomthought to send a nman to them When he did, the inspector only stayed

overni ght, inquired of the elders how things were going, received ritual answers, and departed
eagerly. The place had a somewhat uncanny reputation

That was in the eyes of orthodox outsiders. To others it was holy. Because of this awe, whether
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vague or devout, as well as its loneliness, war and banditry had passed the village by. It
followed its own ways, enduring no nore than
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die ordinary sorrows and calanities of life. Once in a while a pilgrimovercane the

obst acl es—di st ance, hardship, danger—to visit it. In the course of generations, a few anong those
had remai ned. The village took, theminto its peace. Thus things were. Thus had they always been
Thei r begi nni ngs were unknown save to nyth and the Master

Great, therefore, was the excitement when a herdboy came running and shrilled that a travel er was
on the way, "Shane, bad, that you |eft your ox unattended,'* chided his grandfather, but gently.
The boy explained that he had first tethered the beast; and, after all, no tiger arrived. He was
forgiven. Meanwhile fol k bustled and shouted about. Presently a disciple struck the gong in the
shrine. A nmetal voice toned forth, rang off the hillsides, mngled with shush of waterfall and

mur mur  of wi nd.

Autumm comes early in the high hills. Wodl ands were dappl ed brown and yell ow, grass was turning
sere, fallen | eaves crunched underfoot near puddles left by last night's rain. Overhead the sky
arched unutterably blue, enpty of all but wings. Bird cries drifted faint through air flow ng down
t he nmount ai nsi de. Snoke from hearthfires sharpened its chill

As the stranger trudged up the last stretch of road, the gathered villagers saw with astoni shrent
that this was a woman. Threadbare and oft nended, her gown of coarse cotton had faded to gray. Her
boots were equally near the end of their service, and use had worn snooth the staff that swiung in
her right hand. From her |eft shoul der hung a rolled-up bl anket, just as wayworn, which held a
wooden bowl and perhaps one or two ot her things.

Yet she was no beggar granny. Her body was straight and slim her stride firmand |inber. Were a
scarf fluttered | oose, one could see hair like a crow s wi ng, hacked off just bel ow the earl obes;
and her face, though weathered, drawn cl ose over the bones, was unlined. Never had such a face
appeared in these parts. She did not even seemof quite the sane breed as the | ow anders from
whose country she fared.

El der Tsong trod forward. For |ack of a better thought, he greeted her according to the ancient
rite, despite every newconmer hitherto having been male. "In the nane of the Master and the people,
| bid you wel conme to our Morning Dew Village. May you walk in the Tao, in peace, and the
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gods and spirits walk with you. May the hour of your advent prove lucky. Enter as a guest, depart
as a friend."

"Thi s hunmbl e person thanks you, honorable sir," she replied. Her accent was |ike none that anybody
had heard before, but that was no surprise. "I cone in search of ... enlightenment." The word
shook. Fervent nust her hope be.

Tsong turned and bowed toward the shrine and the Master's house behind it. "Here is the hone of
the Way," he said. Sonme persons smled snugly. Their hone.

"May we know your nane, that it be borne to the Master?" Tsong asked.

She hesitated, then: "I call nyself Li, honorable sir."

He nodded. The wind ruffled his thin white beard. "If you have chosen that, you have likely chosen
well."™ In her pronunciation, it could nean the measure of distance. Ignoring whispers, mutters,
and stirrings anong the folk, he forbore to inquire further. "Conme. You shall take refreshnent and
stay with me."

"Your . . . |eader—

"I'n due course, young miss, in due course. Pray cone."

Her features settled into an aspect no one could fathom sonething between resignation and an

agel ess deternination. "Again, ny hunble thanks," she said, and acconpani ed him

The villagers noved aside. Several uttered words of goodwill. Beneath a natural curiosity, they
were as alike in their mldness—the very children were—as in their padded garnents and wor k-
hardened hands. Alike, too, were many faces, broad and rather fiat-nosed above sturdy franes.
After Tsong, his famly, and Li di sappeared, they chatted for a while, then piecenmeal went back to
their cookfires, handmlls, loons, tools, animals, all that kept themalive as it had kept their
ancestors alive fromtine out of mnd.

Tseng's ol dest son, with wife and offspring, lived with him They stayed in the background, except
for serving tea and food. The house was | arger, than nost, four roons inside ranmed-earth walls,
dar ksonme but confortably warm While honmes were poorly and rudely furnished, there was no rea
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want; rather, contentnment and cheerful ness prevailed. Tsong and Li sat on mats at a |ow table and
enj oyed

broth flavored with ruddy peppercorns, fragrant am dst the savors of other foodstuffs hung under
t he roof.

