Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

God of the Golden Fleece

Fred Saberhagen

ONE

Proteus

The winning end of a bitter and deadly struggle brought him up thrashing and
splashing in salt water, stumbling waist-deep through the warm sea, emerging
under a clear sky from which the light of sunset was fading fast. Leftover rage
and fear poured fierce energy through his veins, but the memory of the disaster
that he had just survived was fading faster than the sunset. Something had hit
him in the head, and only fragments of what had just happened were still clear
in his mind.

He had a vivid memory of a head as big as a farm wagon, two arms the size of
massive trees, mounted on shoulders to match. One of the sea-going type of
Giants, almost human above the waist in shape if not in size; but from the hips
down, no real legs, only a pair of huge, twisting fish-tails, ending in

something like whale-flukes instead of feet. The thing would never be able to

walk properly, but it sure as all the hells could swim.
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He had been on a ship, and the Giant had come swimming after it like a whale,
bent on destruction. The deck and hull crushed in by blows from those tree-trunk
arms, the vessel capsized, and everyone aboard had gone into the deep blue sea.
He couldn't remember how he had got away, but here he was. Now if only his head
would cease to hurt . . .

When the Giant had reared up out of the sea, throwing everyone into a panic, the
ship had been carrying its passengers to . . .

The survivor began to feel a new terror now, subtler than the fear of Giants,

but equally unpleasant. It came with the realization that he could no longer
remember why he had been aboard the ship, or where it had been taking him.

Or even who he was.

Start again. When the vessel broke up, when the monster sent it to the bottom .

No, start yet again. He was going to have to start much earlier than that. But

he could not. Because he could not even remember who he was.

The man who waded might have broken out in a cold sweat, but it was hard to
tell, when every inch of his skin was already soaked by the Great Sea. He could
find not a single scrap of memory before his presence on that doomed ship. So,
start with the ship, and try to work from that.

He could recall only a few more details, all trivial. Besides one or two clear
images of the attacking Giant, there were only some additional colors, shapes,
certain ugly noises . . .

The left side of the man's head, where his exploring fingers now discovered an
aching lump, still throbbed from the savage impact of something hard. Turning to
look backward as he moved, even as his feet kept taking him toward the land, he

scanned the empty watery horizon in the direction opposite the sunset. Night was
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gathering out there, and stars were beginning to appear over the endless sea.
Darkness was advancing from the east, but nothing else. There were no monsters
in pursuit.

It was horrible that he could not remember where he had been going. Or why he
had been on the ship. Or who he was . . .

A helpless groan came welling up, and the wader had to fight down panic. It
seemed that virtually a whole lifetime had been swept away.

There was almost nothing left of himself at all, no solid identity anywhere. Who
was he? What was he doing here, in what looked like and felt like, and so had to
be, the middle of the Great Sea? There ought to be, there had to be, more to him
than this, a naked wading body with an aching, almost empty head, laboring under
a burden of fear and rage, a terror that wanted to hit back with murderous fury.
Damn the Giant! Could a man's whole self be erased by one medium-hard knock on
the head?

Turning his back again on the empty, darkening east, he kept on trudging
shoreward in the gentle surf. He was praying now, to every god and goddess he
could think of, that his memories, his vanished life, would suddenly come back

to him—and it had better happen soon. There were two small fires on the beach
some sixty or seventy yards ahead, and a beached ship, with people milling
around, and instinct warned him that before he met those folk, whoever they
were, he had better have some idea of who he was and what he was doing in the
world.

Looking down at himself, he realized that he was wearing nothing that might
provide a clue to his identity, carrying nothing—not even a ring on a finger or

in an ear. Not even an amulet hung around his muscular neck. The man paused in
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his wading, suddenly puzzled by his utter and complete nakedness. It was as if

he had just left his clothing on a beach somewhere and gone in for a casual

swim.

All this time he had been making steady progress toward the shore. Now the
gentle waves surged up no higher than the wader's thighs, and every step forward
raised him another inch on the sandy bottom's shallow slope. When his thick
brown hair and beard had shed their weight of water they would be curly, but
right now they were still almost straight, streaming and dribbling little

threads of ocean. The unclad body gradually revealed as the water shallowed was
no bigger than average, and looked to be in its youthful prime, no more than

thirty years of age, strong and slightly rounded toward chubbiness.

Again he looked back into the darkening east, this time over one shoulder, as he
kept wading forward. But still there was only watery emptiness to see, shrouded
in advancing night.

What kind of reception he might get from the people on the beach ahead he could
not guess. But he had nowhere else to go.

What had he been doing on that boat or ship, just before he was almost killed?

It seemed unbearable that he did not know. Going somewhere, trying to accomplish
something terribly important, yes . . .

A certain great purpose, having some connection with a ship, yes, that was it!

Not the vessel whose sinking had almost taken him down with it, but a totally
different one. With a flash of disproportionate relief he realized that the ship

he had been trying to find was doubtless the very one drawn up on the beach
ahead.

Eagerly, now, the man emerging from the sea pressed on. The careened vessel was

a new-looking bireme, lean and straight, and big enough to carry forty oars, two
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banks on each side. The new wood of her hull, except for the spots where it was
brightly painted, glowed almost golden in fading sunset light.

One more slender shard of memory fell into place. It was a woman who had imbued
him with the sense of purpose, maybe given him his orders—it might have been as
simple and direct as that.

It was a blessed relief to feel that things were at least starting to come back.

But what exactly the nameless woman had been trying to get him to do remained a
mystery. Whoever she was, the man could almost see her face in memory, almost
hear her exact words—almost, but not quite.

Still he kept wading forward almost automatically, toward the beached ship and
the men around her, a sizable group on a long shoreline otherwise deserted.

It looked a pleasant enough place, and the wader somehow assumed it was an
island, rather than a mainland shore. Bathed now in fading sunset light were

green palm trees, pelicans, and other signs of peaceful nature . . . all

reassuring. One last time he looked back over his left shoulder, seeing only the
straight line of the horizon, and the gathering of night. The Giant that had

almost killed him was evidently miles away by now.

His rage and fear were not gone, far from it, but now they had subsided, enough
to be kept out of sight. Now he was close enough to see, in declining sunlight,

the name on the ship's prow, above the painted, staring eye. And the word when
he could see it—Argo—made a connection, established a faint link with all the
memories that he had almost lost.

Overhead a gull was screaming, as if in derision, finding rich amusement in the
way the world went on, how human beings and others managed their affairs. The

Argo was long and narrow, the outer row of seats on each side slightly raised.
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The central deck, barely wide enough for two human bodies to edge past each
other, was raised a little higher still, so the two inboard rows of oarsmen

would actually sit beneath it, less exposed to sun and rain. In the middle of

that raised deck would be a hole to hold a mast, whose foot would nestle snugly
in a notch in the bottom planks below. And in fact a suitably long pole had been
unstepped and laid aside, and a new-looking linen sail more or less neatly

furled. No one was now aboard the ship, which rested tilted sharply sideways on
the sand.

Every line of the long ship breathed adventure, and the man approaching could
see a great, challenging, staring eye, blue with a white rim, and a thin black
outline surrounding that, bigger than his whole head, painted on the near side

of the prow, just forward of the name. The other side, of course, would bear
another symmetrically positioned eye.

Right now the oars had all been shipped aboard. There was every indication that
the rowers were all finished with their labors for the day. Half of them were
swimming and plunging naked in the shallow water, mock-fighting with splashes
like small boys, uttering rowdy yells, washing away the day's heat and the sweat
of rowing. Their bodies were of all human colors, from tropical black to
sunburnt blond, except that none of them were old. No gray hair was immediately
visible.

The remaining half were up on shore, some clad and some not, mainly clustered
around a couple of brisk small fires, from which a smell of roasting meat came
wafting out to sea. A meal was in the middle stages of preparation. Someone had
been butchering small animals on the beach, and had started the process of
tidying up, bundling bones and offal and fat together, into packages that would

soon be burned as offerings to certain gods. Meanwhile the humans as always were
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claiming the good meat as their share, a state of affairs to which no god ever
seemed to raise objection.

It was hard to tell if any of the men up on the beach were servants; certainly
none of them, at the moment, were wearing the fine robes of aristocrats. There
were no women or children anywhere in sight, but plenty of weapons, a good
variety of spears and bows and swords; it seemed a very military kind of
expedition, or maybe a band of high-class pirates. The man just arriving felt a
soothing, baseless certainty that he had come to the right place.

What now? It seemed to him that there was one man in particular he ought to
find. The woman responsible for his being here had told him—had practically
commanded him—something . . .

And as the newcomer drew ever closer to the gathering, he saw what he had
somehow expected, that this was no crew of ordinary sailors. Youth and health
and strength were everywhere, along with a kind of inborn arrogance. There was
not a single metal slave-collar to be seen, though more than a few magic amulets
hung on slender chains around muscled necks. Where scars showed on the hard
bodies, they suggested the impact of weapons or claws rather than the lash.

A couple of men had turned now and were watching with interest the newcomer's
arrival. But neither of them was the one man he had really come here to find.
Another of those ahead, standing waist-deep in the water at the center of a
small circle of attention, had an air of leadership. For one thing he was very

tall, and a kind of dominance showed in him, even in this superior company, even
unclothed as he was. The newcomer changed the course of his steady, splashing
advance to head directly toward this individual.

When the tall man turned his head to look in his direction, the man from the sea
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stopped a few feet away and said in a clear, determined voice: "Sir, if you are

the famous Jason, captain of the Argo, I have been sent to join you." The name
had popped into his head at the precise instant when he had to have it.

The leader's whole head seemed a dark, luxuriant mass of hair and beard. The
closer the newcomer got to him, the stronger his arms and shoulders looked. He
said: "My name is Jason." The dark eyes studied the man before him with
fatalistic calm. The voice was mild but authoritative. "Where do you come from?"
The nameless stranger had lost his own identity, but he still knew who Jason

was. He thought that name would mean something to almost everyone in the world.
It was a relief to discover that certain parts of his memory were still intact,

things a man would have to know about to function in the world. Jason's fame as
a warrior, and particularly as the heroic slayer of the Calydonian boar, had

spread swiftly during the last few years. It had been no trouble at all for

Jason to recruit forty volunteer adventurers to accompany him on a special

quest, even if they had no certainty of what its object was. As soon as the word
spread that he was undertaking a great adventure and wanted followers, hundreds
of men had come from everywhere, seemingly from every corner of the earth,
certainly from as far away as the news had had time to travel. Very few were
accepted, of those who applied without a special invitation.

"Out of the sea, Lord Jason."

The leader's voice was still mild. "No need to address me as if I were royalty.

I do not—yet—sit on a throne or wear a crown. And I suppose, from the way you
look and the manner of your arrival, that you have some tale to tell of
shipwreck?" Suddenly Jason's tone became more casual, less interested, as a new
thought struck him. "Were you sent to us as a servant? Our original plan was to

have several attendants meet us on this island. But I sent word many days ago to
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cancel that arrangement. What's your name?"

