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AUTHOR S NOTE

Concerni ng those other histories referred to in Deliriums M stress:

The stories of Zhirek the Magician, and of Simu who stole Immortality fromthe gods, and of the
city Sinmurad, are to be found in Death's Master. As are the stories of Narasen and her pact wth
Deat h, and of Kassafeh and hers. And of the dealings of Lylas, too.

The stories of Shezael the Hal f-Soul ed, of the poet Kazir and Ferazhin Fl ower-Born, of Sivesh, of
Zorayas the witch-queen, and of Bakvi the Drin (and, too, of Azhrarn's first neeting with the sun)
are told in Night's Master.

Duni zel's story, and that of her nother, are contained in Delusion's Master, along with the
account of the building—and fall—ef the great Tower, Baybhel u.

FOREWORD

I T HAS BEEN recounted* how, in the days of the earth's flatness, Azhrarn, the Prince of Denons,

Ni ght's Master, one of the Lords of Darkness, |oved the nai den Doonis-Ezael or Dunizel (Mon's
Soul ), a priestess of the holy city Bhel sheved. And that because of the value he set on her (but
mostly, let it be said, to make mischief in those | ands, which had angered him, he got her
sorcerously with child.

When this child, a daughter, was born, Dunizel was condenmed by her people, who greatly feared,
yet did not fully conprehend, the powers of Azhram And despite the safeguards her denon |over had
I eft her, she perished.

Now, her death seemed due to a trick played by another of the Lords of Darkness, Prince Chuz,
whose other nane is Madness, Delusion's Master. Therefore Azhrarn, neeting with Chuz, swore they
shoul d thenceforth be enenies, and that, no matter where he m ght hide hinself, Chuz should be
hunted down and t he vengeance of the Denon conpleted on him Such a thing was very terrible

i ndeed, that any of the immortal and mighty Lords of Darkness should wage war with each other. "Do
you think | shake at you?" inquired Chuz. Yet it is possible he was not quite sanguine at the
devel opnent, for all that.

Duni zel al one had Azhrarn | oved; for the child, she had never been nobre than a game piece to him
However, he had noted the specul ative eye of Chuz upon her. In anguish and fury, then, Azhrarn
bore her to his city of Druhi mVanashta, underground.

ADel usion's Master.
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BOOK

ONE Sovaz: M stress of Madness
PART ONE

fogtf Hunting

I T WAS DUSK, and for a while the young nan seated on the high roof gazed up into the great

sl opi ng dome of sky. Then he read al oud from his book: "Blue as the dark blue eyes of ny bel oved,
the twilight fills all heaven. The stars put on their silver dresses and they are fair, but none
as fair as she." His conpanions lay on their el bows and | ooked at him quizzically. He shut the
book and said, "Love, too, is sinple nadness.” At which they nade wild gestures of dismssal,
"Love does not exist. 'Love' is the name wonen, and rheir wetched old fathers, put on the trap of
aring." "Love is lust. Wiy make songs about an itch?" The first young man sniled. He was
unusual | y handsone, pale, very fair, with beautiful eyes the color of |ow burning | anpshine. In
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repose, there was a sweetness to him Wth sweet nelancholy, he sighed.

"Ah, poor thing," they said. "Wat troubles himthis evening, our O oru?"

A oru said, "An answer, which has no question.” "Ariddle!" cried the other young nen. They
grinned and shouted: "Mke us laugh, doru."

And all at once the eyes of Ooru glittered like the eyes of a night-hunting fox. He sprang to his
feet, curled over, next dropped in a ball, next lifted his whole body straight in the air,
supporting hinmself by one hand, pal mdown, on the roof. Then he began, on this one hand, to hop
about, crying out all the while in a raucous irritated voice: "Oh, howtiresonme this is. You would
think by now the gods could have invented a better way for a man to travel."

13
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The conpani ons, duly diverted, |aughed, applauded, and called the entertai ner nanes. O oru went on
hoppi ng, though one of his fine silk gloves was by now probably quite ruined. He hopped to the
western parapet, and here his slimupside-down body wavered, so the stars seened juggl ed between
his feet. "Behold," said Qoru, "here the sun fell over." And he toppl ed sideways through bl ue
dusk and stars, and right across the parapet, and vani shed.

The renmai ni ng young nen on the tavern roof leapt to their feet with yells of horror, upsetting

wi ne jars and ot her paraphernalia. Ooru was a favorite of their lord, one of the magician-princes
of this city. To take this powerful man the tale of said O oru, snmashed on the cobbl es seven
stories below, was not a charmi ng notion

But rushing to the parapet and | eaning over, they could be sure of nothing in the narrow alley but
t he gat hering of darkness.

El sewhere, the city spread around them under the sky, its terraces pearl-strung with lanps, its
towers bright-eyed with lit wi ndows. Nowhere in that city could they be safe if they once angered
their prince, Lak Hezoor. Wile close at hand rose the palace of this very lord, each of its
spires nmade into a sonber candle by the cresset ablaze on its roof, and each cresset seem ng now
to glare over at themintently.

Consternation. Sone ran onto the stair, nmeaning to descend and search the street on foot. Qhers
were al ready maki ng up excuses for a violent death that had nothing whatever to do with them In
the mdst of this, suddenly O oru stepped out of a clinbing fruit tree that spread its branches
al ong the eastern parapet.

"Yes, love is madness,"” said AQoru. "As all things are madness. Piety, w ckedness, pleasure,
sorrow-every one an insanity. Indeed, to live at all—=

"Aoru!" cried the young nmen. Two of themran forward as if to thrash him

A oru shrank back against the tree. He lifted both hands in their genmed gl oves, to shield

hi nsel f. "No—forgive ne, ny friends—what have | done to anger you?"