"You shall wash and rest before we neet with ny fellow elders," he prom sed.

Her spoon trenbled. "Please," she blurted, "when may | see the teacher? | have conme, oh, a long
and weary way."

Tsong frowned. "I understand your desire. But we really know nothi ng about you, ah, Mss Li."

Her | ashes lowered. "Forgive me. | think what | have to tell is for his ears alone. And | think—,
| pray he will want to hear ne soon. Soon!"

"W nust not be overhasty. That would be irreverent, and maybe unlucky. What do you know about

hi nP"

"Hardly nore than runors, | confess. The story—no, different stories in different places as |
wandered. At first they sounded like folk tales. A holy nan afar in the west, so holy that death
dares not touch him—Only as | cane nearer did anyone tell nme that this is his dwelling ground.
Few woul d say that nuch. They seened afraid to speak, although ... | never heard ill of him"

"No ill is there to hear," said Tsong, softened by her earnestness. "You nust have a great soul
that you ventured the pilgrinmge. Qite alone, too, a youthful woman. Surely your stars are
strong, that you took no harm That bodes well."

Dim of eye and in snoky dusk, he failed to see how she wi nced. "Neverthel ess our w zard nust read
the bones,"” he continued thoughtfully, "and we nust offer to the ancestors and spirits, yes, hold
a purification; for you are a woman."

"What has the holy man to fear, if tine itself obeys hinP" she cried.

Hi s tone cal med her sonewhat: "Nothing, | daresay. And certainly he will protect us, his bel oved
peopl e, as he always has. \What do you wi sh to hear about hinP"

"Everyt hing, everything," she whispered.

Tsong smiled. Hs few stunps of teeth glistened in what |ight passed through a tiny w ndow. "That
woul d take years,"” he said. "He has been with us for centuries, if not |onger."

Agai n she tautened. "Wen did he cone?"

Tsong si pped bis tea. "Who knows? He has books, he can
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read and wite, but the rest of us cannot. W tally the nmonths, but not the years. Wiy shoul d we?
Under his good sway, lifespans are alike, as happy as the stars and the spirits nay grant. The
outside world troubles us never. Wars, fanines, pestilences, those are gnat-buzz borne in fromthe
mar ket town, which itself hears little. |I could not tell'you who reigns in Nanking these days, nor
do | care."

"The M ng drove out the foreign Yuan sone two hundred years ago, and the Inperial seat is Peking."
"Ah, |learned, are you?" the old man chuckled. "Yes, our forebears did hear about invaders fromthe
north, and we know they are now gone. However, the Ti betans are nuch cl oser, and they have not
attacked these parts for generations, nor ever our village. Thanks be to the Master."

"He is your true king, then?"

"No, no." The bald head shook. "To rule over us would be beneath his dignity. He counsels the

el ders when we ask, and of course we heed. He instructs us, during our childhoods and throughout
our lives, in the Way; and of course we gladly followit as well as we are able. \Wen soneone
falls fromit, the chastisenent he orders is gentle—though quite enough, since real evildoing
means expul sion, exile, honelessness for life and ever afterward."

Tsong shuddered slightly before going on: "He receives pilgrins. From anong them and from anong
our own youths who wish it, he accepts a few disciples at a tine. They serve his worldly needs,
listen to his wisdom strive to attain a small part of his holiness. Not that this keeps them from
eventual Iy having households of their own; and often the Master honors a famly, any fanmly in the
village, with his presence or his blood."

"Hi s bl ood?"
Li flushed when Tsong answered, "You have much to learn, young m ss. Male Yang and fenal e Yin nust
join for the health of the body, the soul, and the world. | amnyself a grandson of the Master

Two daughters of mine have borne himchildren. One was al ready married, but her husband kept from
her until they were sure it would indeed be a child of Tu Shan that bl essed their honme. The
second, who is lame in one |l eg, suddenly needed only a bedspread for her dowy. Thus is the Way,"
"I see." He could barely hear her. She had gone pale.
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"I'f you cannot accept this," he said kindly, "you may still nmeet himand receive his blessing
before you | eave. He forces no one.”

She gripped the spoon in her fist as if its handle were a post to which she clung | est she be
whirled off the earth. "No, I will surely do his will," stunbled fromher throat, "I who have been
seeking over all these |li, all these years."