"Proteus." This answer, too, came automatically, for which the man who gave it
was deeply thankful; he took the timely access of memory as a hopeful sign that
other essential facts might come popping back as soon as they were absolutely
needed. Immediately his aching head began to feel better.

Jason was looking directly at him, but still Proteus had the feeling that the

leader was giving him only a fraction of his attention. The big man said, as if

he did not much care: "I don't remember anyone of that name applying to join my
company. Then you are one of the servants who were originally to meet us here?"
Up on the beach, one of the young men had picked up a conch shell and was trying
to blow it, just for fun. But he had no idea of how to do it properly, and was
producing an ungodly noise, making Proteus uncomfortable.

Before he was forced to find an answer for Jason's question, another tall youth
came splashing up to the leader and started talking to him about someone called
Hercules, who, it seemed, had been a member of the company of Argonauts when
they began their voyage a few days ago. Proteus, still distracted by his own

secret problems, had some trouble making out just what the difficulty was now.

As nearly as he could tell, this fellow Hercules and his nephew, named Enkidu,
had been somehow stranded yesterday, left behind either by accident or design,
when the Argo had put in along the shores of the river Chius, in the land of

Mysia.

Other members of the crew of Heroes were now listening in, even as they boyishly
traded splashes or just stood around nearby. Some of these made comments
indicating they hadn't realized that two of their shipmates had been missing for

a day. Evidently, out of this group of some forty young men, many were still
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largely unknown to one another, though they had been crammed together on a ship
for several days.

Meanwhile, Proteus felt a growing certainty that the purpose, the compulsion,

that had brought him here required, as a next step, that he find some way to

join this noble crew. She, the nearly-forgotten but commanding woman, must have
ordered him to join the Argonauts. More and more Proteus wanted to know just who
that woman was, what had made her think she had a right to order him around.
Also he wanted to find out why he felt it necessary to obey—he would be almost
afraid to know the answer to that one.

Meanwhile, he was going to do his damnedest to keep secret his weakness, the
fact of his ruined memory. Once he admitted that, why would they believe him
about anything? And Jason and his crew must not know why he was here. Because it
was a matter of life and death, that someone should not find that out . . . come

to think of it, it was the nameless woman who had commanded secrecy. With an
inward sigh Proteus acknowledged to himself that whatever secret she wanted kept
was safe enough for the time being, since he himself could not remember what it
was.

And then he was brought back, with a start, to his immediate situation. Jason

had just said something that required a response, and was looking at him
expectantly.

"T would like to know," repeated the leader, in a tone of patient tolerance,

"just what happened to the boat? The one that must have brought you somewhere
near this island?"

That question he could answer. "A Giant came up out of the sea, and broke it

into bits. I fear that no one else survived."

Naturally enough, this produced immediate consternation among the men who heard
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him. Some of them went running for their weapons—as if such human toys would
help them against that enemy—while others pressed closer to the source of news,
urgently demanding more details.

Proteus needed only a couple dozen halting words to give them all the additional
information he had available. Sudden, inexplicable disaster, splintered planks

and terrified, howling faces, people drowning. Now surrounded by a ring of
intent listeners, he explained that the boat had been sunk, he thought about a

mile from the island—of that much at least he felt confident— and that
unfortunately he seemed to be the only survivor. He'd had a good long swim to
get here. It was faintly encouraging that as he spoke of the disaster, a few

more of its details—screams for help, and thrashing human arms and legs—took
shape in his mind. But nothing that answered any of his own urgent questions.
Several men, speaking at the same time, asked Proteus where he thought the Giant
might have gone.

"T have no idea." Probably not to the nearest land; monsters like that one were

as much at home in the sea as whales, but with their fish-legs had a hard time
getting about on land. He shrugged. Trying to force his memory meant standing in
front of a hideous, frightening void, big enough so that it seemed he might fall

into it and be lost.

By now all of the men had heard his story, and none were more than moderately
surprised. Giant attacks on ships were fairly rare, but certainly not unheard

of. Vessels were lost at sea all the time, from a variety of causes, and people
went down with them—servants were people, of course, even those who were slaves.
But when you came right down to it, they were only servants. Too bad that useful

workers had suffered and died tonight, but there were plenty of replacements to
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be had, and it was no great loss to the world, not to the important people in

it. Jason, like his shipmates, frowned on hearing the unpleasant news, but it

was not going to change his outlook or his plans. Whatever they might be.

One of the figures standing in the background observed: "Well, that settles one
problem for us. There'll be no hangers-on or attendants on this voyage."

"That had already been decided," said another man, a trifle sharply.

"My name's Meleager." This change of subject came from yet another member of the
crew, a big man, almost as large as Jason, who stepped toward Proteus with a
hand stuck out in greeting. Plainly the kind who is anxious for you to know his
name, and find out who you are, what kind of story you have to tell about

yourself.

"Those who know me well call me Mel." His great hand swallowed the hand Proteus
put out. "I've been keeping Jason out of trouble since we both were lads."

Mel turned to gesture to another. "And this is Haraldur." A grinning nod from a
powerfully built, hairy man who was wearing a horned helmet, though at the
moment nothing else.

How long the chain of introductions might have gone on there was no telling, for

it was interrupted. Now one of the other men, somewhat older than most of the
others, who had been standing by with folded arms and listening, spoke up and
reminded Jason that some of the crew seemed to think the problem of whether or
not there were going to be servants still had not been finally settled.

"T would remind you, sir, that as matters had stood when we left lolcus, some of
the Heroes enjoyed such a luxury and others did not."

"Yes, Idmon," said Jason patiently. "I understand that."

"Wouldn't have been much luxury for anyone, with half again as many people as we

have now crammed aboard the ship," put in another who had been listening.
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There arose a weary murmur, suggesting that this debate had been going on for a
while and many were tired of it.

Jason looked vexed. "I think you are mistaken. I think all servants and
companions have already left us." He looked around, as if his forty—if that was
actually the right number—shipmates might be an unruly mob of strangers. "If
there are any such still here, it is against my orders."

No one responded to that directly. But a voice from the background said: "If
half of the intended servants were sent back days ago, and the other half have
just been drowned, it seems to me there's not a whole lot left to discuss."
Someone poked the butt of a spear in Proteus's direction. "No survivors, this
man was saying?"

But before Jason or anyone else could insist that Proteus provide more details
of the disaster, another man, one of those who had been on shore, came wading
briskly up to the leader, who still stood waist-deep in the lapping waves.
Urgently this latest supplicant began haranguing Jason about the apparent
absence of certain supplies. Someone should have thought to stow caulking
materials aboard, and something to use for pitch! Sooner or later all ships
leaked and required fixing.

Meanwhile, the news that a whole boatload of servants had been lost was
spreading slowly through the ranks of Heroes as they splashed or lounged or
worked at getting dinner. Proteus could see them frowning, shaking heads,
murmuring. A bad omen, certainly. Probably those who had still been hoping for
servants were upset because they would certainly have to do their own cleaning
and cooking.

Jason's patience was unruftled. Maybe, thought Proteus, patience was the virtue
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a leader needed, above all else. Now the leader was trying to explain to his

latest questioner about the caulking materials, and other spare parts. The Argo,
like most ships built for other purposes than carrying freight, suffered from a

lack of storage space in general, and not much could be done about it. There
were a couple of lockers, fore and aft under the narrow fighting deck that ran
down the center of the vessel. Those important spaces had been packed full of
necessary stores of one kind or another.

There was talk of the spare sails. Proteus nodded to himself, unsurprised. Some
fund of practical experience, though he could recall nothing of how he had
obtained it, assured him that on a voyage of any length at least one spare was
practically essential, unless you would really rather row. And if you got the

finest, most expensive fabric and workmanship—which Jason ought to have done to
match the quality of his ship—you could roll and fold the sail tightly enough to
stow it away in an amazingly small space.

Jason was going on with his inventory, and now it sounded as if there were as
many as two or three spare sails. There were also some caulking materials, but
you would have to dig them out.

All this was fine with Proteus. He and whatever other news he might have been
able to provide had to wait again. The expedition seemed anything but well
organized, and for the moment that was all to the good, because it had spared
him any probing, difficult questions.

Somewhere inland beyond the wavering spread of firelight, a male voice suddenly
began to moan in pain. Or more likely in passion, as Proteus suddenly realized.
None of the men around him were paying any attention to the sound, so he decided
to ignore it too. He supposed it was possible that at least one woman had come

along on this expedition—but on second thought, it was more likely that there
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were some in this large crew of Heroes who found the absence of women no
detriment to their love lives.

Now one of the figures in the loose gathering around Jason, the slightly older

man addressed as Idmon, had turned the conversation back again to the absent
Hercules. It sounded to Proteus like this Hercules was a mere youth and a
stranger who in a trial of strength had somehow managed to make them all look
like weaklings, which in this company would be quite a feat. Inevitably more

than a few of the chosen Heroes would have considered him an offensive upstart,
and probably out of jealousy or resentment they had somehow arranged for him to
be left behind.

Proteus thought that a firm, decisive leader would not tolerate such goings-on
among his followers, and he was waiting for Jason to call someone to account for
this, try to determine the truth of what had happened.

Large Meleager and horn-helmed Haraldur were shaking their heads, looking
vaguely embarrassed. But at the moment Jason seemed anything but firm or
decisive. He seemed not the least bit eager to call anyone to account for

anything. Watching him curiously, Proteus thought he gave the impression of
wishing that all these splashing fools around him would simply go away, taking
their worries about their spare parts and their servants with them, and let him

get on with his private meditations.

Such an attitude made the newcomer uneasy. This was not the way a captain should
behave at the beginning of a serious enterprise. Any voyage on the Great Sea was
dangerous, and there was no doubt that Jason was intending a long voyage. Anyone
who equipped himself with such a ship, such a crew, and such a plenitude of

extra stores, certainly had in mind more than a brief and sunny cruise along the
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coast. If their leader showed no more enthusiasm for his task than this, Proteus
foresaw a hard time ahead for the voyagers at best, and more likely real
disaster.

The ongoing discussion soon degenerated into pointless wrangling. Standing by,
now and then rubbing his aching head, occasionally looking back at the darkening
sea from which he had mysteriously emerged, the new arrival was glad that the
argument diverted attention away from him.

He had about decided that it was time for him to casually begin to move up on
the beach, and get in line for some dinner, when suddenly there was splashing
confusion around him, men crying out in alarm or excitement, everyone looking
up. Jason, along with several others, was suddenly ducking and dodging, and
Proteus raised his eyes.