The friends gathered nenacingly. Ooru was at all times the veriest coward. They knew he woul d be
terrified by a
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threat or a raised fist. So they berated him and he grew pal er and pal er and shrank back into the
sl ender arns of the fruit tree. He explained, stamrering sonewhat, that he had caught the
stonewor k under the parapet and thus eased hinself along the side of the building, unseen, to the
tree. Here he had cl anmbered once nmore to safety. He had not nmeant to annoy them only to amnuse.
They allowed himto go on and on, enjoying his faltering musical voice, his eyes sw nming and ful
of tears of anxiety. In the end, when they had squeezed himsufficiently, and it seened only the
fragile tree kept himon his feet, they relented, flung their arns around him ki ssed himand
snoot hed his golden hair, swearing they forgave hi manything, he was so dear to them Then he
trenblingly | aughed. He thanked them Wen they asked, he took up a |lyre of gilded wood and sang
for themexquisitely. His voice was so beautiful, in fact, that here and there round about
shutters opened quietly. Lovers and | osers together leaned into the night, to catch the flavor of
A oru's song.

" 'In the lyre-land, string and chord, Bring nme nusic in a word. Bring ne nagic in a |ook; For
your eyes are |like a sword, And your smile is like a bird Singing froman anci ent book. ..."

And "How you flatter me, doru," someone said. "But you always do flatter better than any other
and perfectly in key."

Lak Hezoor the magician-prince, clad in dark finery, and with two guards behind him had come up
on the roof very silently. He and his mnions could nove nost quietly, when they wi shed, and such
noi sel ess arrivals were a habit of his. In this way he often happened on his courtiers at their
various and nore intimate ganes. Al had grown careful, even in the nost frenzied acts of the
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flesh, to think, and if necessary to speak, well of their lord. Shadowy as his rainment was his
long curled hair, and on the gloved hands of Lak Hezoor jewels burned dark as the ni ght had now
beconme. Two great |eashed hounds, by
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contrast blond as doru, stared about them quivering with abstract eagerness for things to chase
and rend.

The young nen had all obeised thenselves. But it was A oru the magician-prince raised in his arns
and ki ssed on the lips, wthout haste.

"W are going hunting tonight," said Lak Hezoor.

Those on the roof who had had other plans for the evening quickly disnissed themfromtheir mnds.
Only Ooru was heard to say plaintively, "My lord, | hate to see anything killed—=

"Then, sweetheart," said Lak Hezoor, "at the suprenme nonents of the death you may hide your face
innmy mantle, and not |ook."

The noon was rising in the hour the hunt set out. It was a full noon that night, and certain
exhal ati ons and snmokes of the sorcerously tenpered city made her appear unusually large, so she
dwarfed the towers as she hung above them She blushed, too, standing there over that place, and
drew a cl oud around herself. But her feverish Iight burned through, and | aved the bl ack horses and
the black or white hounds of Lak Hezoor, and flashed on the loudly bl owi ng horns, the knives and
jewels, and in all the host of eyes.

The city disgorged the hunt, its gates flying wide before it without a command needing to be

gi ven. Beyond, a |ong paved road opened through the plain. To either side of the road ran |ush

fields and groves and vineyards, but off to the west was hill country and a forest many centuries
ol der. Strange stories were told of the forest. Men wandered in there and were never seen again,
or other things, not nen at all, wandered out of it, sometines having human shape, and sonetines

not. But the magician-masters of the city found the forest tenpted themfromtine to tine.
Particularly it tenpted Lak Hezoor, who was intellectually obsessed by night and all dark things,
just as his flesh was inflaned equally by exanples of exceptional pal eness.

It was a tinme of harvesting, and now and then the hunt, riding hard and savagely as if already in
pursuit of the quarry, passed by sone firelit canp of people, or some village set near the road.
Then all the lowy fol k gathered

I

there would rush forward to the road's edge, calling al oud praises on the magician-princes, and on
Lak Hezoor in person if they recognized him It would not have been sensible to do otherw se.

Sel dom however, did Lak Hezoor pay any attention. It happened, though, when the upswept bl ack
walls of the forest were less than a nile ahead, that the sorcerer lord did spy something that
checked him There in a neadow a tallow | anp had been hung froma pole, with a kneeling man under
it. Close by agirl was tied to a tree. In the faint |anplight, she shone pale as a pearl, and her
| ong ash-brown hair, woven with white flowers, was her only garnent.

Wien Lak Hezoor drew rein, his conmpany with him the nman ran up and kneel ed again on the road.

" Speak," said Lak Hezoor

"She is nmy sister's daughter, just fifteen years of age, a virgin."

Lak Hezoor sat his horse and | ooked over at the girl, while his courtiers slyly and fawnirigly
smled at himand at each other.

"Once," said the lord Lak, "maidens were left in this way to entice dragons. Are you expecting any
dragons?"

"No—eh, no, mghty Hezoor. It is just the wish of the girl's heart to give you a nonent's
diversion, that is all."

Lak Hezoor di snounted. He wal ked away over the neadow to the tree where the girl hung as if half-
dead of terror. For a second nore the magician was visible, leaning to his dragon's prey. Then a
fan of bl ackness spread there, occluding both of them While in the blackness a dull reddish snake

of fire seened to twi st, and sparks burst, hurting the eyes of any who still peered in that
direction. Once, twice, a sharp scream pierced the sorcer-ous veil, but nothing el se of sight or
sound.

The man who had brought the lord his niece waited patiently, eyes |lowered. The courtiers sipped

wi ne from gol den fl asks, petted their horses, discussed fashions and ganbli ng.

Lak was not |ong over his transaction. Quite abruptly he returned through the black screen, calm
and undi sheveled as if he had paused to taste sone fruit froma waysi de bush. The sorcerous screen
began to die at once behind

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/De...%20Delirium's%20MistressUC%20-%20TFtFE%234.txt (3 of 176) [2/2/2004 2:24:39 AM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Tanith%20L ee%620-%20Delirium's%20M i stressU C%20-%20T FtFE%234.txt

18

DELI RIUM S M STRESS

him There showed now sonething pallid flung on the ground, notionless, amd torn hair and broken
fl owners.

"What did you hope from nme?" asked Lak Hezoor of the patiently waiting uncle. "Not anything nuch,
| trust, for she was very disappointing."

"No—eh, no. Nothing but to please you, lord."

"Well, | was not greatly pleased. But you meant for the best. | will not chastise you. Are you
content with that?"
"Mghty lord, | amyour generosity's slave."

As they gall oped away, a backward gl ance reveal ed the man bendi ng over the pal eness in the grass,
whi ch did not answer hi meven when he gave it bl ows.

