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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.
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PART 1




The year in which Captain Dragonet, a bluff and good-hearted sea-rover with a harmless (one would think) fancy for young ladies with round bosoms, was murdered by a mercenary named George something-or-other, hired by the Municipality of Joppa (a bargain, if that is what it was, which the Municipality would soon regret and rue), was or should have been famous for another event. Peregrine, youngest son of Paladrine—commonly called Palindrome—Sovereign of Sapodilla, known far and wide as “the last pagan king in lower Europe,” said farewell to his father and his father’s land.

“Well, Peregrine,” said the old man, rubbing his nose and eyes.

“Yes, Dadda,” said Peregrine. Not, note, not Prince Peregrine.

The old man delicately took his nose between two fingers and turned his head. And at once turned it back again. “Hey, have you heard this one?” he asked, brightly, though a trifle stuffily: “‘Able was I ere I saw Elba’?”

“Yes, Dadda.”

“Oh,” said his father, a bit flattened. “Well. Here you go. Hey? Always a wrench, you know, sending off me bastard sons like this. But so it must be, the will and counsel of our forefathers, as necessary today as it was the day they was uttered, whenever that was, me legitimate sons eating me out of house and home—”

“That’s all right, Dadda. Comes as no surprise.” A sprightly young man, Peregrine, well-made and on the slender side, with complexion tending toward the dark, and with a high color nonetheless in his cheeks.

“You’ve been issued the full ration, now, haven’t you? Plus,” he glanced aside and for the tenth time totted up what he saw before him under the mulberry tree before the castle door, which cast a fine shade and made everything squashy underfoot in the berry season. “One fine riding-mule and two sumpter-mules, item. One chest of fine linens, item. One set of best-quality second-rate arms and armor, item. One—”

“It’s all there, Dadda. Prince Buddy’s mother checked it through three times with the master-list.”

His father’s eyes and nose were all very red by now, but he fired up at this mention of his wife. “Drat that woman. Afraid you might get a grommet too many, I suppose. Ah well. You’re well out of it, lad. This lot is washed up, last me own time, and then, ho! and scrabble for it. Time was,” he said, wistfully, tugging at a gray hair in his aft nostril, and waving away some elderly nanny-nurses and thralls who were weeping nearby, “when a petty king like me could always make a decent submission to the Imperial court, get a bang-up banquet and a parade, and retire on a good enough pension and never have to worry about collecting a tax or balancing a bloody budget in your life again. But,” he sighed and blew out his pigeon-gray mustachios, “that’s all washed up now. Religious bigotry is what’s done for that. Treats you like the dirt under their feet, them Christians, is what they does, and that’s a fact. Call that Brotherhood? Hahr! And as for turning me coat, for that’s what it amounts to, chop and change it as you may, and stripping to the buff and climbing into one of them bloody cold baptisteries or what-you-may-call-’em, after a lifetime adhering to the faith of me fathers, which I’ve never regretted it,” he said, regretfully; “ah, it’s too late for that. For they doesn’t know, nowadays, as to what their own religion is, fact. There was King Vassily of East Central Thrace, as kind and honest a fellow as you’d ever want to know,” he went on, wagging his head.

Peregrine, who was, to tell the truth, feeling just more than a bit restless, caught himself in the act, mentally issued a rebuke, and looked full of interest. He was, after all, fond enough of the old man, and he pitied him with all his heart, for little enough attention would his palindromes get from Prince Buddy, Prince Slim, Prince Chuck, his heirs male of the body lawfully begotten.

“—puts on his full regalia and a proper long face and off he goes to make his submission and get doused and take a new name and all the rest o’ that clobber, what was it he was going to be called? Theophylact? Pantalemon? Doesn’t matter, they says to him. ‘Does the Holy Spirit proceed from the Father and the Son or from the Father through the Son?’ ‘Whichever you please,’ he answers, being of blood royal and a true gentlemanly pagan with respects for all creeds. Well, they didn’t half do for him, poor fellow, ‘heathen’ and ‘heresiarch’ was the mere and mildest of what they called him as they was a-chopping of him up and casting the pieces into a whacking great fire before his very eyes, poor bloke. No, no, me boy, if such is how they treats you in the name of the Great White Christ, as some of them calls him, well, give me a great black one, is all I has to say, arrumph.