A flying shape loomed close overhead, zooming over the waves at no more than
treetop height. For a moment, fear of the monstrous in a new form gripped
Proteus with paralysis. Screaming gulls darted out of the path of a figure that
was much too big to be a bird. The sky was still bright enough to let him see
that it was a man flying up there, or at least a figure that looked entirely

human, except for the wings of magic sprouting from each ankle.

TWO

Joining
For a moment everyone in the water and on the beach was startled by the rushing
presence in the air above—then Jason and most of the others relaxed.

Once Jason had recovered from his initial start, the flying figure was no
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mystery to him. Turning to Proteus, who was still gaping, Jason assured the
newcomer that it was no god or monster flying overhead, but only a man named
Calais, one of the Argonauts. Calais and his brother, Zetes, had somehow come
into possession of two pairs of some god's winged sandals. And now Proteus could
see a second flying man in the middle distance, drawing near as if returning

from a scouting flight.

"Come into possession?" Proteus marveled. "How?" Given the ruinous state of his
own memory, he was not surprised to be unable to recall ever seeing anything of
the kind before. But most of the men around him were as awestruck as he, to
judge by the way they all gaped at the darting figures in the sky.

The answer to his question came from an Argonaut whose name he had not yet
learned. "They're not saying. If some angry deity comes looking for them—well,
that will be their problem."

For a moment Proteus stood gazing up at the two flying men, short cloaks
streaming behind their backs, coming and going through the last rays of the

setting sun, at the height of a good arrow shot above the beach. One flapped his
arms in playful imitation of a bird, an action that made no difference in his

flight. They waved to their friends below, and called down to them, words lost

in the sound of surf.

"Don't tell me they've stolen them from some god, or pair of gods!" muttered one
voice. "I've never even seen a god!"

Few people had. Another man put in: "But it looks that way, no? Where else would
any human get such gear?"

"Wouldn't be any fun for us if the divine Hermes, say, got angry and came

looking for his shoes."
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The man standing next to Proteus nudged him with an elbow. "I admit, I've never
seen anything of the kind before. Have you?"

"Not that I remember."

"If T could fly . . . well." The implication was that the speaker would be

enjoying some glorious adventure of an entirely different kind than the one he
had signed up for, a better prospect than pulling on a heavy oar for months at a
time. Evidently a couple of days at sea, even in the company of world-famous
Jason, had been enough to rob that prospect of some of its glamour.

Proteus was beginning to get some sense of the identities of several individuals
in the little crowd around him. He suspected he was not particularly good at
names, but now he knew Haraldur, Meleager, and Idmon.

A young man addressed as Telamon said to Jason: "Nothing suits you better than
to abandon Hercules." A faint groan went up, in several voices; people were
tired of that argument. But the reaction did not discourage Telamon: "I've heard
it suggested that you planned the whole affair yourself so that his fame in our
homeland should not eclipse your own, if we have the good fortune to return."
The speaker paused. "Not that I really believe that," he added.

Jason showed no resentment at being challenged in this way. Calmly he denied
having had anything to do with the abandonment of Hercules.

"Why should I be jealous?" he asked of everyone, looking around. "If one of my
crew, Hercules or anyone else, should gain great glory, that's fine. It will

only reflect well on me. All I want is to be peacefully at home, enjoying what

is mine by right." After an inward-looking pause he added: "Release from toil is
all I ask of the gods."

That struck Proteus as a poor attitude for a Hero setting out to seek adventure.

It was as if Jason was tired before he started. But it seemed to have little
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effect on his forty followers, and Proteus wondered how many were really
listening to anything the leader said. But then a few of the men did seem to be
made vaguely uneasy by their leader's manner; they exchanged glances among
themselves, and no one quite knew how to respond.

Jason seemed to suddenly become aware of this unfavorable reaction, for now he
raised his voice decisively, saying he had decided it was time to make clear

certain matters that seemed to be generally misunderstood.

Moving quickly, he waded out of the water onto the beach, put on some clothing
to indicate the formality of the occasion, and called a meeting.

Proteus, who had slowly followed the others ashore, looked around at the members
of the group he was trying to join and said: "I fear I will have to borrow

clothing, if I am to have any at all." His hair and beard were still slowly

dripping seawater.

"Come along, then." It was the large and hearty Meleager who volunteered to take
him in charge.

His new guide led Proteus to the ship, which rested tilted sideways on its

rounded hull. Avoiding the large steering oar that projected from the stern, the
Argonaut climbed up into the portside outrigger. The bottoms of both outriggers
had been solidly planked, to afford sitting and standing space for the outboard
banks of rowers, creating what was, in effect a triple hull. From there Meleager
slid his large body in under the narrow fighting deck, where he pulled open the
tight-fitting door of a locker—Proteus supposed there would be a number of other
storage spaces distributed around the ship, given the necessity of carrying
supplies. The opening revealed a small store of spare equipment, and the

newcomer was soon provided with a loincloth and a plain tunic. Any question of
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his qualifications to join the company had been apparently set aside, at least

for the moment.

* % %

Presently the Argonauts had all gathered round their leader, who had now put on
tunic, loincloth, and sandals, and was standing in the full light of the twin

fires.

"All of you must know," Jason began, "or ought to know, that I am the rightful
occupant of the throne of the kingdom of Tolcus, where our voyage began a few
days ago." He raised his chin as if in defiance, and as he gazed around at the
assembled company he looked for the moment every inch a king.

Having achieved utter silence among his followers, Jason went on. "Some years
ago my father, as you must know, ruled lolcus from the high castle above the
harbor, where now his brother the usurper sits." The captain paused to look
around. "If there are any here with me now who do not already know the story of
how my father lost his crown to the treacherous and false usurper Pelias, I will
tell it to you."

He took the answering murmur as a signal to proceed, and plunged into the story.
Proteus soon gave up trying to follow the narrative through the technicalities

of intrigue; who was descended from whom on which side of the family, and which
claim took precedence over which other one. He gathered that Jason's parents
were both dead. He couldn't tell if the captain had brothers and sisters or not.
Various people were named as being in contention, but they might all be cousins
and aunts and uncles. Alliances were made and broken, and hatred flourished
everywhere.

Proteus decided that if the legends about Jason were true, he was probably a

hell of a Hero when he had a weapon in his hands and an enemy in front of him;
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but no one was ever going to call him a spellbinding speaker. As for the

transfer of power he was trying to explain, events seemed to have followed the
path they often did in royal families, a dispute among close relatives. To those
not directly concerned the outcome would probably make little difference.

But eventually Jason got around to his main point. Some months ago, when he had
challenged the right of his uncle, Pelias, to rule, Pelias had spoken ringingly

of oracles and of the will of the gods, and had sworn some high-sounding oath.
The details of the arrangement worked out remained vague, but in one way or
another the royal uncle had induced or compelled his nephew to set out on this
voyage.

Jason sounded like a man fully convinced of the wisdom of his own actions, when
he concluded: "The throne of Iolcus must be mine and it will be, when I have
brought back the Golden Fleece.

Brought back the what? Proteus wondered silently. Most of the men around him
were nodding their approval of their leader's words and giving the impression
that they understood him; but if Proteus had ever heard before of anything

called the Golden Fleece, the memory was part of the vast store that had been
knocked out of his aching head.

When he tried to recall anything he might ever have known about King Pelias, he
had but little better success. The name of Pelias seemed to be associated with a
reputation for ruthlessness, but then the same could be said of most successful
kings.

Jason's narrative had turned into an exhortation, and every time he paused for
breath a polite murmur of agreement went up from his assembled crew, each

response a little louder than the last The second or third time this happened,
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Proteus joined in, though he had no more idea of whether Jason's cause was
really just or not than he did of where the money might have come from to outfit
this ship. From the reaction of the other Argonauts, he gathered that Pelias was
generally considered mean and untrustworthy, even for a king.

Meanwhile, a couple of volunteers from among the Heroic company had managed to
divert enough of their attention from the speech to tend the cookfires, and the
smell of roasting meat promised a delicious dinner soon. Proteus's mouth was
watering.

He wondered how long it had been since he tasted food—then he thought it might
be just as well that he could not remember that.

"The goal of our voyage is the Golden Fleece," repeated Jason, for the third or
fourth time, making absolutely sure that no one had missed the point. This time
fortunately he went on to provide a kind of definition: the Fleece was said to

have come from a god-sent flying ram, the like of which had never been seen by
anyone before or since.

"Flying; ram?" Proteus asked the world aloud. A couple of his nearest neighbors
looked at him, but nobody else paid any attention, which when he thought about
it he supposed was his good luck.

Jason, having worked himself into a mood to talk, was recapitulating the story
anyway. About a generation ago, this wonderful creature—or maybe it was some
kind of a device, worked by odylic magic—had carried a man named Phrixus from
the neighborhood of Tolcus halfway across the world to Colchis, where the
fugitive had eventually married Chalciope, a daughter of the Colchian King
Aeetes, and fathered several children by her.

"Two sons of Phrixus and the Princess Chalciope are with us now," added Jason,

and motioned for the pair to somehow indicate themselves. "Phrontis and Argeus."
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Two of the younger-looking Argonauts stepped forward into the full firelight,
looking round awkwardly, as if they feared they might be called on to make
speeches.

But Jason spared the brothers and his audience any such ordeal. He went on with
his oration, driving home the essential point by repetition. "Pelias the false

king has sworn, by all the gods and in front of witnesses, that if I can bring

back the Fleece and give it to him, he will honor my just claim, and resign the
throne to me."

Someone in the rear circle of listeners raised a hand. "Captain, this Phrixus is

now dead?"

"Our father died several years ago," said Argeus, and went on to explain that he
and his brother Phrontis had been mere boys when they left their grandfather's
domain. But they could tell their shipmates of the old man's formidable

reputation as a tyrant. Shaking his head, the speaker seemed to imply that they
could provide plenty of evidence of that in the days ahead.

His brother, Phrontis, now took the floor and had more than a little to say

about the journey that lay before them. He recited a list of the various

kingdoms where they expected to touch land, on one side or another of the Great
Sea. To begin with, there was the island of Lemnos, where women were now said to
rule; and after Lemnos they would come to the mysterious domain of Samothraki,
where travelers were strongly encouraged to take part in occult rituals. Then
Bithnyia, where King Amycus brutally held power—and everyone who had ever heard
of Amycus knew what a problem any visitor there was likely to encounter.

Proteus had not heard of Amycus, or could not remember if he had; and apparently

he was not going to be enlightened for a while yet.
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Y oung Phrontis, warming to his role of guide, was beginning to be breathless
with excitement. After Bithnyia, he said, there were the filthy and odious

Harpies that they would have to deal with, and after them the Clashing Rocks . .

Around Proteus the listening men were nodding, grim-faced in the firelight but
still enjoying themselves. Proteus's report of a Giant not far from where they
were had not really alarmed this bunch, who were obviously not going to be
discouraged by the possibilities of future danger; they had probably been
hearing some of the same stories all their lives.