"Now, my Aoru," said the nagician-prince as they rode up to the tall gates of the forest,
seem downcast . "

"1?" said Aoru. "I was only devising a poemto honor you."

"Ah," said Lak Hezoor. "That is well. Later you shall tell it ne."

The depths of the forest, then. Not its heart; it was so old, so |labyrinthine, the forest-who
could enter the heart of it, save sonme lost traveler in one of the sinister tales? O else,

per haps, the forest had many hearts, each slowy and nmesnerically beating, its rhythmgrow ng a
fraction slower and an iota nore strong for every passing century.

Certainly, there were portions of the forest where its atnosphere seened especially and profoundly
charged. In one of these spots there was a pool of unknown deepness where the aninals of the
forest, whatever they might be, would steal to drink. Although it was said that any man who drank
the waters of the forest would be changed at once into just such an aninmal hinsel f—a deer, a wolf,
a sprite, or sone nobnstrous creature that had no nane.

Al'l about the pool was bl ackness, but through the col ossal roofbeans of the trees there showed the
rimof the nmoon. She was no | onger blushing but cold now, and her snowy fire turned the nysterious
water to a solid white mrror one mght think to wal k on

Thrice, Lak Hezoor's nmen had started deer. Pale as ghosts they sprang away, and the hunt nadly
pursued them Torchlight crackled through the boughs. Shouting
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and whooping tore the curtains of leafy air. Sometines the noise and tumnbling speed and spilling
lights disturbed curious birds—er w nged things of some sort-which rose away into the higher tiers
of the branches. On occasion di senbodi ed eyes were lit, and as quickly extinguished. As for the
quarry, twice it vani shed without trace. But when the third deer broke from cover, Lak Hezoor cast
a shining ray about it like a net. Try as it would then, bolt and swerve and seemto fly, the deer
could not break free of his magic. Loudly it panted, and groaned |ike a woman in childbirth, so
the hair of the magician's courtiers bristled on their necks. But at length the deer stunbled and
the torrent of the hounds swept over it.

Though a fermale, it was a huge beast, this deer. So the hunting party was satisfied, for the
nmonent, and rmade their way into the clearing, to the pool like solid mrror, and dared each ot her
to taste of the water, but none of themdid. Instead they lolled on the rugs and bol sters the
servants of Lak Hezoor put down for them and drank wine in glass goblets that the fires turned to
gol den tears.

Lak Hezoor hinself oversaw the gutting of the deer, and now and then hinself threw portions of its
entrails to his favorites anong the shivering dogs. Nearby, Ooru leaned on a tree, his face
averted, and his gloved hand Iightly over his nose and nouth.

"Come, be ny hound, beloved, and | will throw you a piece of its liver," said Lak Hezoor

d oru shuddered, |ooked at his lord under long | ashes, and away.

When Lak Hezoor lost interest in the bloody work, he went to sit anong the cushions and fires. He
beckoned A oru to follow him

"Now sing for me the song you were nmaking in ny honor,’
"I't is not finished," said AQoru, in an offhand way.
Lak Hezoor turned one of the rings on his left hand. It dazzled a searing ray—+t was this very
ring which had cast the net about the deer and so weakened and killed it. The ring had done as
much for men.

"I give Aoru," said Lak Hezoor, "three of his own
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heartbeats to conplete the song. And since his heart now beats very fast, | think the tinme is
al ready up."

you

sai d Lak Hezoor
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Aoru lowered his eyes that were |Iike snoky anber. He sang, sweetly, swiftly, and w th utnost
clarity:

"Qur lord found a girl in afield,

Not with cash but with malice he bought her

He took her behind a bl ack shield,

But one fact he has surely reveal ed:

He makes | ove as another makes water."

For a troupe so |oud, the assenbl age now proved itself capable of a vast silence. Wth their eyes
and nmout hs open, nen stared at A oru, goblets halfway to their lips and frozen. By the pavilion of
sable satin, the servitors of the magician-prince, which sone said were thenselves not quite
human, stood bl ank-vi saged as ever, yet every hand now rested on the hilt of a |ong knife.

Having recited, Ooru |looked into the face of his lord, smling a little, and Lak Hezoor | ooked
back at himwith the same snile exactly. Then Lak Hezoor stood up, and A oru also arose. Lak
Hezoor snapped his fingers, and out of the air itself appeared his sword, and slid into his grasp
Lak Hezoor extended the cruel bright blade until the tip of it touched Aoru on the breast.

"Now | shall kill you," said Lak Hezoor. "It will be thorough but slow Indeed, you shall fight ne
for your death. You will have to earn it."

And Lak Hezoor spoke a sorcerous word and a second blazing sword fell into the hand of O oru, who,
whiter than the noon in the pool now, dropped the weapon at once.

"Pick it up," said Lak Hezoor. "Pick up the sword, ny child, and we will dally a while. Then

will cut you up for chops for nmy dogs, an inch at a tinme."

"My—+ord—= whispered O oru, standing shaking above the fallen sword, "it was a jest, and |I—=

"And you shall die for your jest. For it did not make ne |augh, ny Ooru, so sonmething else is
needed to entertain ne."

"Ch gracious |ord—=
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"Pick up the sword, dear heart. Pick it up."

"l beg you—-

"Pick it up. Way should it be said | kill ny friends unarmed?"

"Then | will leave it |ying—

."Then | will kill you defenseless after all."

O oru covered his face with his hands. Under the torches he. like the glassware, seened made of

pal e precious gold, and of tears, too.

"Forgive ne, oh forgive me— he cried.

Lak Hezoor grinned, pulled down Aoru's hands, and pointed to the sword lying in the grass.

"Look at that, pick up that, and die with it."

A oru | ooked one long last minute at the sword, and Lnen he dropped down in the grass beside it
and lay there, : r. a dead faint, at the feet of Lak Hezoor

At this, the magician did |augh. He flung one glance across his silent court. It cut themwth
such contenpt and indifference, and under that with such inplicit threat, it was as if he had
sliced at each of themwith the bl ade he held. Then the bl ade vani shed, and with it the other in
the grass; all about the hands of the prince's ninions left their knives. Lak Hezoor lifted O oru
in his arms and wal ked away with himand into the sable pavilion, out of their -:jht.