“—Now suppose we must get on with it. You has received your fair entitles and now departs with same, never returning either alone or with armed host, on penalty of being flayed alive in order to maintain the Peace of the Realm, lot of bloody nonsense, and may the gods—which is to say an allegorical expression of the infinite attributes of the First Cause—go with you at your right hand and left, and may you prosper in all your undertakings, yes, yes, with all my heart, boy, send us a line when you can, then, and don’t wait till you get settled somewhere, for you’re still young and that may be a long time, for your cullions hasn’t cooled yet; eh?”

And King Paladrine, whose face had grown longer and longer, embraced his son, who returned the hug and kiss and said, “I will, Dadda. Be well, Dadda. And, oh, say, Dadda, have you heard this one? ‘Stop, murder us not, tonsured rumpots!’?”

“What, what?” exclaimed the king, his face at once breaking out into an anticipatory grin. “How does it go? ‘Stop, don’t murder—’”

He had it straight at last, burst into a hearty laugh, and waved farewell as cheerfully as though he was seeing Peregrine off to hunt for hares, and back he went, chuckling and grinning and wagging his head and repeating the line: a goodly and a doomed old man, and not until that night when, at wine before his fire he asked as usual that they “Send for Perry to give us a tune and a song,” was he to remember that there would never again be at his court a Perry forever.

And precious few tunes and songs.

Thus endeth the first lesson.
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The roads of Lower Europe, it seemed, were at that time full of wanderers. Dust lay heavy on the roads at times, which at other times were churned into mud. Christians now sat upon the throne of the Caesars, preaching something called Christian Love, and this was something of which Peregrine knew not vastly much; he knew though that now and then the emperors ceased to preach and slew, with every bit and every whit as much zeal and bloodshed as though they had been heathens. And then—then, woe to Christians of the wrong sect! and, most of all, at all times, no matter to which sect adhered the current Caesar—woe to those who still and obstinately remained heathen! For “Always Rome sends grim gods!” was their mutter.

However, Peregrine’s thoughts were far from grim right now as he rode off; he was in too many ways glad to be going. He was riding off, and he was riding well. Prince Buddy’s mother, Queen Calpurnia, second of his father’s lawful wives (Queen Matilda had been kind to her husband’s bastards, but she had been dead for a few several years), was a good judge of what was and what was not “best quality second-grade arms and armor,” but she was no judge of mules. And the stable-thralls, while vowing up and down that this one was moon-blind and that one was old and the third was too tough-mouthed to be endured, had all the same seen to it that Peregrine was furnished as good beasts as were furnishable. He was of course as sorry as could be to leave his bluff and well-meaning old father, never to see him again—as sorry as was possible in a bastard son who had known since he was three years old that some day he must do so. And just today the roads were neither dusty nor muddy, the land was green, the earth breathed a sweet and not a bitter fragrance, he could not at all believe that the Empire scene was fully as bad as his father had hinted at, and, if it were to be so, well, the Empire was not the whole scene. For the eighteen years of his young life he had seen nought but the small Kingdom of Sapodilla. Now he would see more than that.

He vowed to himself that he would see all that there might be to be seen.
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The Sovereignty of Sapodilla has—or had—Pannonia on one side and Nararre on the other, being bordered on the north by Lake Illyria and on the south by the Marches of Golconda. Maps are of little use in trying to trace these lineaments, as all the names have been since transferred to other places by right of conquest, by mass migration, and as purely administrative measures as well. When we learn from the pages of Procopius that Crete in his time as a Byzantine bureaucrat was held to be officially a part of Africa, need nothing surprise us more?

Nothing.

Millet and spelt were growing on both sides of the somewhat narrow and more than somewhat rutted path which was humorously called Highway Number One (wheat being still regarded by the thoroughly backward peasantry of Sapodilla as a new-fangled crop which had yet to prove itself) as Peregrine rode along; and the holes and boulders left by the spring’s torrential rains indicated that that same peasantry was up to its favorite outdoor sport of shirking its public duties. He indicated this, with a wave of his slender hand, and a rueful movement of his face, to the one servant allowed him by the customs and counsels of his ancestors—presumably as wise as the day they were uttered.