Someone standing back in darkness had a question in a different vein: "This
Fleece must be a treasure of considerable value, then? I mean, whether it is
really metallic gold or not." Proteus was glad to realize that others in the

group were just about as ignorant as he.

Idmon answered: "That is a safe assumption. But the gold itself may be the least
part of its value." In the firelight, it was easy to see that there was quite a

lot of gray in Idmon's hair.

Proteus wondered suddenly if the crew, or any among them, had been promised
shares in any profits of the voyage. That was a common enough arrangement on
adventurous expeditions, most of which turned sooner or later into outright
piracy. It was a prospect he was going to have to keep in mind, whatever the
original impetus might have been that had landed him in this situation.

As for the pledge or promise that Jason seemed so certain of, from old King
Pelias, well, it would be a bright sunny day in the Underworld before any king,
let alone one with the reputation of Jason's uncle, would give up his throne
simply because someone asked him for it.

One of the listening Argonauts now spoke up to raise this point quite openly,
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though he phrased it in somewhat more diplomatic language. When Jason retorted
coldly that he had his uncle's promise, and was going to have the throne, the

man who brought it up hastily added an assurance that whether Jason ever became
a king or not, he was still eager to go on this expedition for the sheer

adventure of it. He did not want anyone to think that he was trying to back out.
There was a chorus of agreement. It seemed that every other member of the crew
had come along for the same reasons, and backing out would be the worst thing
any of them could think of at this point.

"I plan to honor my side of the agreement scrupulously," Jason informed them

all, driving the point home. "And I intend to see that my uncle honors his, one

way or another." Another murmur from the men. Somehow the doubts raised about
King Pelias and his pledge were set aside again without really being answered.

It was the youth called Telamon who wanted to know: "But tell us, Jason, what
course are we are going to steer? I mean, we have heard of the various countries
where we may land, but nothing yet of distances and bearings."

That question perked up the interest of the crew, who were already tired of
dynastic squabbles and old horror stories. What really mattered was that they

had been accepted into this company of famous Heroes, and that Jason himself,
the Jason, Jason the Boar-Slayer, was leading them to new adventures.

"I will let another man answer that question," Jason said, and with a gesture of
invitation stood aside.

A stocky, sturdy fellow, skin dark as ebony, got to his feet. "In case there is

still someone on the crew who does not know me, I am Tiphys, your steersman and
navigator."

Men looked at him respectfully; evidently he had a reputation. He was a very
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solid-looking man though not especially large, and Proteus saw that he had
removed the compass-pyx from the beached ship, and was carrying it under his
arm.

When it was time to shove off again in the morning, he would reinstall it, a job
that any experienced navigator could easily accomplish with a few simple,

routine rites of magic. Meanwhile, Tiphys acted as if the instrument were his
personal property, treating it with the familiar care of a man who handles a
treasure that has been passed down in his family for generations.

And he had a ready answer to the question that had already been asked about
their course. Tiphys rapidly recited a firmly memorized list of seas and straits

and coastlines; Proteus, yearning after his own lost memory, was impressed with
the man's knowledge and his ability to recall. Proteus got the impression from
listening that the land they were bound for, Colchis, must lie somewhere at the

far end of the earth. The contemplated journey was going to last for months,
perhaps for many months, even if all went smoothly. And they all knew better
than to expect that.

When Tiphys had concluded, Jason asked: "Are there any other questions?"
Someone raised a hand. "Does Colchis lie at the edge of the world?"

"My compass-pyx has shown me that the world is really round. There is no danger
of falling off an edge . . . well, argue about that if you like, but I know it

goes on far beyond Colchis . . . anyone else?"

When no one else raised a hand, Jason's eye came steadily back to Proteus, who
now realized that he had not been forgotten after all.

A silence had begun to grow, and others were also looking at the newcomer. The
commander slightly raised his voice. "We must decide if this man Proteus, who

comes to us from out of the sea, is Hero or servant. He might have died in a
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shipwreck with the other menials, but Fate decreed otherwise and he has come
bravely through great dangers. If we judge him no more than a servant still,

then we must leave him behind. The alternative is to make him one of our number,
but before doing that we must see if he is worthy."

Listening to the talk around him, Proteus began to gain some understanding of

the controversy over servants. Originally, each qualified and accepted Hero had
been allowed to bring aboard one companion . . . friend, relative, servant,
catamite, or some combination of those categories.

But Jason, in the aftermath of Hercules's abandonment, had decided that all such
hangers-on or attendants had to go. Now that all the chosen Heroes were actually
aboard, it was obvious that any such additional number would simply make the
ship too crowded; and if not everyone could have an attendant, no one in this
company of equals should.

Voices were raised in general agreement. If Proteus was to stay, it would have

to be as a full-fledged Argonaut, a member of the company.

People looked at him uncertainly, and he looked back in the same mode. He found
it gratifying that his unknown self at least did not feel terrified at the idea

of being tested.

"Shall we have a trial of wrestling?" suggested Haraldur the northerner, in the

tone of one who expects to get a laugh.

"That didn't work out too well when we tried it with Hercules," someone else
recalled. And now there was a ripple of rueful laughter, mingled with

resentment.

"Weapons, then." The man in the horned helmet looked at Proteus. "With what

tools of death do you feel most at ease?"
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"T choose the spear," he heard himself saying. Again, as when he was asked his
name, he had no need to give the matter any thought.

Having said that, of course he had to borrow a spear, and several were
immediately produced. He frowned at the selection, thinking there was something
wrong about each of these weapons's heads, their points, though obviously all
were well-made. But he could not have said exactly what the difficulty was, and
at last he made a choice. The design of a dolphin had been worked into the
spearhead with some skill, and it was good sharp bronze—which of course could
never be as hard and enduring as the best steel, but some men still preferred

it.

Now, if he could remember that with no trouble at all, along with so much else
about the way the world worked, how in the Underworld could there be nothing
left of himself except a name? But so it was, and he would have to deal with it.
Balancing the stout shaft in his right hand, Proteus looked about him, meeting
expectant glances. "What must I do?"

"Fight three of us to the death. No, no, I'm joking!" And Haraldur bent over
double, slapping his knobby knees in high amusement.

After grim news and edgy talk, everyone was ready to enjoy a joke. When the
laughter subsided, it turned out that what the company were really proposing was
that he should make a throw of a certain distance—someone paced off what was
evidently considered a fair distance—and score a solid hit on a log of

driftwood, on which some of the Heroes had already been practicing, leaving it
chipped and scarred.

Someone jested that they could use as their target the very oaken keel of Argo.
"She's not going to notice one little pin-prick there." Jason shot the man a

look that said he was not amused.
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Concentrating intently now upon his trial, Proteus nodded, stepped up to the
mark, and with a casual motion of his left arm indicated that people should

stand back. Then, without giving himself time to worry about it, he did

precisely what he had been challenged to do. He did somewhat better, in fact—the
spearhead went in deep, very close to the center of the indicated target. The

long shaft stuck there quivering, as if it still had energy to spare.

He heard a muttering behind him: "Stronger than he looks."

The owner of the spear came to reclaim his weapon, and had to work at it to
wrench it from the wood. Men thumped Proteus on the back, offering
congratulations, bombarding him with their names, half of which he failed to
remember the first time he heard them. He was invited to join the others in

their dinner.

Jason, after being distracted several times by questions, finally said to

Proteus: "Welcome aboard."

"Thank you, sir," the newcomer responded, gnawing fragments of roast meat from a
bone. The meat was tasty, but suddenly he realized that what he was really
hungry for was fish. Well, no doubt he would see plenty of that in days to come.
"And do you think yourself qualified in every way to join us in our quest?"

"I don't know the answer to that, sir. I've passed your test, I can handle a

spear. I'm not sure just what other qualifications you expect."

The mass of dark hair nodded judiciously. "A reasonable reply. Come to think of
it, I believe Hercules had something of the same modest attitude."

When it came time to retire for the night, Proteus saw the steersman Tiphys
carefully bring his compass-pyx with him to the place where he lay down to

sleep.
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The sight of the device stirred something deep in the newcomer's ravaged memory.
Proteus asked permission to look at the fine instrument, hoping that something
about it would jog his memory into further revelations. Tiphys rather grudgingly
agreed.

Use of the compass-pyx was well-nigh universal. Navigation across the open sea,
out of sight of land, was difficult enough even with the help of such devices,

and would have been all but impossible without it. Probably Tiphys, like most
other navigators of reputation, relied upon some special private magical

addition to the instrument, an accessory he would try as best he could to keep
secret.

The compass-pyx that Proteus was now privileged to look at basically resembled
the similar instruments he could hazily remember seeing.

The pointer, or cusp of the device, balanced on a needle-sharp pivot, consisted
of a narrow crescent of horn and ivory. A sliver of each of the disparate
materials, identically curved and not quite as long as a man's hand, were bound
together in a particular way. Some experts swore that silk was the only proper
material to use for the binding, but Proteus saw now that Tiphys, like many

other expert pilots, preferred the web-stuff of certain mutant spiders.

Once a pilot or steersman had attuned his mind to the device, it indicated with
great accuracy the bearing that the ship should take to bring him to his goal.

Few people placed any reliance on the compass-pyx on land; its effectiveness on
the Great Sea was credited to Poseidon's having long ago given the device his
blessing.

There were of course refinements in the construction and operation of the
compass-pyx. Some extremely simple versions were good only for indicating true

north; others, if the cap/cover was shifted to the first end, pointed to the
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nearest dry land.

Many swore that the compass-pyx worked best, indeed that it was only reliable at
all, if hooked up with a strip of pure copper that ran deep into the central

timbers of the ship. Whether Tiphys was going to reattach his instrument in that
way Proteus could not tell.

The watches for the coming night had been assigned hours ago, long before
Proteus had come wading out of the sea to join their company, and Jason had
insisted on taking a turn himself, which was evidently his usual procedure with

any kind of duty. So Proteus had no responsibilities as yet; anyway, he thought,
his new shipmates were probably not ready to trust him with their lives. Belly
satisfied with a good meal, he slept well through the night, stretched out on

warm sand. The eternal sound of the surf was in his ears, and his dreams that
night were of the sea. In them he was immersed in deep water, but somehow not in
the least afraid of drowning.

In the morning, after breakfasting on the remnants of last night's feast, they

all lined up along the ship's sides, and at a signal laid hold of her gunwales

and pushed her back into the sea again. Proteus immediately scrambled into his
newly assigned spot on one of the benches. Meleager was next to him, and he was
beginning to recognize the names of others who were nearby.

The oar proved less familiar than the spear had been, but the business of its

use was not that complicated, and he soon settled into the proper rhythm.

He felt a nervousness that he did not want to admit, even to himself. But there

was no sign of any Giant.

As the new day wore on in rowing, Proteus found himself becoming more and more

interested in the tale of the Golden Fleece, wanting to know more about it. He
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talked with those of the other Heroes who were the least standoffish.