Qut of sight of any but his prince then, Ooru the jester and poet presently revived. He canme to
himsel f on the magician's silks, his face turned on the magician's enbroi dered pillows, the weight
of Lak Hezoor already upon ":m

"You, ny treasure, who dare insult nme as no other does," nmurmured Lak Hezoor, resting his face

al so down on the pillow, so his black eyes glared into the anber eyes of Ooru and their lips

al nost net at each word. "But | forgive you. For you know you lied."

"O ny soul, ny body's watchman, you were absent when this citadel was invaded," said Ooru. Lak
Hezoor smiled cruelly at him for this was very true.

"Tell me of denons," said Lak Hezoor, as his sinuous body stirred and curved, heavy as a python
upon and within
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his third prey of the night. "Tell ne of Azhrarn, N ght's Master, the Bringer of Anguish."

d oru spoke softly, sometinmes w thout breath.

"They saw a king's daughter, a sorceress, called to himby neans of a token Azhrarn once gave his
| over, a beautiful boy, Sivesh, or as sonme say, Sinmmu. And when the Denon cane to her, this
sorceress, it was in a pavilion with a ceiling of blackness and jewel ed stars, where w nds and
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cl ouds noved, but only by mage-craft. Azhrarn m stook the pavilion's roof for the sky, as he was
i ntended to, and thought he should gain fair warning of sunrise, for the sun slays denons, they
say. They saw— (Here O oru broke off. But: "Say on, nmy Sivesh, ny Simu," insisted Lak Hezoor.)
"Then—trapped by the witch, the sun having risen unseen beyond the pavilion's false night, Azhrarn
must deal with her and grant her all she w shed: power, riches, beauty beyond all beauty—beauty—
(And here O oru could say no nore, only cling to the pillows, his spine arched, and his throat,
and through his golden |ashes the tears running like silver ribbons.)

But when the python lay quiet on himand the heavy sil ken darkness of the tent returned from out
of blood-red thunder, Ooru said, "Yet, if she was so great a sorceress, why did she not grant
hersel f these things, why did she not nake herself so beautiful? Ah, then, because the genius of
her sorcery was built on rage, and rage does not nake beauty. And her yearning was for |ove, so
that only love could work miracles upon her, even his |ove, Azhrarn, that Prince of Denons. And
besides, it is not certain any such token could sumon himif truly he would not be summoned. Nor
must he definitely grant wishes at the sunmons. Nor could such as he be made a fool of by a

ceiling of jewel stars and illusory wi nds. Unless he had desired the novelty, desired dangers and
a snare to befall him Mdness, Lak Hezoor," said Aoru, "is no respecter of persons. W perceive
even the mghty Prince Azhrarn has been its gull. But a short while since, he was mad of |ove, for
love is sinple madness. A girl with nmoon hair and twilight eyes. Love and death and tinme sweep
over all events. And nmadness sings on top of the dunghill, to the acconpanying nusic of an ass's

j awbones. "
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But Lak Hezoor slept. He lay deep in sleep as if drowing in a nuddy river. So he did not see, nor
feel, Aoru begin to ease fromunder him Nor did he witness, the mghty nagician-prince, what
finally energed fromthe couch, junped to the floor, and paused there an instant, in the nurk of

t he dying candl es.

Men who drank fromthe waters of the forest m ght be altered—+o animal or elenental, or to
monster. But A oru had drunk only the best wine. It was not the crystal ichor of the forest, then
whi ch worked this change in him

Qutside, the magician's courtiers slept. The servants slept or stood tranced, |acking his bidding.
So none started when there stole out fromthe tent a yellow jackal with dry enbers for eyes. It

| ooked about, its mouth agape as if it laughed, then turned and trotted away anong the bl ack robes
of the trees.

Nl GHT ON the earth, every inch of it, for the earth was flat and up in that doned ceiling of
heaven the | anp of day was out. Not a forest of earth then that was not black, not a sea that was
not black and ribbed with silver by the noon; not a nountain that was not crowned by stars. But
down below, held in the inverted underdone beneath the earth, it was not night, nor was it ever

ni ght, there.

Underearth, the denon country, bloomed in the endl ess changel ess gl ow that exhaled fromits very
air. That light, they say, radiant as the sun, subtle as the noon, lovelier than either. And in
that light, stretched the | andscape of a dark inpassioned dream And, seeni ngly made of that

|
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light, a city rose into the |Ianbency of an indescribabl e and nonexi stent sky.

The city of the denmbns was ultinmately al so changel ess. There it glinmered and gl eaned and
sparkled, putting the marvels of the world to shame. And yet, Druhi m Vanashta (whose very nane
means, if approximtely. VWo Shines Wthout the Sun, and More Brightly), Druhim Vanashta had about
it a strange shadow, which had nothing to do with the gl owi ng shade of Underearth. It was rather
the pall of a desolate and grinding and rel entl ess—and sil ent—I anment: the nourni ng of Azhrarn.
Sone tinme had passed on the earth. Years, perhaps. And under it, too, time had passed, the tine of
denonki nd which was not of the sane order, though time still. But it was the curse and gl ory of
the Vazdru, that highest caste of the denons, of whom Azhrarn was one, that in time or out of it
not hi ng m ght ever be forgotten. Not the greatest sweetness. Not the npbst tearing agony or grief.
And t he adage ran that the wounded hearts of denon could be salved only by human bl ood.

However, he had taken no revenge, Azhrarn, exacted no penalty.

It is seldomdisputed that, of all his nmany and various | oves, he had | oved her best, Dunizel

Soul of the Moon. White-haired, blue-eyed as early evening, in whose body he had grown, like a
wondrous flower, his child. It is suggested there should be no surprise in the delay or absence of
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retribution. She had been so gentle, so conpassionate. She had taken even that neans away from
him for alittle while. To think of her and plan deeds of blood was not easy, maybe. No, it was
his heart which bled. And his pain which clouded the city.

Nor did he seek solace in his daughter. It had been his contention fromthe start, formng the
child for w ckedness as he had neant to do, that this offspring—though carried in Dunizel's
wonb—was all his and only his, the fenmale principle of Azhrarn, whose role and ains were cruelty
and nal efi cence and lies. Therefore it seems he could not bear to | ook at her now. Could not bear
al so, conceivably, to look in her eyes, blue as blueness, that were the eyes of her nother

Thus he had brought her to his country but sent her far off fromhis haunts. And |l eft her there,
far off.