The servant was, presumably, also as wise as the day he had been uttered, being the slack-mouthed by-blow of the scullery-maid in the lesser-servants’ kitchen, commonly called Daft Claudius; Prince Buddy’s mother had picked him, too. All questions as to his Paternity—which had never been many, the morals of scullery-maids being what they were—had been met with a look of such bafflement on the part of the woman was might have been worthy of a question dealing with the deeper metaphysics. He responded now to his new master’s gesture by picking meditatively at a scab in one corner of his mouth, and uttering what was for him a profound and prolonged comment.

“Ah,” he said.

Now and then a figure toiling by the barm of the road looked up a moment, resting on a hoe, and gazed at the place in the road which Peregrine and Dafty occupied, and then, blank look unchanged, returned to the task of turning clods. The impression left was that the notion that someone had been going by had been incorrect, and that no-one was going by after all. But Peregrine knew that if he were to turn quickly enough he would just miss meeting with a deeply-interested look. But he did not look back.

At a curve in the road by the side of a hill under a medlar tree two pages in magpie livery slouched to attention. “PER-ry!” a voice said, and an unhappy-looking and overfed boy with a medlar in one hand and his penis in the other stood piddling against the tree. He gave the implement a shake or two and let his tunic drop.

“Hey, Buddy. Did you come to see me off? That was nice of you.” The pages smirked at each other. They had been selected by the prince’s dam for the purpose of introducing him into unnatural vice, as she felt that royal bastardy was bad for the domestic economy.

“Perry, where are you going? Are you going to have adventures? Appledore is up ahead, waiting for you, he wants to get a ride, she wouldn’t let him have a mule, not even a live jackass, the old bitch—”

“Now, Your Royal and Legitimate Highness, let’s not talk about your Mommy like that,” one of the pages said, primly, casting a quick and languishing look at Peregrine before tossing his head and glancing aside.

“Bugger off, you mothering catamite,” said his Royal and Legitimate Highness, aiming a kick at the catamite’s crotch. The page clutched, dodged, hissed, and said, venomously, “Well, see if I don’t tell on you, you nasty thing!”

Peregrine reined in. “Appledore is going? Gee, I wonder why—Oh, I guess it’s—”and then, seeing the second page regarding him keenly out of the corner of a painted eye, broke in mid-comment. “Goodbye, then, Buddy. Hey, be nice to Dadda, huh?—and I’ll send you a souvenir from, uh, somewhere—”

“Send me a clean asshole for a change,” muttered the foul-mouthed prince. His pages squawked their shock at this unseemly insinuation. Buddy, ignoring them, kicked moodily at a fallen medlar, then came up and took hold of his older half-brother’s bridle. “Hey, Per, take us with you, I mean, me, take us, huh? Per?”

“Gee, Bubber, I can’t, you know that. Why, your mom would have the whole Equestrian Order on our trail before you could say, ‘Sound the alarm!’”

Prince Buddy scowled, muttered vile things about the entire Equestrian Order and an alleged relationship, damned by men and gods alike, between the Order and its mounts. “Why do the bastards get ta have alla the fun,” he said. “That’s not fair.” But the pages drew nearer and insinuated themselves between the boy and his brother. Prince Buddy began to cry, shook off their hands, struck at them, and then, his corrupted face in his arms, leaned against the tree and wept. The catamite pages gave Peregrine looks half-defiant and half-covetous. He sighed, he winced, blinked, repeated his farewell, and rode on.

About halfway between the medlar tree and the wattle-and-daub hut which marked an important step on his journey, Peregrine saw, leaning on a staff, a figure from whom the bloom of youth had long since departed; sigils and symbols had once been brightly embroidered upon his robe and mantle-cap, but sigils and symbols were bright no longer, robe was rent and spotted in grease, and from one or two holes in the mantle-cap tufts of colorless hair poked out like badly-stooked hay.

“Appledore! You mean, you are also one of my father’s lovebrats, and they’ve been keeping it from me? Then where are your mules and—”

The older man grunted and sighed and scratched his aft armpit. “I wish I were … chronologically impossible, of course, for all I hear that His Maj was a lusty lad … mule? Yes, a pair of them, don’t you see?” And he lifted first one and then a second spindly shank. Dafty Claud gave a sudden guffaw, as suddenly stopped. “No, no, muh boy. Her Maj, you see, is making a clean, or rather, one might say, a dirty sweep. At one fell swoop she gets rid of you, last of the lot standing between His Maj and her and her own lawful progeny, and me. Me! The best royal combination philosopher, metaphysician, sorcerer, and impromptu a capella bard any weeny court like this is ever likely to see again in this cycle of the sun. And appointed her own nephew, that fool, Philander, to take my place. Get the picture?”