That certainly included Meleager, whose garments, when he was wearing anything
at all, looked rich and costly, a picture of size, confident attitude, and

youthful vigor.

"Then this Golden Fleece is marvelous indeed," Proteus agreed. "But in what
way?"

But Mel had to admit that he was the wrong one to be asking about that.

Every now and then, as the Argonauts talked among themselves, the name of
Theseus came up, as it very often did when folks were telling tales of

adventure. Everyone had heard the story of the Princess Ariadne of Corycus, her
connection with Theseus, and the breathtaking reversals of fortune she had
experienced on the Island of Dia.

Speaking of Theseus, almost everyone in the crew seemed to be surprised that
that youthful adventurer, sometimes called King of the Pirates, had not shown up
and demanded a place. But the time of departure had come and gone, and no one
knew where he might be. Many assumed that his name had been on the list of those
to whom Jason had sent personal invitations; if Theseus was not a Hero, who
could claim that title? True, his remarkable career consisted of little but acts

of piracy. But if a consistent concern for others' property was made a
qualification, Jason might have a hard time filling his roster.

Jason had only one comment to make when the name of Theseus came up: "From what
I hear, he is a thief and murderer, and to call him a king does dishonor to a

royal title."

As they rowed, the conversation around Proteus touched on many things: to begin
with, women, as might be expected. Then the sea and its wonders, and then

something about women. The remote, ongoing conflict between Giants and gods, now
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supposed to be flaring into open warfare—but such mighty struggles were remote
to most of the people of the world, and the conversation soon came back to
women.

Proteus listened, mostly, now and then contributing a word or two; but to his
surprise, what he had vaguely expected to be the chief subject of speculation,

the Fleece itself, was scarcely mentioned.

Though he listened intently, he was still unable to discover just what kind of
intrinsic value the Fleece might have, what were its magic powers—everyone
assumed it must have some. How big it was, how many standard units of gold it
weighed. Gradually it dawned on the listener that few if any of these men who
were willing to risk their lives to find the exotic treasure, had any better

idea of its nature than he did. They were here because Jason, a magnetic hero
who would someday be king of an important country, was going to lead them on a
glorious adventure, and so far that was enough for everyone.

Proteus found it oddly restful to spend another night at sea; he thought he

could doze, slumped on his rower's bench, almost as comfortably as he would have
slept in the safest, driest bed ashore. Most of the other men seemed to be

having an easy time of it as well, napping at their oars, while clouds covered

the stars. The sea was calm enough tonight, and Jason, who apparently did not
completely trust Tiphys and his elaborate compass-pyx, decided to wait for dawn
to push ahead.

Around noon on the second day since Proteus had joined the crew, Jason while
taking a turn as lookout on the low raised deck—climbing the little mast would
have been utterly impractical—caught sight of some green-clad hills. Within a

couple of hours the Argo was coming ashore, her captain meaning to once more


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

refill the collection of water jugs and jars and waterskins. Whatever part of

the world this was, Proteus could not remember ever seeing it before.

When an opportunity offered, and when Tiphys had offered no objection, Proteus
took a turn at crouching over the compass-pyx and with the aid of its powers
called up a vision of the Argo's destination. It was a mysterious vision indeed,
and seemed to have little to do with geography.

Have I done this before? he wondered privately. He thought the answer must be
yes. The ease with which he approached the instrument seemed good evidence that
he had.

One routine means of operation, he knew, was to whisper aloud the name of the
island, continent, or object that you were trying to reach by navigation, while
resting your forehead against the ivory box. But in this case nothing of the

kind was necessary.

If only he had known the name of his home, he would have tried to get a look at
it. A vague attempt to think of home produced nothing. On impulse he tried
imagining the Fleece instead.

On each trial the device showed Proteus, behind his closed eyelids, a new view
of their mysterious objective, very slightly nearer than the time before but

from the same angle. A shapeless mass that seemed to be hanging in the branches
of a tree. And against that green it appeared to be golden indeed, but more like
the shimmer of morning sun on the ocean, than any material object.

THREE

Lemnos
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The next day seemed endlessly long to Proteus. Not that he was particularly
wearied by the rowing, but the hours of labor were relieved only by intermittent
talk with his new ship-mates. The talk brought him no new knowledge on the
subject in which he was most keenly interested—himself. And it taught him very
little about the voyage to which he was now committed.

Throughout the long day he was engaged almost continuously in a silent struggle
to regain his memory. But all the effort brought to the surface were scattered
shards and images, almost nothing any earlier than the Giant's destruction of

the ship. At one point the sight and sound of splintered planks came through
clearly, then a more detailed look than he had had before at horrified human
faces, none of which he recognized. And there was the sound of a man screaming,
an ugly noise that ended in drowning bubbles . . . feeling his stomach growing
queasy, Proteus gave up for the time being the effort of trying to force his
memory.

But of course giving up wasn't as easy as all that. He could not escape his need
to know the truth, whatever it might be. And so in a little while he tried again

to find some remnant, some walking ghost of his old self. And got no farther
than before.

All day the crew had been laboring almost continuously with the oars, which left
them generally exhausted. It would have been only sensible if Proteus had found
himself worn out too, but at the end of the day his muscles were not aching, and
he still had energy. Nor were there any blisters on his palms and fingers,

which, as he now thoughtfully noted, had been heavily callused all along.
Whatever his true identity turned out to be, it would seem he was no aristocrat.

Maybe a common sailor, then, with an exceptionally well-conditioned body? Or
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possibly a professional athlete of some kind? Athletes often had to seek other
kinds of employment. For all Proteus could tell, he might well have been one of
the boatload of servants who had been scheduled to attend the Argonauts, before
Jason and the others woke up to the fact that their narrow ship lacked room for
so many non-Heroic bodies.

Athlete maybe, servant, maybe. But the more he thought about it, the more likely
it seemed that he had been a sailor, one of the crew bringing a load of servants

to their destination. In any case his earlier self, who he was beginning to

think of as Old Proteus, had been nominally free; his neck was not encircled by
any metal collar indicating slavery.

Servant, sailor, or whatever, the evidence said he'd certainly been accustomed

to hard, physical work, and not unfamiliar with oars and spears. Now if only he
could recall his orders from the mysterious woman—but they lay still

tantalizingly out of reach.

It seemed ridiculous to feel uneasy about not getting tired, but the anomaly
nagged him. Now stronger than before, the feeling grew in him that the Giant who
had destroyed that ship and drowned those men would come and hunt him down if he
knew that Proteus had survived. He, Proteus, had been personally stalked by some
mighty power that was out to kill him. And if that power knew that he was still
alive, it would come after him again.

The next day was also spent in rowing, and, for Proteus, in basically useless
mental effort. And so it went on the day after that. On several occasions the

Argo sailed entirely out of sight of land for hours at a time. Jason and his

crew obviously were ready to trust their lives to Tiphys and his compass-pyx,
and to the construction of their sturdy ship, and its outfitting with the finest

silk and linen sails. From the superb quality of the gear, it seemed obvious
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that Jason had wealthy backers in his attempt to win a crown. Backers who were
not only wealthy, but not much afraid of angering King Pelias. One alternative

of course would be that Jason had been blessed with a family fortune, and had
sunk that into this endeavor; but the captain made an occasional remark about
his growing up in poverty, which seemed to dispose of that idea. Proteus asked a
couple of his shipmates what they knew of the expedition's financing, but it
seemed they had never thought about such mundane matters. A quest with Jason was
sure to be a glorious adventure, and that was enough for them. The new recruit
did not pursue the matter further; he had no wish to be suspected of being
someone's spy or secret agent.

In the course of these same days Proteus began to notice how strangely often
first one flying fish and then another, skimming the waves on a parallel course
with the Argo, and at no great distance, just kept up with the ship. Maybe the
actions of the fish were purely accidental, but now Proteus developed an eerie
feeling that some unknown power, for some unknown reason, was keeping the vessel
under surveillance. He kept this suspicion to himself.

Now and then during his long hours at the oar he raised his eyes, searching the
clouds or the sunny blue, cursed by a vague fear that the Argo herself would
suffer some direct attack, now that he had come aboard her. But so far there was
no hint of anything of the kind.

Three days after leaving the beach where Proteus had joined them, Jason and
Tiphys the steersman got together for a long, low-voiced talk. Afterward Jason
stood up and raised his voice to inform the crew that their next port of call

was going to be the island of Lemnos.

And at the same time, Proteus noticed Idmon opening a locker and taking out a
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waterproof sealskin pouch. From this in turn he carefully removed a book of
modest size. The volume's pages were of parchment, and it was bound in what
looked like sharkskin, which Proteus supposed would have some waterproofing
effect.

When Proteus asked about the book, Idmon let him know that it was the ship's
log, and entries were to be made in it daily, setting down events almost as they
happened, so that when the voyage was over a detailed history of it would have
been written.

Sitting cross-legged on one corner of the deck, the record-keeper dipped a
stubby pen, made from a large feather, into one end of an inkhorn, and started
putting words on parchment. When he paused for thought after a couple of lines,
Proteus was still curious. "What language is that?"

The scribe looked at him in mild surprise. "An old one. Can you read it?"

It would not have surprised Proteus to learn that half the Heroes had trouble
reading even the language they had been speaking all their lives. In this
company, scholarship beyond that would be extraordinary. He said carefully: "I
think I may have seen it somewhere before."

The scribe seemed about to put another question to him, when both were
distracted by a debate that had begun on nearby benches, and had now grown
vociferous. For several years now, word had been passed around the world (and in
this matter the memory of Proteus seemed to be functioning normally) to the
effect that Lemnos was inhabited solely by women. The most popular version of
the story said that some years ago the Lemnian ladies, resentful of their
husbands' having taken to importing mistresses on a large scale, had risen up in
rebellion and slaughtered them to the last man.

Opinions on the truth of this story differed widely among the Argonauts, and a
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lively discussion went around the benches. Proteus listened, but knew nothing to
contribute.

Nobody noticed his reluctance to speak, for plenty of others were eager to do
so. Several of the Argonauts claimed to have actually visited Lemnos during the
past few years, and these unanimously reported that the tales of mass murder
were only rumors. All that had really happened on that island was that a kind of
matriarchal government had been put in place.

Others, contradicting the men who claimed to be eyewitnesses, continued to swear
that the stories of murder must be correct. When some of the men appealed to
Jason, he had nothing directly to say on the question—again his mind seemed
elsewhere, as it so often did.

But the dark rumor seemed refuted when, after a few days of moderately rough
weather, and about a month after leaving lolcus, the ship put somewhat warily
into the small harbor of the city of Myrina, the only real port on Lemnos.