There was a vast tidal lake, or a snmall inland sea—either or both. It lay, in a man's reckoning,
three days' journey fromthe denon city, yet of course in denonic parlance three days have no
meaning at all. It was as near, or as distant, as will could make it.

In the crystal air of the Underearth, the waters of the |ake, too, were like crystal. So clear
they were, it was possible to see right to their floor, which | ooked to be a | ong way down. Here
shapes noved, seem ng weeds and sands, and wi nged fish flying. But though the water was
transparent, the passage of the tide nade vision uncertain. How there cane to be a tide was itself
unsure. The water obeyed, perhaps, the drag of the hidden noon of earth so nmany niles overhead; or
el se the drag of sone other hidden noon beneath, in the substance of chaos which fl owed beyond and
about all things, earth or Upperearth, or the subterrain.

Fromthe crystal sea-lake rose islands. Many were slender, of a circunference only big enough a
bird mght try to perch there, had there been birds. Several were the size of earthly ships, and
masted and sailed with heavy m dnight trees that drooped down into the water, but not reflecting
init, since it was so clear. Then again, in places snooth tall pillars of rock went up, thousands
of feet high, like window ess towers. In all of them the little rocks and the great, burning
colors pul sed and faded, swelled and went out and ignited again. And the sea-lake did mirror these
colors, so it seemed stained here with wine, and here with a flickering dark lanmplight, and there
with translucent heliotrope, like the blood of the gods thensel ves.

Sonewhere in the mdst of the water and the fantastic rocks, one island | ay which was of |arger
hori zontal scope and different appearance. It did not throb with colors; only a nist nornally
surrounded it, so it seenmed like a phantom not entirely present in the |ake, as, indeed, naybe it
was not.

To view this island, one nust pass within the mst, which had never been done. Those that dwell ed
t here had
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preceded the fashioning of the mist. No one had visited the island, or cone away fromit, since

t hen.

She lived inside a holl ow stone, the daughter of Azhrarn.

That the stone was beautiful inits cold pure way did not nuch concern her, if at all. It was a
cliff of quartz galler-ied and wi ndowed and staired apparently by random erosi ons, pierced by a
hundred caves. The Iight which never altered ganboled and slid about the cliff, and wi nked from
each of its facets. The pearly mist stole in fromthe sea and threaded t hrough the openings, so
the whol e edifice seened to float. And sonetines a wind fluttered in and out, and then the cliff
pl ayed weird chinming, thruming notes, as if the structure were one huge instrunent of strings and
pi pes.

Two of the greater caves had becone roons. They were furni shed—at the order of Azhrarn, probably,
how el se? Yet if it was his doing, he had not cone to |look at the results. Draperies hung there
and carpets, and silks lay thick on the ground, and |l anps rested in the air which would Iight
thenmsel ves at a whim not to give illumination, but to tint and highlight sonething or other

These roons had w ndowpanes of painted glass that showed pictures which occasionally altered,
telling stories, if any had observed them

In an annex there was a crinson bed with colums of deep-red jade, and filny curtains.

Here lay a doll on its back, all white in a dress of white tissue, save the black hair blacker
than bl ackness, that curled around her and down onto the floor, and the open eyes so bl ue they
seermed hal f blinded by their own color. Did she, |ooking through those sapphire | enses, see a
worl d shaded by them al so to blue? Wio could tell? Wio would ask? Certainly she would not say. For
she had never spoken, no, not even when in the world with her nother. Vazdru child, yet she had
had that way of the denobn Eshva, the servants, the handmai dens of the Vazdru. The Eshva did not
communi cate save with eyes, with touch, with the rhythm of their breathi ng—yet having such
intensity in this node that they mght be said to have spoken. Those few nortals who spent
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(Sivesh, the lover of Azhrarn, for exanple; Sinmmu, who once nastered Death) were heard after to
refer to Eshva voices. . . . But it was a figure of speech, it seens. For the daughter of Azhrarn

she too had known Eshva. They had attended her birth. They had gi ven her denon bl ood to drink, and
steeped her in an enchanted snoke. Brought here to the island and the hollow cliff, a band of
Eshva had come with her, to serve and tend her. But these Eshva pined. Far from Azhrarn, whom they
| oved beyond all things, far fromthe burning dreamof the world that was their dancing fl oor

they noved |i ke shadows, and their tears fell. Their tears which said: / despair. They entered a
sort of living death, these inmobrtal beings. The singing cliff seenmed full of sad songs.

Sonmetimes the girl looked at themas if she pitied them She did not want slaves by her, yet they
nm ght not |eave. But who would guess if she pitied then? And she woul d not say.

She entered Underearth as a tiny child, though seeni ng already older and nore formed than a human
infant. Exposed to the aura of Azhrarn's kingdom she fell for a while into a kind of daze, and
then years cane upon her like whirlw nds, twi sting and pulling at her, speeding her growh so

rapi dly that sonetines her skin itself was torn by her bones, and her dark bl ood—denon's bl ood—+an
and gushed on the ground. Wen it happened, she cried out, she screaned, for she had a voice to
use for this. In the length of seventeen nortal days—hours, nonments, in the Underearth-she grew to
be sonme seventeen years

At this time, the Eshva had attenpted to console her. They had soot hed her, caressed her, brushing
her with their hair, drugging her with their perfumed sighs. Wen the terrible process stopped,
acconpl i shed, and did not resune, still for a while they seemed to wish to divert her. But she
becane an icon then, awake yet sleeping. A closed door. And gradually the Eshva dropped away from
her like nmoths with broken w ngs.

They wandered the island, her servitors, her fellow prisoners and exiles. Their noisel ess ennui

and wr et chedness soon enbued every valley and height of it. She was, after all, Vazdru, a
pri ncess. The | eaden not hi ngness she had
28
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succunbed to brui sed and damaged them They pal ed, they faded.