A hare hoppited across the road and Appledore, automatically observing its provenance and progress, muttered, “Not unfavorable.—Get the picture?”

Peregrine nodded and sighed. “It’s just what I figured, when the kid told me, back there, that you’d be here, and wanting a ride. Gee, poor Dadda!” He thought a moment, added, “Poor Sapodilla, too.”

Said Appledore: “Best thing for Sapodilla would be if Buddy broke his neck one night playing steeplechase with those geldings, and Slim caught a sudden dose from the black bottle, disguised as an ague, leaving Chuck. Chuck would soon fix the old lady’s wagon.”

“Why, Chuck’s the worst of the lot!” said Peregrine, dismayed.

The philosopher-sorcerer, and a capella bard nodded. “Exactly. The worst—and the smartest. He might just figure out some way to get this so-far-overlooked-but-not-for-long anachronism of a country peacefully into the Empire. In fact, given half a chance, it wouldn’t surprise me if Chuck might not wind up as an Imperial Heir of some kind, himself. Co-Sebastocrator, or Conjoint Second Caesar, or something of that sort. Well. Going to stay here all day? With the whole wide world waiting for you? Onward!” He hoisted a grimy sack onto his almost equally grimy shoulder, thumped his staff, and strode on ahead.

Soldiers came out of the wattle-and-daub hut which did duty for frontier-post and customs-house since the former structure had collapsed in last spring’s downpour. Usually there were only two men stationed here, but today there were five. They looked apologetic as they gestured to Peregrine to dismount, and sheepish as they made him unload. “You know how it is, huh, Perry,” the sergeant said, poking through the equipment. “Doody is doody. Spelled, ‘Queen Calpurnia.’” He glanced at a copy of the master-list. “Nope. No contrabands, no, um, contra-indicated articles … And what’s with you, Doctor Appledore?”

The sage shrugged, dumped his sack empty out onto the road. Soldiers, Peregrine, Daft Claudius, all stared. The sergeant snickered, hastily cleared his throat. Scratched his head. “Bunch a bones. An old piece a hide. Well. To each his own. Uh, his own taste, I mean. I mean—No export imposts on these articles, Doctor. All respects. Pass, then, in The King’s Name. Lots a luck, Perry. Bye, Dafty. Um, uh, your benediction, Doctor?”

Appledore dumped the last bit of bone into the sack and straightened up. He raised his staff. “Salve adque vale,” he intoned. “Nos vobis dominus piscator absit omen.” He trudged off, dragging the sack.

Peregrine, over the resumed clip-clopping of the mules’ hooves, heard one of the soldiers say, low-voiced, half-impressed, half-puzzled, “Omen, say, ain’t that what the Christians say when they ends their prayers?” If there was an answer, Peregrine didn’t hear it. He rode at a brisker pace, pausing only at the brink of the valley which was, in its entirety, part of the Central Roman Empire. Some of it was so far away that its outlines were blurred into a blue-brown mist. A river coiled its way like a lazy snake. A patch of white—that was, must be, a city. An Imperial City! He wished that he had some knowledge of what its name might be. He would have stayed, musing there, had not an odd noise caused him to turn the mule around.

Appledore was arranging the bones as though setting up a class for the study of veterinary anatomy. When he had them outlined he straightened up, gazed at the display with his head cocked, then grunted, spread the tattered and mangy old hide over the lot. “Gift of Queen Calpurnia,” he said, “funny sense of humor she’s got. Oh, well—” Then he began to intone something which Peregrine recognized as an incantation, in a tone quite different from the campy tones which Appledore had used for the “benediction” of a short while back. The sage’s voice seemed to come, now, from deep in his chest, and, now, from high in his nose. And next he began to beat his staff upon the dirty and stinking old piece of donkey-hide. The intensity of the blows increased. Appledore’s voice passed into common speech.

“Ass-headed Abraxas, have favor upon the integuments of Thy child!” he called—and, twice more, repeated the same set of words. Then, as Perry stared, fascinated, the hide began a slow rise from the dust of the road. Appledore threw back his head and brayed … once … twice … a third time ….