It was easy to see that the island was of substantial size though not as big as
some—Tiphys said a little less than two hundred square miles. Here and there
faint columns of smoke went up to enormous heights, over land much of which
looked quite empty of human habitation; one of the older Argonauts said the
smoke came from volcanic activity, that the ground here was always smoldering
somewhere. Gentle hills in the western and southern parts of the island built up
gradually to a single mountain, called Skopia, Tiphys said. The sharp-toothed
crest stood about fifteen hundred feet above the level of the sea.

Once in the harbor, the visitors were relieved to see some of the wilder stories
proven false. There were a fair number of men about—though it was true there

seemed fewer males and more women than you would ordinarily expect to see on
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docks and quays. The waterfront was not particularly busy, but by no means
deserted. Proteus observed one fellow standing at the end of a dock, who seemed
to be posing with tensed muscles while he watched the Argo glide by, as if he
wanted to impress the newcomers with his physique. If that was indeed his
purpose, the effect was spoiled by his thin arms and pot belly.

Shortly after they had tied up, it was a woman who came to meet them as port
official, with book and pen in hand, and escorted by a small armed guard who
were also women. Briskly the official asked the newcomers their business. Jason
met her courteously, and Proteus watching from a little distance thought they

were having a reasonable conversation. In the end the visitors were granted full
freedom to come ashore.

As the Argonauts gradually relaxed their vigilance, stepped oft their ship, and
began to see more of the town, it became obvious that for some reason the male
population of Lemnos seemed content to leave both the business of government and
the government of business to the women. It wasn't that the men were totally

idle; but they seemed to be contenting themselves with an intricate system of
activity involving both gambling and philosophical debates.

When Proteus, keeping a borrowed spear casually within reach, talked to a couple
of the local men about the apparent lack of excitement on their island, the

locals, turning calmly arrogant, informed him that they were expecting to depart
within the hour. They said they were going to take part in a great adventure,
whose nature they were not at liberty to discuss.

When the visitor looked around the harbor and asked which of the few visible
ships they planned to take, they were unable to contain their great secret any
longer. Each man swore soberly that they were waiting for Theseus to sail in and

welcome them aboard his pirate ship for a cruise of pillaging and looting.
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Their visitor thought the pair looked poorly equipped for any such adventure.
When Proteus tried politely to convey that he still had doubts, he expected for
a moment that the two were going to attack him, for they glared wildly and
knotted their fists. But then they turned their backs on him and wandered oft
down the dock, arm in arm.

Another Argonaut, watching their slightly unsteady progress, snorted. "They're
on drugs."

"That would explain much," put in a third.

The port official, a gray-haired woman with a look of harried pride, was looking
after the pair also, with disdain. She explained that the fathers and sons and
husbands of the island, or a great majority of them, were now spending most of
their time and energy on taking some drug, or some combination of substances,
that was supposed to make them clever, powerful, and handsome.

Then she added: "And what you are thinking about them is quite right. The drug
does not work—not in the way they think it does. The only notable real effect,
as you will observe when you meet more of them about the island, is to make them
see themselves as Heroes."

"And to make the rest of us see them as idiots," Proteus muttered. Somehow it
made him feel a little better to see men who were worse off than he; there was
no keeping their weakness secret from the world.

In passing he noted also that there were few small children to be seen around
the island. Perhaps over the last few years the men of Lemnos had lost interest
in other things besides work.

The idea of leaving all the practical affairs of life to women was one that a

number of Argonauts found shocking. It led to a discussion of the half-legendary
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Amazons, another topic on which the men had strong opinions and very little
knowledge.

None of Proteus's shipmates claimed to have ever actually visited Amazon
country, though several said they were determined to get there before they
died—rumor had it that impressive warriors were welcome there, and were royally
entertained until they had impregnated large numbers of women.

Whatever the truth about the Amazons, Lemnos was real, and hard enough to
understand. Those who said they had visited this port before observed that the
situation seemed to have deteriorated since their last visit—by that they meant
there were now even fewer men to be seen in public.

Leaving aside the organization of society, Lemnos did not seem to be a wealthy
land. Every rooftop seemed to carry some kind of cistern, ready to catch
rainfall; streams of fresh water were small and scarce. Sparse crops grew on
hillsides visible from near the middle of town, and the workers in those tilted
fields appeared to be almost entirely women.

But, soon after the port official had reported to the modest palace, messengers
came from the queen, with word that the Argonauts were invited into their town
and houses as friends.

And Jason was invited, alone, to visit the queen in her palace.

The Argonauts spent the interval when he was gone staying close together,
trading stories and whetting blades, vaguely suspicious of some kind of
treachery.

After about three hours, Jason returned to his men, looking quietly excited,

more so than Proteus had ever seen him. When his crew had gathered around him,
Jason reported that he had had a long conversation alone with the queen, and she

had actually offered him the kingship of Lemnos.
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A number of the Argonauts began to laugh at that, but Jason remained solemn. No,
he was not joking. Then he raised a hand, quelling the beginnings of an excited
celebration, and told his men that he had turned the offer down. At that a
sudden silence fell.

Proteus felt inwardly relieved at the announcement, though he could not have
said why Jason's political and dynastic plans should matter to him one way or
the other. But then Proteus made the odd discovery that, for some reason that
was still shadowy in his own mind, it was important to him that the Argosy go
on.

Jason gave the impression that his decision had cost him a struggle, but once
reached, it was firm.

Speaking into a continuing, wondering silence among his men, he said: "You will
be asking yourselves why I have rejected a crown."

No one had any comment to make. Answering the question that had not been asked,
their captain went on to offer several reasons for his refusal, chief among them
the vow he had made and had to keep. "Not that I could have accepted in any
case. I have made a solemn vow to return to Iolcus with the Golden Fleece, and
that's what I will do."

There was also the fact that the current king of Lemnos would have had to be
deposed. But rumor had it that that individual seldom took any interest in

affairs of state, or in his queen for that matter, being totally absorbed in his

life of drugs and games. His existence did not appear to be much of an obstacle.
Meanwhile, Proteus was thinking that Jason's true reason for turning down a
throne might well be quite different: Lemnos was small and mean, almost a joke

as an independent kingdom, and it would only retain its independence until some
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real monarch thought it worth his while to snap it up.

Not much else of interest to Proteus happened during the adventurers' short stay
on the island. There was a little excitement— vicarious for most of the
crew—when three or four of the Argonauts sampled some of the drugs to which the
men of the island were so ruinously addicted.

Proteus and a few others were standing at dockside, uneasy about getting far
from their ship in this strange place, when the unmistakable sounds of a fight
breaking out reverberated through the thin wooden walls of the tavern.

Haraldur brightened at the noise. "Sounds like fun. Let's go!" A couple of

others shared his enthusiasm.

Proteus by contrast experienced only a vague sinking feeling at the prospect of
a fight; but he went along, walking rather than running after his shipmates. His
lack of eagerness did not matter, because the brawl, such as it was, was very
nearly over by the time the first of his shipmates reached the tavern doorway,
where Proteus looked in just in time to see Meleager felled by a thick glass
bottle bouncing off the back of his head. The bottle did not break, and the thin
Lemnian who had wielded it looked surprised at his own success.

Mel's shipmates lumbered forward, generally towering over the natives, exacting
vengeance. Weapons hardly seemed required, in this tavern, in this town. And
anyway, a spear was always awkward at close quarters. Proteus stood leaning on
his, and watched.

The worst of the skirmish, from the Argonauts' point of view, was that Meleager
had to be carried back to the ship, where several minutes passed before he fully
came around.

Jason on hearing the story of the fight was plainly angry, the first time

Proteus had seen him in that state. "Was it not possible to stay out of trouble
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for a few hours?"

A chastened Hero stammered out that drugs had been at the bottom of the dispute.
The captain on hearing this blasphemed several gods and sent out a search party.
A couple of Argonauts who had sampled the local pharmaceuticals had to be hauled
back aboard by main force. Jason on hearing this went to look them over.
Realizing their condition, he sternly warned them that any man who jumped ship
from this voyage would open himself to lifelong embarrassment; then he ordered
them tied up until the effects of the drug had passed.

One man had to be restrained from jumping into the harbor, saying he meant to
swim to Colchis, pick up the Fleece, and be back to Lemnos in time for dinner.
The captain's indignation was quietly mounting. "If any of you have carried any

of those drugs on board, I hope you'll pitch them overboard."

Haraldur, smiling slightly, had a comment: "It might be fun to watch a sunfish

that thinks it's a shark."

Some men laughed, but Jason was not amused.

Fortunately there were no immediate repercussions from the brawl. In an effort

to discover how much local resentment, if any, the fight had created, Proteus

and several other Argonauts strolled to a different quayside tavern where they
entered as casual customers. This like the other grog shop was one of the few
places where local men were still working, tending bar.

Whining music came from a corner, where female musicians of gnarled and
charmless age sawed at their stringed instruments. The wine was not bad, and now
he had consumed enough to make him feel well-satisfied with the world for the
time being.

Looking round at his shipmates, Proteus decided that after all, getting truly
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smashed would be more trouble than it was worth— now that he had begun drinking,
he had the feeling that serious competition in this field was not and had never

been a regular part of his life.

The bartender who had been hovering nearby suddenly cleared his throat. "So,
Jason is going all the way to Colchis."

Proteus raised an eyebrow. "That's the plan. Certainly no secret about it."

The man leaned toward him over the stained wood. "Take me with you." He looked a
bit old to be starting out as an adventurer.

"You serious?"

"I am. Anything to get away from Lemnos." The tone was one of quiet desperation.
"Don't want to be ruled by women?"

The bartender shook his head, and looked at the musicians. "It's not the women
who are driving me crazy. It's the men."

Proteus was shaking his head. "Sorry, but we're allowed no attendants aboard.

It's been decided." Then he looked up at a familiar voice, and was surprised to

see Mel back on his feet again so soon. Well, some skulls were thicker than
others.

Another Argonaut joined in, making some drunken proposal to have the new
applicant prove his worth by throwing spears. "Or maybe bottles? How 'bout
that?" That was horrifying; glass bottles were rare enough to be considered of
some value.

By now Proteus had had enough to drink so this even seemed a good idea to him.
"Why not? It worked for me." But in the end the discussion came to nothing.

* % %

When the native men felt themselves insulted, which Proteus got the impression

happened dangerously often, they were not shy of challenging some of the Heroes
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to fight. The resulting contests—if that was really the right word for

them—tended to be very one-sided. Fortunately for the diplomatic atmosphere, no
one was actually killed, and the native men bore no resentment. As long as they
remained alive, they seemed able to convince themselves that their side had won,
or at least that they had gone down gloriously, succumbing only in the face of
overwhelming odds.

Meanwhile, some of the younger women had begun eyeing the visitors with frank
interest. Three Heroes besides Jason received offers of marriage, none of which
were accepted. Local prostitutes had seen their business fall off sharply, their
bodies less attractive than the images produced by drugs in the minds of their
former customers.

They stayed in all three days on Lemnos.