She, too, sonetines traversed the island. But even as she wal ked, she slept. Sommanbulist, she
woul d hesitate on the brink of some precipice, fromwhich, being what she was, no doubt in any
case she could not fall. O, hearing the nmusic of her cliff in the distance, she mght turn her
head. But when the mist about the island thinned a little, and the Eshva woul d creep gracefully
down to the shore and stand there, gazing to the sea beyond, she did not stir.

No doubt, too, she had | earned many things w thout any tutor, had been born, even, with know edge
deni ed to humanki nd. No doubt too and too, she did not know what know edge was, or its value. Nor
what she herself was or might be. That she renenbered her begi nning, the nmother who had told
stories to her while she was yet in the wonb, the awful death of that nother, her own first
abandonnent to nen, her second to the island, so nmuch is unarguable. Yet even these nenories did
not seemto nove her to any expression. Even if she was aware of it, she did not know what she
was. How then could she express anything?

She lay on her royal bed in the Underearth, three days away, or three thousand years away, from
Dr uhi m Vanasht a. Perhaps she even felt, like the dimecho of sone gigantic exploding star, the
resonance of Azhrarn's nourning. But if she did, it gave her nothing, it asked nothing, it turned
its face from her.

And so she was—er so she was not.

"HE IS NOT a bad son," said the wi dow. She wung her hands and paced up and down. "Those t hat
speak of him speak well. But then they were afraid of the naster he serves. They will not speak
ill of nmy son for fear it should seemthey speak ill of Prince Lak. But they | ook askance. Do you
hear much fromyour Ooru, they say, and their eyes say, He is a cheat and a deceiver, a buffoon
of the court who practices all its vices." She sat down in a chair. Her elder daughter, who had
heard her nother pacing and cone in to confort her, now took the widow s hand. "But | say this,"
said the widow, "it is a weakness in him Only a weakness. Do we blanme a nan who is born without
sight, or a man whose leg is broken and who wal ks crookedly thereafter? Wiy then bl ane a boy whose
spirit is unable to see and whose nature has been warped? Can he help it any nore than the poor
blind man or the unlucky cripple?”

"There, there, Mther," said the daughter, who was young and fair and gol den, sonmewhat |ike O oru
hi msel f.

"You are a good girl,

said the nother. "Both good girls. But oh, nmy son."
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In the wi ndow t he sky was bl ack and many-starred though the moon had gone down. It would not be
dawn for two hours or nore. Away beyond the walls of the old house, the ancient forest (the same
in which Prince Lak now hunted) could be seen raising its spears and plumes to the sky. Nearby, a
ri bbon of road turned against the trees toward the city. Along that very road a year since, Qoru
had travel ed. Wellborn though poor, he neant, he said, to

29
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find some great |ord who would be his patron. And he had found one. He had found Lak, whose vile
hungers and bestial unki ndnesses overtopped the m sdeeds of all his fellow princes put together
"doru should have stayed at home with us," said the nmother. "He was happy with us."

"Perhaps he is also happy now," said the el der daughter, sadly.

His letters had given themto think so. He did not mention what he did at the court of the
magi ci an, but only the rich food and fine clothes, and al ways he sent extravagant presents.

"It was the forest," said the nmother in a whisper now "The forest is to blane.™

The el der daughter glanced at the window and nade a little sign against evil enchantnent.

It was a fact, a nonth before O oru had undertaken to seek his fortune in the city, there had been
a strange incident, though not a rare one for those who lived in the periphery of the forest. Even
by day, the wise did not venture there, but Ooru, the widow s only son, had al ways scorned such
superstition. Now and then he woul d hunt these woods hinself, and bring back gane, for which the
house was grateful enough. Then came an afternoon when their servant, the only retainer left to
them hastened honme al one. A oru had gone out with himat sunrise, but sonmehow they had been
separated in the trees. Then the servant had searched all norning, and | ong past noon, but could
not di scover the young man or any trace of him At last the servant returned to his mistress the
wi dow, in trepidation.

A few terrible hours then passed in the worst perplexity and distress. Though she dared not
venture into the forest, the nmother stood at her gate, and the two fair daughters and the servant
with her. There they stayed, praying or weeping or silent, or trying to reassure each other, or
calling Qoru's nane vainly, shading their eyes against the westering sun and gazing at the trees
as if by desperation alone they could draw himforth again. The sun began to go down in a curdle
of fire, the road, the house, the waiting figures, all were dyed red, and the trees all black
Sovaz: M stress of Madness
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with their tops seeming to burn. Suddenly sonething noved out fromthe bl ackness into the redness.
There on the road, wal king toward them was a fifth figure, that of a young nman. d oru.

The househol d flew toward him | aughing and crying at once. And he too began to run toward them
his arms outstretched.

Then, there seened to conme a curious check. The wi dow and her daughters faltered and stopped
still; the servant drew up with a nuttered oath. For hinmself, Aoru also halted. He | owered his
eyes and next his head with a nodest shyness.

The nother stared at him Wat was it? Was this her son?-yes, yes, who else but he? Her own QA oru
that she had thought |ost to her. Although—She | ooked and | ooked, and her heart beat |oudly
enough to deafen her and to nmuddy her eyes, so in the end she thought it was only that. Then she
ran forward again and enbraced himand he in turn enbraced her, and said, "Mther, pardon ne for
alarm ng you so. | mistook my way. But as you see, | regained a path and have come back to you."
And whil e he spoke his bright hair brushed her cheek and it seenmed to her she knew him of course
she did, he was her son.

Yet to the sisters also, and to the servant, there had at first seened something not right,

somet hing bizarre. Later, the elder girl had a dream and in the dreamthe |eft side of her
brother's face, as he returned out of the forest, was covered by a half-nmask of enamel, and when
he drew it off, his own face under it had changed to that .of a decaying and horrific male devil
The younger sister also had a dreamin which the eyes of her brother had becone |ike the sunset,
bl ack and red, and she woke up shrieking. But these dreanms were soon forgotten, for there was
nothing amss with Qoru, it was only their troubled fancy. He was as he had al ways been, gol den
and handsonme, and full of jokes and poetic reveries.