HE COULD have been a peasant man of the village—but then, every one of themwas closely or

di stantly descended fromhimwi th the same strong franme clad in the same thick coat and trousers,
the sane grinme and calluses on feet that indoors were bare. Hi s beard hung thin, youthfully black
his hair was drawn into a topknot. The house he inhabited with his disciples was as big as any,
but no bigger, also of plain earth above a clay floor. The roomto which one of the young nen

adm tted her before bowi ng and | eaving was scarcely better furnished. There was a bedstead, wide
enough for himand whatever woman mght attend him straw nmats, stools, table® a calligraphic
scroll, gone brown-spotted and flyspecked, on the wall above a stone altar; a wooden chest for
clothing, a smaller brass one that doubtless held books; a few bow s, cups, cloths, and other
everyday things. The wi ndow was shuttered against a blustery wind. A single lanpflane did little
to relieve nurkiness. Conming in fromoutdoors, Li was first aware of the snell. It was not

unpl easant, but it was heavy, blent of old snoke and grease, manure tracked in on shoes, hunanity,
centuries.

Seated, he lifted a hand in benison. "Wl cone," he said in die hill dialect. "May the spirits
gui de you along the Way." H s gaze was shrewd. "Do you wi sh to make offering?"

She bowed low. "I am a poor wanderer, Master."
He snmled. "So they have told ne. Fear not. Myst who conme here believe gifts will win themthe
favor of the gods. Well, if it helps uplift their souls, they are right. But the seeking sou

itself is the only real sacrifice. Be seated, Lady JLi, and let us conme to know each other."

As the elders had instructed her, she knelt on the mat

180

Poul Anderson

THE BOAT OF A M LLI ON YEARS

181

near his feet. His | ook searched her. "You do that otherw se than any wonan | have seen before,"
he murmured, "and you talk differently, too."

"I ambut newy in these parts, Master."

"I mean that you do not talk Iike a | ow ander who has picked up some of the highland form of
speech. ™

"I thought | had |l earned nore than one Chinese tongue well, as long as | have been in the Mddle
Ki ngdom " broke from her.

"I've been widely about, nyself." He shifted to the idiom of Shansi or Honan, though it was not
qui te what she remenbered fromthe weal thy, popul ous northeastern provinces and he used it
rustily. "WIIl you be nore at ease tal king this?"

"I learned it first, Master."

"I't's been long since | —But where are you from then?"

She rai sed her face toward his. Her heart thuttered. Wth an effort like reining in a wild horse,
she kept her voice level. "Master, | was born across the sea, in the country of Nippon."

H s eyes wi dened. "You have cone far in your search for salvation."

"Far and |long, Master." She drew breath. Her nouth had gone dry. "I was born four hundred years
ago. "

"What ?" He | eaped to his feet.

She rose too. "It is true, it is true," she said desperately. "How could | dare lie to you? The

enlightenment | seek, have sought, oh, that was to find sonmeone |ike nyself, who never grows ol d—=
She coul d hold back the tears no nore. He laid his arnms around her. She clung close and felt how
he al so trenbl ed.

After a tine they drew apart and, for another while, stared at one another. The wi nd booned
out si de.

A strange cal mhad fallen on her. She blinked her |ashes clear and told him "You have only ny
word for this, of course. | learned quite early to be nobody that anybody was . . . much concerned
about or would . . . especially remenber."

"I believe you," he answered hoarsely. "Your presence, you, a foreigner and a worman, that speaks
for you. And I think I amafraid to disbelieve you."

A laugh sobbed. "You will have tinme aplenty to nmake certain."

"Time," he nmunbl ed. "Hundreds, thousands of years. And you a wonan."

ad fears awoke. Her hands fluttered before her. She forced herself to stand where she was. "I am
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a nun. | took vows to Ami da Butsu—the Buddha."
He nodded, against straining nuscles. "How el se could you travel freely?"

"l was not always safe,” she wwung out of her lips. "I have been violated in wild lands of this
realm Nor have | always been true. | have sonetines taken shelter with a nan who offered it, and
stayed with himtill he died."

"Il be kind," he pronised.

"I know. | asked ... of certain wonen here . . . But what of those vows? | thought | had no choice
before, but > now—=

; H s | aughter gusted | ouder than needful. "Ho! | release you fromthem™

"Can you?"

i "I amthe Master, am| not? The people aren't supposed to pray to me but | know they do,
nmore than to their gods. i Nothing bad has cone of it. Instead, we've had peace, lifetinme after
lifetime."

"Did you ... foresee that?"

He shrugged. "No. Myself, | am-aybe a thousand and a half years old. | don't renenber just when |
cane here."

The past took possession of him He | ooked beyond her and the wall, he spoke | ow and rapidly:

"The years blur together, they become one, the dead are as real as the living and the living as
unreal as the dead. For a while, long ago, | was nad, in a waking dream Sonme nonks took me in,
and slowly, I'"'mnot sure how, slowy | grew able to think again. Ah, | see that sonething Iike
that .t happened to you too. Well, for ne it still is often hard to be sure what | truly renenber,
and | forget nuch.