"Three days." An oarsman grunted at his task. "Only three days? I thought it was
longer."

Another shook his head. "Three days was plenty long enough. An unpleasant spot,
for all that it was full of horny women."

FOUR

Mysteries

Meleager's head was still sore from the knock sustained in the Lemnian tavern.
But soreness was the least of his problems. He had not had much to drink, and
had stayed away from the drugs, but his behavior had certainly turned odd.

Jason, as Mel's oldest friend aboard, was seriously concerned. "Let me take a
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look at him."

Proteus moved closer, watching over the shoulder of the would-be physician.
External damage was slight. Mel's eyes were open most of the time, and he was
capable of moving about, and sometimes responding to simple questions. He
announced that he was ready to take his turn at rowing, but when he got to the
bench he only sat there with the long oar idle in his hands.

When encouraged, and reminded of what he was supposed to be doing, he would pull
steadily for a stroke or two, and then again forget where he was and what he was
about. He just sat there looking round at his shipmates as if he wondered who
they were. Proteus, on observing this behavior felt an inner chill, and rubbed

his own head thoughtfully. The swelling had gone down and the spot no longer
hurt, but a vast domain of vital memory remained totally out of his reach.

Still, that crack might have left him much worse off than he was.

Another man, who claimed to have had some training as a physician, pronounced
judgment on the case of Meleager. "I have seen this kind of thing before. He may
come out of it, or he may not. Time will tell."

Everyone who thought he knew something about medicine took a turn asking
Meleager questions, and peering into his eyes and ears and nostrils; none of
these orifices were bleeding, which the self-appointed experts said was a

hopeful sign. At last a consensus was reached that he should be watched, and
allowed to rest as much as possible. His fate rested in the hands of the gods.

A few days later, the Argonauts were beaching their long ship at Samothraki.
This was a rocky island, presenting barren cliffs to the sea around almost its
whole circumference, but Proteus thought it beautiful in its own unwelcoming
way. And it was certainly much different from their last port of call. Here

there were springs and streams, obviously a good share of rainfall, and a single
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mountain four times as high as the single peak that Lemnos had. Samothraki was
about ten miles long by seven wide, smoothly shaped with a regular coastline
which offered few natural harbors. A shipmate with a mind for practical details
told Proteus that exports included fruit and vegetables, especially onions.

More interesting to most of the crew than onions were the mystery rituals for
which Samothraki was also well known. It was to discuss these, and the
invitation issued to all the Argonauts, that Jason called a gathering of the

entire crew beside the ship.

"There is a cave over there"—pointing to a spot on the cliff-side that bulked up
only a few yards from the harbor's mouth— "where certain rites, usually
forbidden to visitors and strangers, are to be conducted; and we have been
invited to take part."

Many were interested but everyone was wary. "We have? How did that happen? Who
knew we were coming here?"

Jason would say only that the invitation had reached him through intermediaries.
And Idmon casually let it be known that he himself had been an initiate for some
time.

"What sort of rites are they?" someone asked. "What would be expected of us?"
"There are mysteries of which we must not sing," said Idmon, in a tone that
suggested he was quoting someone or something. "I will say only this: that when
you have passed through, you will sail on with greater confidence across the
formidable sea."

Around Proteus several of the other men were making gestures and mumbling words
that they doubtless thought had some magical efficacy. It came as no great

surprise to him to discover that there were several would-be mystics and/or
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would-be sorcerers among the crew. But it turned out that no more than half a
dozen men in all were eager to be introduced into the secret rites of the

Cabiri.

That was a new name to Proteus. "Who or what in all the hells are the Cabiri?"
he demanded of some of his shipmates. He didn't think they were divinities, for
he had the feeling that among the vast store of largely useless rubbish his

memory had somehow managed to retain, he could have found the names and folk
histories of most of the gods—probably no human being knew them all. He could
only hope that "Cabiri" wasn't familiar as mother's milk to everyone in the

world with an intact memory. But it was still a new one to him, and there was
nothing he could do about that.

The men to whom he put the question looked aghast at him, and one of them chided
Proteus for a lack of reverence. But he got the impression that a majority of

his shipmates probably did not know much about the Cabiri either. It was only
that no entity of more than human power ought to be so casually treated.

For the rest of the day, and through the early hours of the night, when his
shipmates whispered to one another about the Cabiri and their mysterious

rituals, Proteus could only nod and smile, as if he really had some idea of what
the others were talking about.

When the subject came up, Proteus felt a deep, instinctive reaction that he

would be wise to avoid taking part in any secret rites himself. This feeling was
only strengthened when he got his first close look at a dim hollow in the rock,
fifteen feet or so above the high-tide level of the sea, and approachable only

by a narrow ledge along the face of a low cliff. His first impression was of a
shallow cave, no more than a grotto, but he supposed the appearance was

deceptive. As he watched, a hummingbird came darting out. This, the Argonauts
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were told, was the entrance to the place where the mysteries were to be
revealed—or rather, where glimpses of certain secrets were to be granted to a
select few.

It all sounded somehow repellent and even unconvincing to Proteus. He asked:
"What will these Cabiri look like when they appear?"

"Appear?" The informant, who obviously wanted to seem knowledgeable, shook his
head. "They're not going to do that. They never do."

It turned out that the men who were to be initiated had been warned not to
expect to actually see any of the Cabiri in the course of the rituals.

As the afternoon drew on toward dusk, Jason, dressed in a fancier tunic than
usual, came looking for Proteus, and found him mending a small fishing net.
"There you are. Do I understand that you mean to take no part in the ceremony?"
Proteus looked up from his work; the fact that his fingers knew how to tie a
variety of useful knots seemed to bolster his theory that he had been a sailor.
"That's right, Captain."

The big man shrugged. "I don't expect to gain much benefit of it myself, or to
enjoy it either, but my position requires that I join in—those who made the

offer may be offended if I decline. Half a dozen of our shipmates have decided

to accompany me into the cave. I want to assign you, among others, a post to
guard."

"The ship, you mean?"

Jason shook his head. "I have others assigned to stand regular watches, and most
of the crew will be aboard anyway. You and one other—Telemon, I think—will be
posted just outside the cave. Just in case there is anyone who means to do us

harm, while some of us are busy and distracted in the ceremony. And while I
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think of it, it would be a good idea if you who are standing guard brought a few
extra weapons to your posts. We will be allowed to carry no arms into the
cave—but it would be good to have some available at no great distance."
Proteus stood up, trying to wipe the slime of fishy cordage from his hands. "Any
reason to suspect any kind of treachery, Jason?"

The captain shook his head again. "No more than a feeling. Would you rather not
be chosen as a guard?"

"No, I feel honored. I'll do my best."

Shortly before midnight, Jason and those of his shipmates who had chosen to take
part in the ceremony entered the cave bearing torches, accompanied by several
masked and robed figures who had come to escort them.

As soon as the chosen ones had passed inside, Proteus and Telamon, his fellow
sentry, took up their positions, one on each side of the cave's mouth, below
torches burning in sconces fixed to the rock. They had each, as inconspicuously
as possible, brought along a few extra weapons, as the captain had requested.
Proteus saw that swords and short spears, along with a couple of
battle-hatchets, were stashed just inside the cave. No one could see the cache
from outside, but men inside, expecting to find weapons there, could easily put
their hands on them.

By the captain's orders, all of the remaining Argonauts were staying close to

the ship. Tonight, Proteus thought that those orders would certainly be obeyed.
Samothraki did not seem a promising theater for ordinary revelry.

Proteus knew, in the general way that he knew most things, that there was a
simple art to standing sentry, as to most other military tasks. From somewhere

in his demolished past the rules appeared when they were needed. Don't stand in

one place, like a statue. Move often, but not predictably—if an enemy is
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watching, never allow him to be sure of where you will be a few heartbeats from
now. Walk your post, whatever it is, with an irregular timing. Turn left this

time, turn right the next time round. Of course there was very little room for

any of these tactics on their small ledge.

Time passed quietly at first, and it began to seem the only danger might be

utter boredom. Proteus and his fellow sentry exchanged a few words. Whatever the
people in the cave might be up to, they weren't making much noise. Only a few
strange sounds came drifting out from time to time, and the more Proteus tried

to listen to them, the stranger they sounded. Some of them might have come from
human throats, a kind of quiet chanting, and others from the squeaking strings

of untuned musical instruments.

Apart from that, the night was peaceful, and exotic smoky smells came drifting
from somewhere well inland. The moon lay sparkling on the sea.

Now Telamon whispered restlessly: "Why are these things always held in caves?"
Proteus shifted his grip on his borrowed spear, whose owner so far did not seem
worried about getting it back. Fortunately spare weapons were in good supply on
this voyage. " 'These things'? You've been to other parties like this one?"

His shipmate looked around uneasily. "One or two that were close to it. And I've
heard stories about strange things happening here on Samothraki."

"T hope you told Jason. What are the strange things?"

The other man only looked wise, as if reluctant to speak.

Proteus asked him: "How long is it all going to take, do you suppose?" The
question ended in a cough, for suddenly a cloud of strange smoke had come
swirling out of the cave to embrace them in its crude pawlike eddies. If it

smelled that strong out here, those inside would have to be careful not to choke
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themselves.

For Proteus, some odd flavor in the smoke rattled certain keys on the ring of
memory. Suddenly, impulsively, he filled his lungs with one deep breath, trying

to fit the key into the lock and turn it.

The dark fumes made his head swim. He wheezed, and for a moment felt
light-headed.

He had sniffed exactly the same pungent and intoxicating smoke before, but when,
and where . . . ?

Proteus had the feeling that someone, somewhere, was urgently trying to tell him
something.

A disembodied voice was saying to him: "You have managed to get yourself aboard
the ship—excellent!"

"Yes, indeed I have," he said aloud.

And Telamon, at the other end of the short walkway, turned to him puzzled: "Are
you talking to me?"

"No.No,I..."

"Proteus. Proteus!" His name was now sounded in quite a different voice, coming
from a different place, some source firmly rooted in cold reality. A man's

urgent whisper, repeated two or three times before Proteus focused on it. This
voice was absolutely real, not coming out of any vision in his head, but from a
place in the real world only a couple of feet behind him, on a rocky ledge

outside a cave on the isle of Samothraki.

Telamon must have heard it too, for his young and almost beardless face had gone
taut. "What was that? Did you hear—?"

"Good to see you on the job," said the whisper behind Proteus.

Something was also moving, silently, behind his fellow sentry; and in another
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instant Proteus was treated to the sight of his cheerful young companion being
murdered before his eyes, his throat cut from behind with ruthless efficiency.

A single file of armed men, three or four of them at least, all utterly

unfamiliar to Proteus, each of them as menacing as Death himself, had approached
the sentries' position along an almost unnoticeable natural catwalk that ran

just below the ledge of rock. These intruders all had dark paint of some kind
smeared over their faces, and on every bit of exposed skin, trying to make
themselves invisible in darkness.