It seemed to themthey | oved himnore than ever in that nonth, after thinking they had [ost him
And then he left themfor the city and the mmgician-lords, and was lost to themin truth.
Presently it was the nother's turn for nightnmares, and
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often she would rise and pace about, and if her daughters heard her they would cone in to confort
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her. And she would say, "He is not bad." She would say, "It is a weakness." And she would say, "It
is the forest's fault. The forest is to blane."
Now t he el der daughter rose and said, "I will light another candle; this one is alnbst out. Let us

be as cheerful as we can. Who knows, he may tire of that other life."

The not her sighed deeply.

Qoru's elder sister went to fetch a second candle. As she did so she passed the wi ndow, and
happening to | ook out she gave a sharp cry

"What is it?" exclainmed the nother

"There—by the well—-a great pale aninmal with ghastly eyes—

The not her hastened to | ook. Huddled in the wi ndow, the two wonen stared down at the courtyard.
The gate was | ocked at night, and surely nothing could get in. Neverthel ess, there beyond the

stone curb of the well, sonething noved.

"Even by starshine | sawit," said the girl. "As if it glowed of itself.’

"Lift up the candle,” said the nother. "Let us see this thing and be sure.”

So the feeble candle was lifted, and a little nore light fell into the yard. Around the well at

once and out of the shadow of a tree which grew there sonething swiftly canme, and the girl parted
her lips to scream

But, "Oh, the blessed gods," the wi dow said. "Wat were you thinking of? It is your brother."

And there under their wi ndow stood O oru, |ooking hinmself like a prince, his eyes fixed on them
nmore beautiful than all the jewels with which he was dressed.

Soon t he whol e house was roused and down in the antique pillared hall with AQoru. It was a sad

pl ace, this hall, for there were not enough servants now to keep it as it should be kept, and all
the best things had been sold years since. But a good wi ne was |lugged up fromthe cellar, and a
host of candles fired.

"I cannot stay with you long," said Qoru. "But | will return shortly. Then Tie will be with ne."
Sovaz: M stress of Madness
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"What can you nean?" cried the widow in horror
"What you think I nean. | intend to bring Lak Hezoor the mmgician home with me, to be our guest.

He will sit here and we will dance attendance on him He will see ny two sisters and |ust after
both of them"

The sisters shrank. The el der said, uncertainly, "Do you jest with us, brother?" But the w dow
cried, "He has gone mad!"

A oru laughed at that. He flung up his arns, and | ooked sonme while at the spiders' webs in the
rafters. "Do you not trust ne, dear Mother? I, your only son?"

A cold breath seened then to blow through the hall. The candles felt it and sank. The wonen felt
it and they trenbled. But then O oru brought his gaze down fromthe rafters and he said gently,
"It is perilous, this enterprise, but | nust do it. Once it night have been done anot her way,

easier, and nore gaudy. But as things are now, | require such neans as you."

"What are you sayi ng?" asked the w dow.

A oru seened puzzled. "I hardly know. But this | will prom se—ao harmshall cone to any of you, |
swear. \Wat shall | swear on?"

The three wonen eyed himin dismay and fascination

At last the nother said, "Swear on your life."

"My life? No, on something better than that. | will swear it by the power of |ove."

The candl es strai ghtened up. The col dness went away as if it had heard enough

"What are we sayi ng?" asked the nother. "This is all nonsense."

"No, Mother. Never was a fact nore sure.”" And he sprang to his feet. "Now | |eave you. By

m dnorni ng we shall be here, | with that nonster, and all the parasites who cling about the
nonster, and the dangerous fiends that wait on him Be ready." And he darted out of the hal
through the door into the courtyard. Wen they hurried after himhe was nowhere to be seen. The
el der sister stole to the opened gate. "What is that creature which runs into the trees?" But the
night and the forest were very black. It nmight have been nothing at all
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Lak Hezoor the mmgician-prince woke fromhis stupor and turned about on the cushions. There in the
entry to the tent stood a shape, pale and dark, whose eyes seened cast fromfar millennia of
nights and stars. Lak Hezoor spoke at once a word of power, to detain this visitor, for he sensed
a supernatural quality. But even in that instant it was gone.

"A deron," said Lak Hezoor. "One of Azhrarn's tribe. Or did | dreamit?"

"A dream" said a charming voice. "Wat would denpbns be doi ng here?"
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"Sorcery attracts them It is well known."
"But there has been no sorcery."
"The forest stinks of it. Besides, tell ne what / am Qdoru."

"My naster," said Adoru, who was seated by himon the cushions. "Sun of ny life. And a m ghty
magi cian. | perceive ny error, glanorous lord. O course the denons foll ow you as sheep the
shepherd. "

Lak Hezoor only grinned at this banter. Plainly doru had not seen the denon, |acking the ability
or else asleep ... or only intent on playing with a curious brass toy he seened now to have about

him a sort of rattle, which he shook up and down.

"Where did you conme by that?"

"In the forest, naster of masters."”

"What were you doing there, ny child?"

"G ving back to the earth what the earth had earlier given ne. How changed was the wine | returned
her!™"

"Well, it will soon be daylight," said Lak Hezoor, and he began to fondle the hair and body of his
conpani on.

"I wonder," said Aoru, "how ny kindred do at hone. | wonder howit is with them" And then he
said, "lmagine | amprostrate on the road at your feet. Imagine | say: She, and she, are ny

sisters. One is fifteen and one thirteen years of age. Both are virgin."
"And is that true?" said Lak Hezoor with lazy interest.

"Quite true. And the house is an hour's journey fromthis spot."

"And do they resenble you, your sisters?"

"W are mirrors to each other. Except, | think the younger girl is palest and fairest of the
three."
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"Why tell me of it?"

"To give you a nonent's diversion."

"You have done so."

The brass rattle, set aside, went rolling across the gorgeous tent, and it nade an uncanny,

unpl easing noise as it did so, as if it were full of the crunbs of snashed wts.

Qoru's mother and sisters may also partly have believed they had suffered some comrunal dream

The emanations of the forest mght facilitate such things. Nevertheless, in haste and sone fear

they prepared as best they could for the influx of unwanted guests.

The sun was hal fway toward the zenith when, as O oru had warned them woul d happen, the trees

spilled over in a great caval cade. A few nminutes nore, and the hunting party of Lak Hezoor was

hamering on the gate

The not her and her two daughters kneeled in the courtyard as Lak Hezoor | ooked down at them from

the height of his horse and his omi sci ence.