No, no. The third bray came not from Appledore at all. It came from the ass which now stood, a trifle unsteadily, on the road before them—and now took its first, uncertain step. And then began to crop the grass on the barm. Appledore let it feed awhile. Then he took the belt from around his waist and bound it into a bridle. Then he gave a skip and a hop and jumped onto the beast’s pin-bones. “A bit boney,” he said. “But ’twill do. ’Twill do.

“Till better comes our way, that is. Tchk! Tchk!” And, feet splayed out, he set off along the road which led—Appledore perhaps knew whither. Peregrine did not. But meant to discover. He pointed his mule’s head after the wizard and was about to dig his heels into the animal’s flanks when he realized that someone was speaking.

“A useful sort of trick, that,” said someone. “It will be interesting to see if the Child of Abraxas can cross running water, and how it will behave in the dark of the moon. It eats grass like a live-born, but, now, I wonder if it really needs to! It may be mere habit, dimly remembered from the days when it was truly alive. Habit is a very peculiar thing, you know.”

Slowly, and with absolute astonishment, Peregrine heard and watched as these comments came from the mouth of his recently-appointed thrall, Daft Claud. “Very peculiar,” said Daft Claud, echoing himself, and perhaps echoing some thought of his master’s mind. From down the road Appledore’s voice drifted back. “Yoicks!” it was.

“Yoicks!” repeated Peregrine. Then he said, “Hey, uh … That’s the most I ever heard you say before….” Narrowly he scanned the other’s face. It did not seem at all slack-jawed. “Did the old fellow work a spell on you, too?” Peregrine asked. Claud shook his head. And, very, very slowly, he grinned. And he winked.

Peregrine said, “Why, you deceptive son-of-a-bitch! I don’t believe you’re daft at all! I know you’re not!—Are you?”

“Nope.”

“Well, then how come that you never let on?—Back there, I mean, at Court?”

“If I had,” said Claud, “they’d have made me work twice as hard.”
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Lower down, with the afternoon’s shadowings lengthening and the sun cooling off, they started up a troop of mummers who had been lying, almost hidden in the grass; and now came flashing up from the thicket like so many quail. They were, or seemed to be, all of a family, large-headed and swart, and they whooped and danced and trotted on their hands, and beat timbrels and cymbals and turned cartwheels and formed pyramids and rolled their eyes beseechingly at him and made such funny grimaces that Peregrine laughed, and tossed them a silver penny. Flashing, it was tossed from hand to hand, till it came between the teeth of the boss-mummer himself, who nipped it and took it out and popped it into his pocket and rolled his eyes and waved his hands and shouted his thanks. Peregrine laughed again, and almost would have stopped, except that Appledore seemed out of hailing distance, so he waved back, and rode on.

Claud rode with him, legs dangling over the baggage. A thrall, by rights, should have been walking; but Peregrine had as much doubts as to Claud’s status, these new times, as he had about his own. In Sapodilla, to be sure, Claud had been a thrall. But was he now? In Sapodilla, also, Peregrine had been a royal bastard. Was he still? Bastard? Royal? And what of Appledore? Was he any more what he had been than the bag of bones and dead hide was now what it had been? Life was now being lived in anew place, and, seemingly, according to new rules. Peregrine raised his dark eyebrows and whistled softly to himself.

He was still whistling when they were all suddenly hustled to one side of the road and a troop of strange mules went cantering by, followed by a man on a white horse who did not so much as notice them. And two of the strange mules bore a litter between them, a curtained litter, the horseman caught up with the litter and rode between it and Peregrine’s view … but not before the curtains had fluttered, the curtains had parted, a face peered out, a pair of eyes met his own, held his eyes—

And then the curtains were drawn as though they had never been undrawn, and in between Peregrine and the curtained litter rode the man on the white horse.

And a very large white horse, and a very large man, they were, too.

“I wonder was she his wife?” Peregrine thought, aloud.

“I wonder was she his wife?” he said to Claud. But Claud was being dumb again, and barely gawped at him and at his question. The cool was thick and deep now, and the road was paved with thick stones, and passed between high hedgerows and orchards and walls. A town lay ahead—one, perhaps, of those white patches which from far, far above had promised Imperial Cities. A man rode a donkey, slouched over, a staff held between arm and side. Peregrine saw that it was Appledore.

“I wonder was she his wife?” he asked him.

“‘Vinegar was the wife of wine,’” the old man muttered. Then his head snapped up. “Ah, Peregrine … my thoughts were elsewhere…. Was who, you wonder, the wife of whom?”