The first two of them had climbed up, nimble and silent as a pair of cats, to

the level where Proteus was standing, the nearest of them no more than a good
spear-thrust distant from him. Meanwhile another, the whisperer, had somehow
climbed into position directly behind him.

There passed a long and breathless moment, in which the intruders could easily
have cut down Proteus in his half-befuddled state. But they only stood there
gawking at him. This time it was the man first in line who spoke to him in a
whisper, with fierce urgency.

"Proteus! You stoned, or what? Call Jason out of that hole." A jerk of the head
toward the cave mouth. "We bring him greetings, from an admirer." And the fellow
grinned, and shook his own spear in his brawny hand, leaving no doubt as to what
kind of greeting he wished to give.

"I see," said Proteus. He leaned over the open side of the ledge, and for a
timeless moment stared down at young Telamon, whose body had been pitched onto
the rocks below, where it lay unmoving in what looked like a terribly
uncomfortable position, trickling blood, that flowed dark in the moonlight, into

the lapping waves.
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Feeling his head clearer now, Proteus turned back. "Greetings to you," he added
quietly, and with a flick of his wrist changed his grip on his own spearshaft. A
moment later he had thrust the keen point hard and deep into the painted

killer's throat.

Filling his lungs at the same instant, Proteus raised a cry. "Argonauts, to me!
Assassins! Murder!"

From here it was impossible to see any portion of the Argo, but the ship lay at
anchor only a few yards away. It was as if her entire crew had been sitting
waiting for a signal, so quick was the reaction. Instantly Proteus was answered
by friendly war-cries, and he could hear a tramp of feet and rush of bodies.

The men who had come here to kill Jason were offended, outraged, surprised
beyond astonishment. "Proteus! Have y'gone mad?" barked out the second one in
line.

And now a sudden rush of bodies stirred the atmosphere, drafting a wave of fresh
air across the entrance to the cave. More of the anonymous attackers had been
waiting in reserve, and here they came.

From the other direction rushed the Argonauts, meeting the painted enemy, head
on. Forced to abandon all hope of stealth, the attackers were yelling like evil
spirits now, a good way to throw victims into a panic.

But tonight the men they were attacking were hardly in the victim class. Proteus
heard another voice, whether of friend or foe he could not tell, shouting out

his name.

Two of the enemy were hacking at him, but neither was quite fast or strong
enough to do him any harm. The spear in his hands felt as if it belonged there,
though it was no perfect weapon, and in his hands it held like a defensive wall.

Now he used the short blade like a sword, cutting with the iron edge against a
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bronze sword thrust at him, then thrusting back one-handed, to get a longer
extension of his arm against a dodging foe. And as he fought, he let out

rthythmic yells, a rallying cry for help.

The fight went on, in the timeless-seeming way of all fights. Some Argonauts
advanced in single file, along the one narrow ledge readily available for

passage. Others were managing to go round, scrambling and splashing along the
rocky shingle below the ledge and cave, but that way took longer.

Still, thank all the gods, the crew of the Argo had the advantage of numbers.
With no shortage of nerve and energy, brawny bodies moved with the spring of
youth and the skill of veterans, pouring along the ledges and rocks and shingle
into the shallow water before the cave. With heavy splashes, bodies of friend
and foe were going off the rocks and into the deep water, one, two, three of
them.

And at this point, better late than never, Jason and his few comrades in ritual
came pouring out of the dark cave mouth with weapons in their hands, stumbling
and retching in black smoke. It was easy to suppose that the attackers, suddenly
outnumbered, had never expected anything of the kind.

And then abruptly, in the way of most fights, the bloody brawl was over. But in
the mind of Proteus the eerie shock of it lingered on.

He stumbled, and someone took his arm and asked if he was wounded, and he shook
his head. For a moment the world had turned gray before him, as if he might be
about to faint, but then it cleared again.

It was not a reaction to the sudden treacherous attack, the blood and death,

that set him reeling. Some part of his weakness came from the poisoned smoke and

visions; but the true horror, what really made him gasp and stumble, was the
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fact that the attackers had known him on sight. Their leader had called him by
name, and in the easy tones of comradeship. Good to see you on the job. Call
Jason out for us. So we can kill him.

"Look out!"

And the fight that had seemed to be finished was not over after all. This time

some of the enemy came from above, from the rocks over the cave mouth, as well
as from below.

Proteus took a hard grip on his spear again, and used it to good effect. Those

of the enemy who were not slain were driven howling in retreat.

He ran through one antagonist, saw and heard the man die with a gurgling cry,

and clubbed another with the shaft of his handy weapon.

"Who are these bastards, anyway?" a slightly wounded Argonaut was gasping. "Are
they Samothracians?"

"Damned onion farmers!" growled another shipmate.

Jason, once he had cleared his eyes and lungs of the befuddling smoke, used his
steel sword with considerable skill and a kind of fatalistic calm.

When things got very hot for Proteus on the narrow ledge, swords coming at him
from front and rear at the same time, he went off the ledge in a long dive that
carried him past the shoreline rocks and into deep water.

Surfacing, he threw away his spear and reached ashore, grabbing two of the
enemy, each by an ankle. In another moment he had pulled them off the rocks and
into the rough waves.

Neither antagonist proved to be a swimmer, at least not in a league with

Proteus. He shifted his handgrip on each man, getting them by their necks, and
held them under water. As soon as they went limp, he let them go, and swam

quickly to see what he could do for his beleaguered comrades.
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To his surprise he discovered Jason in deep water too, grappling with a brawny

foe who sought to stab him. Proteus reached the struggling pair in time to see

that Jason stayed afloat while his enemy went under.

Now once again it began to seem that the struggle had been won. First Zetes and
then Calais, on winged sandals, came overhead dropping rocks and then flying low
to strike with sword and spear, striking terror into the enemy's heart. Whatever
reserves they might still have had on hand turned away in screaming flight.

And then at last it was really, finally, truly over.

How many of the damned determined bandits there had been was hard to determine,
because naturally some had run away. Estimates among the Argonauts ranged from a
couple dozen to a hundred. Whatever their numbers, they had not been ready to
take on forty well-armed men. Not forty who knew what they were doing when they
had their favorite tools in hand.

Jason was looking around at everyone, not finding the face he sought. "Where's
Mel?"

"He came running with us," a man told him, "when we left the ship. I saw him go

into the water."

Roll call was taken hastily. Meleager had disappeared, and they had to assume he
had gone into the water in the fight, and drowned. Jason dove in to look, going

deep and coming up for air, bringing up only another dead enemy by mistake.

There were currents here, and it was easy to suppose a missing body would never
be found.

Meanwhile, men argued in the darkness on the shore. More torches were being
brought, but one increment of light after another was added without doing any

good. "But who in all the hells were they? Druggies who followed us here from
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Lemnos?"

"No, no. No men from that island would have wit or strength to get themselves
this far, let alone fight like that."

"From King Pelias, then," murmured someone else. And no one spoke up to cast
doubt on that suggestion.

Jason urged his men to try to find one of the attackers still alive, so they

could hear his answers to some questions. But that was not to be. Many of the
mysterious ones had run away, but everyone still within reach of the Argonauts
was dead.

Proteus felt inwardly relieved; he wanted to hear the answers to those questions
too, but not at the price of having one of the villains call him by name, and
reproach him in front of his shipmates for being a traitor to the assassin's

gang.

Jason, having given up the hopeless diving in search of Meleager, stood dripping
over the first of the face-down corpses, thrust his foot under its shoulder, and
turned the dead man over. There was a silence. "Anybody recognize him?"

There were blank stares, and shaking heads. Wiping the dark paint from the dead
face did no good.

The captain went on to turn over the second in the same way, with no more
helpful result. So it went with the remaining enemy dead.

When he had finished that fruitless task, Jason turned and vowed eternal loyalty
to his friend Proteus, whom he credited with saving his life.

He laid a heavy hand on the shoulder of the shorter man. "I owe you my life, and
[ will not forget it."

"T would have done as much for any shipmate, Captain. Maybe you can do the same

for me some day."
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Still feeling lingering traces of the smoke, he went instinctively to plunge his

head into the sea again. Under water, he groped around haltheartedly in
darkness, but of course there was no trace of Mel. He came back to the surface,
gulping a deep breath of air. The new attack he had been half-expecting had
come, but it had not been directed at him. He supposed that fact ought to make
him feel relieved, but it did not.

He was gnawed by the dark certainty that the attackers had only spared him at
the start, because they thought that he was one of them.

Jason, and those who had been in the cave with him, had had enough of Samothraki
rituals, and there was no thought of resuming any efforts along that line.

Tersely the captain ordered his crew to reassemble at the ship. No attempt had
been made to harm the Argo.

"They were no ordinary pirates," Jason mused. "I expect that what they chiefly
wanted was to murder me." He looked at Proteus. "Did you hear them—say
anything?"

"Nothing that I could understand, Captain." And that was certainly true enough.
Certain well-dressed Samothrakians, substantial citizens no doubt, came to
express their horror, amazement, and regret. It seemed that none of them could
recognize any of the dead.

That mattered not to Jason, who had already made up his mind. "I have no doubt
that they were sent by my uncle. My archenemy. The usurper."

Idmon asked him: "Is it possible that those who invited you to take part in the
ritual have some connection with—?"

"With the attack? I do not think so. No." The captain shook his head decisively.

"But of course there were others here on the island who knew of the invitation."
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But then, Proteus observed to himself, their leader was developing a strong
tendency to feel doomed anyway. Now he had better cause for pessimism than
before. Yet there was something about him that made his followers want to stand
by and protect him, unite their fates with his.

Men kept searching for Meleager, alive or dead, until the hour before dawn. At
that time Jason called off the search. Several Argonauts swore that they had

seen Mel fall into the deep water, and he had never come out, and that was that.
The voyage must go on, and the only reasonable assumption was that Jason's old
comrade had died of wounds or drowned.

All the crew were able to agree on at least one thing, as they started to pull

out of the harbor: They were eager to see the last of Samothraki.

Some of the men seemed chastened after the brawl, even though they had not been
hurt. But others were in high spirits. "Nothing like a good fight, with blood
spilled, to weld a crew together"—that was Haraldur's idea. And in an excess of
good feeling he pounded one of his shipmates on the shoulder, fortunately
choosing the man's unwounded side.

Some of the men began to sing, in raucous voices, an ancient-sounding chanty
that Proteus naturally could not remember ever having heard before.

"So far, we have lost men, and blood, at every stop since leaving home," Jason
groaned, sounding near despair. "How far can we go on like this?"

Proteus wanted to grab the leader, shake him, remind him to put a better face on
things. But no one else seemed disposed to try to rally their commander, and
they knew him better than Proteus did.

When it came Proteus's turn to catch some sleep, he curled up on the curving
planks at the foot of his rower's bench. He ha