"I had found, like you, the safest thing was to be a

footl oose religious person. | only neant to stay here a few

years, after they'd nade ne wel come. But tune went on and

on, this was a snug den and foes feared to conme, once word

of me had drifted about, and what el se, what better, was
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there? 1've tried to do ny people no harm | think, they think | do them good."

He shook hinself, trod forward, caught both her hands. H's were big, strong, but |ess hard than

other men's. She had heard that he lived off their |abor, at nost diverting hinself with his

ancient trade of blacksmth. "But who are you, Li? Wat are you?"

I n sudden weariness, she sighed. "I have borne nany names, kura, Asagao, Yuki ko—anes did not

matter anong us, they changed as our positions changed, and we night use a different nickname for

every friend. | was an attendant at a court that became a shadow. \When no nore pretense of being

nmortal was possible, and | feared to proclaimwhat | was, | turned nun and begged ny way from

shrine to shrine, place to place."

"It was easier for ne," he admtted, "but | too found I'd better keep noving, and stay cl ear of

anybody powerful who might want me to linger. Until | found this haven. How did you cone to | eave
Ni ppon, you call that [and?"

"I was forever hoping to find soneone Iike me, an end to the |oneliness, the—neaningl essness; for

| had tried to find nmeaning in the Buddha, and no enlightenment ever came. Well, the news reached

us that the Mongol s—+hey who had conquered China and tried to i nvade us, but the Divine Wnd

wr ecked their shi ps—they had been driven out. The Chinese were sailing far and wi de, also to us.

This land is ... our notherland in spirit, the nother of civilization." She saw puzzl enent, and

recalled that he was of lowy birth and had Iived w thdrawn since before she cane into the world.

"We knew of many holy sites in China. | thought, as well, there if anywhere would be other

imortals. So | took passage as a pilgrim the captain gained nerit by carrying me, and on these

shores | set off afoot... | did not then know how vast the country is."

"Have you never w shed to go honme?"

"What is hone? Besides, the Chinese have stopped sailing. They have destroyed all their great

ships. It is forbidden on pain of death to | eave the Enpire. You had not heard?"

"We're free of overlords here. Welcome, welcome." Hi s tone deepened, strengthened. He | et go her

hands and once nore laid arns about her waist, but now the clasp was strong and his breath turned

musky. "You've found ne,

we're together, you, nmy wifel | waited and waited, prayed, offered, cast spells, till at last |

gave up hope. Then you cane. Li!" H's nouth sought hers.

She turned her cheek, protested faintly, no, this was too fast, unseenmy. He paid no heed. It was

file:/lIF|/rah/Poul%20Anderson/Anderson,%20Pou...0-%20The%20Boat%200f%20a%20Million%20Years.txt (83 of 245) [7/2/03 2:18:08 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Poul %620A nderson/Anderson,%20Poul %20-%20T he%620B 0at%200f %620a%620Million%20Y ears.txt

not an assault, but it was an overwhel ni ng. She surrendered as she mi ght have surrendered to a
stormor a dream Wile he had her, she tried to bring her thoughts under control. Afterward he
was drowsy and gentle for a while, then wildly merry.

W NTER STRUCK wi th blinding snow on wi nd that ranpaged anbng the houses and stretched fingers

t hrough every crack around door or shutter. The calmthat foll owed was so cold that silence seened
to ring, with stars uncountabl e above a white hardness that gave back their glitter. Folk went
into the weather no nore than they needed, to tend their livestock and get fuel. At home they
crouched over tiny hearth-fires or slept the hours away within heaped sheepskins.

Li felt sick. She always did in the nornings during the first part of a pregnancy. That she had
beconme fruitful was no surprise, as often as Tu Shan lay with her. Nor did she regret it. He neant
well, and bit by bit, without letting himknow what happened, she schooled himin what pleased
her, until sonetinmes she too flew off into joy and cane back down to lie happily wearied in the
warnt h and odor of him And this child they had gotten together night al so be agel ess.

Still, she wished she could exult over it as he did. On her best days she was free of forebodings,
no nore. If only she had sonething to do. At |east in Heian-kyo there had been color, nusic, the
round of cerenonies, the often vicious but oftener titillating intrigues. At |east on the road
there had been changi ng | andscape, changi ng peopl e, unsureness, small victories over trouble or
danger or despair. Here she could, if she |iked, weave the sanme cloths, cook the same meals, sweep
the sane floors, enpty the same muck bucket s—+though the disciples expected to do the nenial tasks—
and swap the sane and the same words with wonmen whose ninds ranged as far as next year's Kkitchen

gar deni ng.