There was even smoke in the air, first thin, then thick; and the smell of supper. Suddenly the boy’s belly awoke, and began to nudge against his ribs. “Didn’t you see her, then?” he asked. “The woman in the litter? The man on the white horse? They passed you a while back.”

But Appledore insisted that none had passed him. “For,” he said, “until I am totally sure of this Child of Abraxas I am riding his dead center down the road, lest he collapse me into a ditch, or such-like. No one could have passed me—unless they passed through me.” And he chuckled.

For a moment Peregrine doubted himself. Had he, dreaming, dreamed that, too? Had there indeed been a litter, a curtain, a parted curtain, a glimpse of eyes as deep and bright and lustrous as some forest pool? Had not, in that moment, her garments moved? Had not a wisp of something fluttered out upon the air and dust, trembling and dancing in the sunlight?—and had his hand clutched after it, dipping and diving in the currents of air?—in that very moment when the alien rider had come between him and the litter? Had it not?

Had it?

He looked at the hand, clenched upon the reins. And took the reins in his left hand and slowly, slowly, very slowly, unclenched the right. Something indeed lay there, clinging to his sweaty palm, itself all damp and huddled. He let the leathers drop and guided the mule with his knees and carefully plucked the thing up with his fingers. It was a feather, he did not know what kind of a feather. And still clinging to it, as he raised it nearer to his eyes, was a sort of faint fragrance. A sort of scented musk. A hint of gardens richer than any which grew in the thin soil of his neglected native land.

A hint of the flesh of women, and this, too, richer than any known to him before.

Very carefully he felt for his pouch, and very carefully he took out the bit of parchment in which his old nurse-nanny had wrapped him up a golden luck-penny. And very carefully he placed the one upon the other. And very carefully rewrapped and returned the small packet and drew tight the thongs of the pouch. A moment he thought, and now he knew he dreamed. And then he took the reins and whooped and shouted. “Appledore! Claud! Mules! Child of Abraxas! Are you not all as hungry as I?”
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Any dreams which he may have dreamed about gourmandizing amidst the presumably rich cuisine of the Central Roman Empire vanished like a pricked bubble at the inn. “Landlord!” he shouted, joyfully, having handed over the mules and the Child of Abraxas to a wall-eyed hostler with a prominent goiter: “Landlord! What can you give us for our supper?” And he flung himself onto a bench. Moving slightly, a second later, and gazing upwards, a trifle bemusedly, in search of the fowl which must, not very many minutes ago, have perched on the very beam above that very bench. From this search he was recalled by the landlord’s voice.

“What can I give you?” the voice asked. There was a silence. The time might have been better spent, the voice and even more the silence hinted, in considering … perhaps Longinus, On the Sublime. “For your supper?”

The silence fell again.

“Beans,” the voice said.

The first silences had really been the landlord’s silences. This one was definitely Peregrine’s. It was not a meditative, it was an incredulous silence. He had been expecting to hear mention of, as it might be, breaded kid’s kidneys. Or quails in aspic. Or a suckling pig, with truffles in its nose. “Beans?” he demanded.

Something in his tone there must have been which disturbed the landlord. There was a shuffling noise, as he came closer into the dim light shed by the fire; a thin man with protruding eyes and a pendulous belly. He stopped, the shuffling sound did not. Behind him came she who could only have been the landlord’s wife; that is to say, the landlady. A fat woman, with sunken eyes and a pendulous bosom.

“Is there something the matter with beans?” he asked.

“Something you don’t like?” she enquired.

“You some kind of a Pythagorean, or something, you don’t care for beans?”

There was a mutter from the other side of the fireplace. “Them Pythagoreans,” another voice said. “Always advertising, and that’s why they got all the money.”

“What about all the starving children in Erythrea?” the landlady demanded, truculently. “You think that they wouldn’t be glad to have some beans?”

“They’d love to have some beans,” the landlord said.

Peregrine considered matters. Perhaps he had been too hasty. This was, after all, not Sapodilla. There, beans had been thrall-food. Did the small Peregrine misbehave? “Think you’re much, don’t you, just because you’re the king’s bastard? Go and eat beans with the thralls.”—But that was there. And then, who knew what sort of a lavish way they had of preparing beans, here in the Central Roman Empire?