Their nmen took interest in alittle nore than that, sone of
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them though not nuch nore. However, they felt ill at ease with her. They knew her for the chosen
of the Master and accorded her respect, in a clunsy fashion. Yet they al so knew her for a wonan;
and she was soon taken for granted, sacred but a part of everyday life, like Tu Shan; and wonen

did not sit in the councils of nen. Li gathered that this was no great |oss to her

One day of that winter stood forth in nmenory, an island at the niddle of an abyss that swal |l owed
all the rest. The door swung open on dazzlingly sunlit, blue-shadowed drifts. A wave of chil
poured through. Tu Shan's bulk blotted the light. He entered and cl osed the door. d oom cl apped
down again. "Hoo!" he whinnied, stanping the snow off his boots. "Cold enough to freeze a fire
solid and the anvil with it." She nust have heard himsay that a hundred tinmes, and a few other
favorite expressions.

Li | ooked up fromthe nat on which she knelt. Bright spots danced before her. They were due to
reflection off the brass chest, which the disciples worshipfully kept polished. She had been
staring at it for—an hour? two hours?-whil e sunken in the half-doze that was her retreat from

t hese enpty nont hs.

A thought snote. The suddenness of it nmade her catch her breath. Next she wondered why it had not
occurred to her before, then supposed that was because the newness of this Iife had driven
everything else out of her mnd until the life went stale, and she was saying: "Horseshoe," the
pet nane she had given him "I have never | ooked in yonder box."

H s nmouth was open, he had been about to speak. He left it hanging thus for a nonent before he
replied slowy, "Wy, uh, those are the books. And, uh, scrolls, yes, scrolls. The holy witings."
Eagerness thrilled through her. "May | see thenP"

"They're not for, uh, ordinary eyes."

She rose and told himfiercely, "I too amimmortal. Have you forgotten?"

"Ch, no, no." He waved his hands, a vague gesture. "But you're a wonan. You can't read them"
Li's mnd | eaped back across centuries. Ladies of the court in Heian-kyo were literate in the
vernacul ar but seldomin Chinese.' That was the classical |anguage, which only
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men coul d properly conprehend. Neverthel ess she had contrived to study the witing, and sonetinmes
in China had found a chance, a span of rest in a tranquil place, to refresh that know edge.
Moreover, these texts were nost |ikely Buddhist; that faith had intermingled here with Taoi sm and
primtive anim sm She woul d recogni ze passages.

"I can," she said.

He gaped. "You can?" He shook his head. "Well, the gods have singled you out. . . . Yes, |ook at
themif you want. But handle themcarefully. They're quite old."

Joyful, she went to the chest and opened it. At first she saw it only full of shadow She fetched
the lanp and held it above. Wan |ight nickered and fell.
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The chest gaped across rot, nildew, and fungus.

She mpaned. Barely did she keep fromletting hot grease spill onto the corruption. Wth her free
hand she groped, caught hold of something, lifted a gray tatter up to view
Tu Shan bent over. "Well, well," he nuttered. "Water nust have gotten in. How sad."

She dropped the shred, replaced the |anp, rose to confront him "Wen did you last | ook into that
box?" she demanded nost quietly.

Hi s glance shifted el sewhere. "I don't know. No reason to."
"You never read the sacred texts? You have them perfectly by heart?"
"They were gifts frompilgrinms. What are they to nme?" He summoned bluster. "I don't need witings.

| amthe Master. That's enough.”

"You cannot read or wite," she said.

"They, well, they suppose | can, and—What harn? What harm | ask you?" He turned on her. "Stop
naggi ng ne. Go. Go into the other roons. Leave nme be."

Pity overcane her. He was, after all, so vul nerable—a sinple nan, a common nman, whom karma or the
gods or the denons or blind accident had nade agel ess for no know abl e reason. Wth peasant
shrewdness he had survived. He had acquired the sonorous phrases that a saint should utter. And he
had not abused his position here; he was a god-figure that required little and returned nuch,
assurance, protection, oneness. But the unchangi ng cycle of season

186

Poul Anderson

after season after season, world w thout end, had dulled his wits and even, she saw, sapped his
cour age.

"I"'msorry," she said, laying a hand on his. "I neant no reproach. I'Il tell nobody, of course.
I'"l'l clean this out and from now on take care of such things for you—for us."

"Thank you," he replied unconfortably. "Still, well, | neant to tell you you'll have to stay in
the back roons till nightfall."

"A woman is coming to you," she said in a voice as | eaden as the know edge.