“I, too, would love to have some beans,” he said, after an instant. Landlord and landlady beamed at him, transfigured. They lifted their hands and, slowly, hieratically, they made that gesture of which he had often heard.

“In the Name of the Father, and of the Mother, and of the Holy Son,” they said, more or less in unison. “We bid you thrice welcome.” And busied themselves with cauldron, ladle, and with pots.

Peregrine felt an elbow in his ribs. Appledore whispered, “I was looking forward to something like this,” his voice filled with relish “‘The Mother’! I was hoping there’d be some new heresies. I used to get so tired of the old ones! Oh boy!”

And on Peregrine’s other side, Claud leaned over heavily and said, “Syncretistic influences of Isis-worship, how much you want to bet?”

Appledore, forgetting to whisper, said, “Do you really think so? You know, I shouldn’t be a bit surprised!”

The mutter from the other side of the fireplace became visible, and the floor shook beneath the tread of one of the largest (and ugliest) men whom Peregrine had ever seen. His eyes were large and bloodshot and he had in each nostril a larger beard than Peregrine had in either armpit, and his lubber-lips sagged, disclosing large and cracked and yellowy-greenery teeth, rather like those of a quarrelsome horse. “Say. Strangers.” he said. “Just what religion do you belong to? Hey?”

Peregrine held his breath. Appledore promptly answered, “The True One.”

“And which one is that. Hey?” demanded the Anti-Pythagorean.

Resolutely, Appledore said, “There is only one.” More than resolutely. Almost reprovingly. The ugly one swayed on his vast, splayed feet a moment, still muttering. Then he retreated. But still muttering. The landlady looked up from the cauldron to ask her husband something. He, in turn, looked over to the new guests.

“Will you have bread, then?” he asked.

They nodded. And then Appledore was moved to say, “It is, after all, the basic substance of the Holy Sacrament—” He was warned by the visible change in his hosts’ faces to stop. And asked—perhaps unwisely—though by that time it perhaps scarcely mattered—” It isn’t? Then, for pity’s sake, what is?”

The landlord was decent enough to answer the question, before picking up an axe and dodging around the fireplace to attack them. “Beans!” he shouted.

“Heretics!” shrilled his wife, flailing her ladle and tucking up her skirts. “Donatists! Mandeans! Gnostics! Orthodox! Monophysites!” She came leaping and waving the huge ladle like a battle-mace. And the floor trembled again as the ugly giant came thundering forward, but this time stopping stock-still in the face of the landlady’s vituperation.

“Yer wrong on them charges,” he said. “They’re Pythagoreans, I tell ya! I can smell ’em! I can tell ’um in the dark—”

“Let me at them! Let me by! I’ll skewer their heretical tripes!” the landlord shouted. “The—the—the Nestoreans!”

He dodged to one side around the ugly giant, only to come smack against his wife, skittering around the other. The pot tipped into the fire, filling the air with steam and sharp shouts of pain and dismay, and all the while the ugly giant, meanwhile kicking aside the benches, asked, rhetorically, “Who was the original beans-hater? Answer me that? Pythagoras! Wasn’t it? Wasn’t it? I want a Yes or No from ya—where are they? I’ll killum, I’ll killum!—It was Pythagoras. Wasn’t it?”

Later, in the darkness, Peregrine said, panting, “Well, you wanted to hear of new heresies. I hope you found this one new enough for your taste.” Fortunately the hostler had been very slow, and had not as yet unbridled the mules. They had lost part of the baggage, but they still had their hides. And so, judging by his protesting bray, so had the Child of Abraxas.

Claud, breathing thoughtfully, asked, “Appledore, was it Pythagoras who was the original beans-hater?”

Appledore’s reply was succinct. “Yes,” he said.

Claud let out another thoughtful breath. “Well,” he said, after a moment, “maybe he knew what he was doing….”

[image: image]

By the light of the half-moon they paused to consider a moment at the crossroads the other side of the town. Appledore pointed to a small shrine. “Some pagan image stood in yon niche,” he said. “Some tangible reminder of the ancient and intangible faith of our forefathers. Personally, I was raised at my mother’s knee as a Neoplatonist, but—”

“Your mother’s son’s head may rest in yon niche,” said Peregrine, impatiently, “if we don’t decide which way we’re going to move on—and decide the right way—”

Appledore gestured him to silence and patience.
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