"They expect it." His own voice |loudened. "So it's been since—since the beginning. Wat el se was
there for nme? I can't suddenly wi thhold my blessing fromtheir households. Can |?"

"And she's young and pretty."

"Well, when they aren't, |'ve been kind to them anyhow. " He forced indignation. "Who are you to
call me faithless? How many men have you been with in your time, and you a nun?"

"l said nothing against you." She turned around. "Very well, | go." She felt his relief like
radi ance at her back.

The four disciples huddled together in one roomof their quarters, blurs of darkness by |anplight,
and played a gane with slicks tossed on the floor. They sprang to their feet when Li entered,
bowed awkwardly, stood in abashed sil ence. They knew quite well why she was here, but could not
thi nk what to say.

How young they were, she thought. And how handsome Wan, at |east, was. She inmagi ned his body on
hers, lithe, hot, delirious.

Perhaps | ater. There would be boundl ess later. She smled at them "The Master wants ne to
rehearse you in the Dianond Sutra," she told them

I'T WAS rai ning when the village buried the first child of the Master and the Lady, They had hoped
for sunshine but the wizard and the tiny corpse both told themthey could not auspiciously wait

| onger than they had done. Spring that year had cone late. Its bl eakness and danp stretched on
into the
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sumrer. They slipped through to the lungs of the girl-child, who gasped for a few days before she
lay still. Ch, very still, when she cried and sucked and snuggl ed no nore.

Wth Tu Shan, Li watched the wi zard | ower the coffin into a hole where water sloshed. The

di sciples stood close, the rest of the people in a rough ring. Beyond them she saw ni sts, shadowy
hints of hillside, grandeur dissolved in this fornless gray that tapped on her face and dri pped
of f her hat and weighted her hair. Wt wool stank. Her breasts ached with mlKk.

The wi zard rose, took up the rattle tucked under his rope belt, and shook it as he pranced around
the grave screaning. Thus he warded off evil spirits. The disciples and those few others who had
prayer wheels spun them Everybody swayed to and fro. The chant sounded as raw as the air,
"—honored ancestors, great souls, Honored ancestors, great soul s— over and over, rite of a

heat hendom that the Tao and the Buddha had barely touched.

Tu Shan raised his arns and intoned words nore fitting, but blurred and nechanical. He had spoken
themtoo often. Li hardly noticed. She |ikew se had known too nmany deaths. She could not at the
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nmoment count the nunber of infants she had borne and | ost. Seven, eight, a dozen? It hurt nore to
wat ch children grow ol d. But farewell, daughter of nine. May you not be lonely and afraid,

wher ever you have gone.

What Li felt now was the final hard freezing of resolution within herself.

Thi ngs ended. Fol k munbl ed words and went back to their work. The wizard renained. H's task was to
fill the grave. At her back, through his ongoing quavery song, Li heard clods fall on the coffin.
The di sci pl es sought their parents' honmes for the nonce. Li and Tu Shan entered an enpty house. He
left the door ajar for light. Coals aglow on the hearth had sonmewhat wanned the room He shucked
his coat and tossed it on the bed. A sigh gusted fromhim "WlIl," he said. "That's done."

After a span, into her silence: "The poor wee girl. But it happens. Better |uck next tune, eh? And
maybe a son."

She tensed. "There will be no next time, here," she answered.
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"What ?" He | unbered around to stand before her. His arms dangled at his sides.

She met his stare full on. "I will not stay," she told him "You should | eave with nme."

"Are you crazed?" Fear crossed the usually firmcountenance. "Has a denobn gotten into you?"

She shook her head. "Only an understanding, and it has been growing for nmonths. This is sinply no
life for us."

"It's peaceful. It's happy."

"So you see it, because you've lain in it solong. | say it is stagnant and squalid." She spoke
calmy, the least bit sadly. "At first, yes, after nmy wanderings, | believed | had conme to a
sanctuary. Tu Shan,"-she would not give himhis endearnent nanme until he yielded, if ever he

di d—=1 have | earned what you should have seen an age ago. Earth holds no sanctuaries for anyone,
anywhere."

Amazement made his anger faint. "You want back to your pal aces and nonkey courtiers, eh?"

"No. That was another trap. | want . . . freedom... to be, to becone whatever | am able to.

What ever we are able to."
"They need ne here!"

She must first put down scorn. |If she showed hers for these half-aninmals, she could well |ose him
And, true, in his liking for them his concern and conpassion, he was better than she was. Second
she must nuster all the will at her command. |If she surrendered and abi ded, she would |ikew se

slowWy becorme one with the hillfolk. That might aid her toward selflessness, toward ultinmate

rel ease fromthe Weel; but she would give up every inmaginable attainnent that this life held.
What escape, except through random viol ence, did she have fromit?

"They lived nuch the sane before you," she said. "They will do so after you. And with or without

you, it cannot be for always. The Han people press westward. | have seen themclearing forest and
breaki ng earth. Someday they will take these |ands."
x He fell into bew |l dernent. "Where can we go? Wuld you be a beggar again?"

"If need be, but then only for a short while. Tu Shan, a whole world |ies beyond this horizon."
"We kn- know not hi ng about it."
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"1 know sonet hi ng.

Through the ice of her resolve shone a strengthening fire. "Foreign ships

touch the shores of China. Barbarians thrust inward. | have heard about mghty stirrings to the
south, on the far side of the nountains.”
"You told nme ... it's forbidden to | eave the Enpire—

"Ha, what does that nean to us? What watchnen stand on those paths we can find? | tell you, if we
cannot seize the opportunities that beckon everywhere around, we do not deserve our lives."

"I'f we becone fanobus, they . . . would notice we don't grow ol d—=

"W can cope with that. Change rushes through the world unbridled. The Enpire can no nore stay
forever locked into itself than this village can. W'll find advantages to take. Perhaps just
setting noney out at interest for a long tine. W'll see. My years have been harder than yours.
know how full of secret places chaos is. Yes, we nay well go under, we nmay perish, but until then
we will have been wholly alive!"

He stood dazed. She knew she woul d need nonths wherein to prevail, if indeed she could. Well, she
had the patience of centuries to draw upon, when there was something for which to work. *
G ouds thinned, light broke through, the rain in the doorway gl eaned |ike flying arrows.

SPRI NGTI ME CAME back, and that year it was mld, overwhelmngly bright, full of fragrances and the
cries of wildfow returned. Gorged with snow nelt, the stream sprang white anidst hillside |eaves,
brawl ed t hrough the dell, plunged into the banboo forest, bound for the great river and so at | ast
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t he sea.

A man and a wonman followed it on the road. They were clad for travel. Staves swung in their hands.
On his back was a | oad of needful goods, on hers a swaddl ed baby boy who gurgled lustily and
happi |y as he | ooked around hi mat wonders.

The peopl e stood gat hered toget her behind, where their hones came to an end, and wept.
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X

The Kitten and the Cardinal

ARMAND JEAN du Pl essis de Richelieu, cardinal of the Church, first mnister to H's Mdst Christian
Maj esty Louis Xl I, who had created hi mduke, gave his visitor a long regard. The man was

al toget her out of place in this chanber of blue-and-gilt el egance. Though decently clad for a
commoner, he seemed unni stakably the seafarer he proclained hinself. O medium height, he had the
suppl eness of youth, and the dark hawk face was unlined; but something about hi mperhaps the alert
st eadi ness of the | ook he gave back—bespoke a know edge of the world such as it takes many years
in many coners to gain

W ndows stood open to summer fragrances blowing fromthe fields and woodl ands of Poitou. The river
Mabl e cl ucked past an ancestral castle lately rebuilt as a nodern palace. Sunlight, reflected off
the water, danced in shards anong the cherubs and ancient heroes that adorned the ceiling. At a
little distance fromthe cardinal's thronelike chair, a kitten played with its shadow across the
par quetry.

Richelieu' s thin fingers stroked the parchnment on his lap. Its age-spotted dun made his robe
appear bl ood-bright. For this neeting he had put on full canonicals, as though to shield against
denons. But when he spoke, his voice held its wonted wintry cal m

"If this be not falsified, today shall perhaps see the strangest audience | have ever granted."

Jacques Lacy bowed with nore grace than woul d have been awaited. "I thank your em nence for it,
and assure himall is true." H's speech was not quite of the region nor of any in France. Did it
still bear a lilt of Ireland, or of sonme land farther yet? Certainly it showed that, if not
formal |y

educat ed, he had read nmany books. Were did a skipper plying between the A d Wrld and the New
find time?

"You may thank the bi shop who prevailed upon nme," said Richelieu dryly.

"After the priest of St. Felix had prevail ed upon another, Your Em nence."

"You are a bold one indeed, Captain Lacy. Have a care. This matter is dangerous enough already."
"I hunbly beg Your Emi nence's pardon.” The tone was by no neans insolent, but neither was it
contrite

"Well, let us get on with your business." Even away from Paris, hours were precious; and the
future mght not hold a large store of them Nevertheless Richelieu considered for a ninute,
stroking the beard that brought the gauntness of his features to a point, before ordering:
"Descri be exactly what you said to the priest and caused himto do."

Surprise slightly shook Lacy's self-conmmand. "Your Eni nence knows."

"I will conpare the accounts." Richelieu sighed. "And you nmay spare the honorifics hereafter. W
are al one."

"I thank Your—Well." The mariner, drew breath. "I sought himout at his church in St. Nazaire
after | heard that . . . nonsieur would grace these parts, no enornmous distance to travel from
there, with his presence for a while. | told himof the casket. Rather,*! rem nded him for he

knew about it in a half-forgotten way. Naturally, that caught his attention, for nobody else
renenbered. It had sinply gathered dust in the crypt these past four hundred years."

The kitten pounced at Lacy's foot. A snmile inits direction flickered across the cardinal's |ips.
Hi s eyes, huge and feverishly |um nous, turned back to the man. "Did you relate how it canme to be
t here?" he pursued.

"Certainly, nonsieur. That was evidence for nmy good faith, since the story had not becone part of
fol klore. "

"Do so again."

"Ah ... in those days a Breton trader named Pier, of Ploumanac'h, settled in St. Nazaire. It was
hardly nore than a village—not that it's najor these days, as nonsieur doubtless knows—but on that
account a house cost little, and the |ocation was handy for the small coastw se vessel he
acquired. Men could nore easily change their honmes and trades then than now. Pier prospered
nodestly, married,
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raised children. At last, w dowed, he declared he'd enlist in the crusade—the final one, as it
turned out—that King Louis the Saint was |aunching. By that tinme he was old, but remarkably well -
preserved. Many people said he still |ooked downright youthful. He was never seen afterward, and
fol k supposed he had di ed.

"Before he left, he made a substantial donation to the parish church. That was comon when soneone
was about to go on a long journey, let alone off to war. However, to this gift he attached a
condition. The church was to keep a box for him He showed the priest that it contained nothing
nore than a roll ed-up parchnent, a docunent of sone inportance and confidentiality; whereupon he
sealed it. One day he or an heir would return to claimit, and the parchnment itself would validate
that claim Well, a request of this kind was not unheard of, and the priest duly entered it in the
annals. Lifetimes went by. Wien | appeared, | expected |I'd have to find the record for today's
priest; but he's an antiquarian and had browsed through the books."

Richelieu lifted the parchnent and read it for perhaps the seventh tinme, repeatedly glancing at
Lacy. "Yes," he nurnured, "this declares that the rightful heir will look just like Pier de

Pl ounmanac' h, whatever nane he bears, and describes himin full. Excellently crafted, that
description."” The cardinal fancied hinself a man of letters, and had witten and produced several
dramas. "Furthernore, there is this verse in supposed nonsense syllables that the claimant will be
able to recite without |ooking at the text."

"Shall 1 do so for nonsieur?"

"No need—thus far. You did for the priest, and later for his bishop. The proof was sufficient that
he in turn wote to the bishop of this diocese, persuading himto persuade ne to see you. For the
docunent concludes by declaring that the ... heir . . . will carry tidings of the utnost

i mportance. Now why did you refuse any hint of their nature to either prel ate?"

"They are only for the greatest nman hi the land."

"That is H s Majesty."

The visitor shrugged. "Wiat chance would | have of admi ssion to the king? Rather, I'd be arrested
on suspici on of —al nost anything, and ny know edge tortured out of ne. Your eninence is known to be
more, mm flexible. OF an

inquiring mnd. You patronize learned and literary nen, you' ve founded a national acadeny, you've
rebuilt and generously endowed the Sorbonne, and as for political achievenents— His words trailed
of f while he waved his hands. Cearly he thought of the Huguenots curbed, yet kept conciliated; of
the powers of the nobles patiently chipped down, until now their feudal castles were for the nost
part denolished; of the cardinal's rivals at court outwitted, defeated, sone exiled or executed;

of the long war against the Inperialists, in which France—with Protestant Sweden, the ally that

Ri chel i eu obtai ned—was finally getting the upper hand. Wwo really ruled this country?

Ri chelieu raised his brows. "You are very well inforned for a hunble sea captain."

"I have had to be, nonsieur," replied Lacy quietly.

Ri chel i eu nodded. "You may be seated.”

Lacy bowed once nore and fetched a | esser chair, which he placed before the large one at a
respectful distance, and | owered hinself. He sat back, seem ngly at ease, but a discerning eye
recogni zed readi ness to explode into instant action. Not that there was any danger. Guards stood
just outside the door

"What is this news you bear?" Richelieu asked.

Lacy frowned. "I do not expect Your Em nence to believe upon first hearing it. | ganble ny life on
the supposition that you will bear with me, and will dispatch trusty men to bring you the fu