"He speaks well of you,"” said the prince to AQoru's sisters. "He says you are virtuous and have

never known a man. Are the nen in these parts eyeless, or eunuchs?" This was his suprene courtesy

to them since Aoru was his favored one.

They went into the house, and the wonen trenbled so they couid hardly wal k.

"My lord," whispered Qoru, "if it were possible to | eave your attendants, and the rest, outside
You see how ny sisters shake."

"1 thought that was for ne."

"No, nmy lord. They are distracted by their terror of your slaves. Renobve this distraction, then

they will palpitate in terror of you al one.™

Lak Hezoor was nuch armused by this. In the stone house with only an old servant, an old wi dow, two

mai dens, and naidenly O oru who swooned at the sight of a sword, what need for devilish guards? So

he packed his servitors out again, and his distenpered court, which had wanted to conme in and work

havoc. The doors of the house were shut upon the intinmate party of six.

For sonme reason, probably its novelty, it had cone to
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the prince that it joyed himto be civil. So he spraw ed on a couch and nmade idle chat with the

wi dow and her daughters. (He treated with themas if with a brothel keeper and two of her whores.)
Food there was in plenty, for the hunt had been well provisioned. The splendid wi ne, the only

weal th of the house, was added, and Lak drained it like water. Ooru too set hinself to please.

H s j okes were whol esone but nost droll, and his verse sharp as vinegar. Even his anxious sisters

found they had an appetite for the good dinner, and sonetines |aughed, though they | ooked sidel ong
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at their brother, too, seeing how well he understood his master. As the afternoon |engthened, and
the sun began to turn its face toward the horizon, O oru took up his lyre and sang to them The
songs were not ribald, they were all of love. And once he sang of the blind poet Kazir, of his
journey through the River of Sleep into the Underearth, where he won Ferazhi n Bom of - a- Fl ower, by
mat ching his heart with the malign intellect of Azhrarn

"This one is ny shining jewel," said Lak presently to the nother of O oru, and he stroked Aoru's
thigh, so the wi dow could have no doubt that not only did the jewel shine in mrth and song, but
bet ween t he sheets, too.

"How a pal ace dulls one," said Lak Hezoor. "What a delight is this sinple life." And he shouted
for another jar of w ne.

Qutside, the courtiers held their own revel, not in any way restrai ned by the pretense of
civility. They encouraged their horses to foul the courtyard, and so did they. Household itens,
when come on, were broken from sheer bad-fellowship. They had pilfered the yard tree for a fire,
and eased nature in the well.

Above it all, even in decline, the sun went down into the forest, |eaving behind it only one rose-
red cloud. The evening star lifted in the east like a frozen silver firework.

"Wel |, nadam " said Lak Hezoor to the widow, "I amvery weary. Were is ny sleeping chanber?"

The wi dow told himneekly.

"I hope," said the prince, "I shall not be left lonely there for very long."

The wi dow put her hands to her nouth. Lak renmoved hinself with a flourish; at the sisters he did
not gl ance.
Sovaz: M stress of Madness

37
"The passages are gloony," said Aoru. "I will guide you, dear lord."
So they went up through the house together, Lak wal king, as ever, lighter than dark dust, and—tet

it be said—Qd oru no nore heavily. They reached a door, which O oru opened. It was the great
bedchanmber of the house. The tall-posted bed nearly touched the ceiling.

"Now, " said Lak Hezoor, "you know that if your sisters do not cone to ne inside the hour, | wll
go to find them O | will work a spell to bring themhere, mndless, and unable to object."
"Ch, indeed," said Qoru. "But where is the sport inthat? Is it not greater fun to force, to
rape, to the acconpani nent of screans of agony? Or on the other hand, to have one who is wlling
and screans in her delight? Both so loud, their nother hears in an adjacent roon®?"

"He knows ne," said Lak. "Well, then?"

" "My lord, | can persuade the elder to | ascivious conpliance, for she is hot under her col dness.
And the younger | can assist you with so no sorcery is needed that will take off her edge and
| eave her only a linp doll. She shall struggle and wail. You will have a feast of desire and a

feast of terror."

"And in return, what do you want? \Wat have you been wanting all along, sweetheart, that you

brought nme here and tenpted me with such alluring relatives?"

"He knows nme," said Aoru. "Wll, then." And he told Lak Hezoor what he wanted.

Lak Hezoor considered. He seened not to think it any enornmous thing, this notion of Qoru's,

pi cking over it only as a nman does a neat bone, to be sure nothing tasty is mssed.

"And so you sang of Kazir," he said. "Wat put such a stroke in your mind?"

"The denobn by your tent. Tal king of denons, as we have done."

"But you are not brave, ny love. Do you not quake at such an adventure?"

"How should | fear? | shall have your |ordship' s protection.”

"You suppose ne a match for Azhrarn?"
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Aoru smled nost denurely. "Sonmeone nmay be |i stening,

whi spered in his ear, "Yes."

The magi cian was well pleased. It was his weakness to suppose hinself a sort of earthly Azhrarn, a

dermon prince as well as a tenporal one. Dark of hair and eye and cat-footed, with abnormal powers,

and surrounded on all sides by those who feared them and addicted, noreover, to artistic sadisns
it seemed to Lak his credentials were sound. And how frequently he had called this pretty

pl aything of his Sivesh or Sinmmu or by some ot her name bel onging to one of Azhrarn's nale or

ambi gendered consorts. Now, full of wine, and of hinmself, as ever, and slow and eager both with

anticipation, Lak was disposed to try this perilous schenme. Perhaps he woul d, one day or night,

have thought of it hinself. He m ght then have rejected it, too. For sonething in the w nsone

whi spering of Aoru drove himon. Thus Lak, inagining hinself seduced, not driven, into granting a

crazy boon, conplied.

"Do as you promised with the woren, and | will undertake your venture. Only | believe you wll

he said. Then he went to Lake Hezoor and
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faint away with fright and nmiss all the narvels. Do not reproach nme after, if that is so. Nor mnust
you regret the fate of your sisters. It may be,"” and here he stretched hinself and yawned, "a
storny tine for them™

"Ch," said Qoru, "they are due for that.'
the great bed.

No, O oru did not wal k heavily. He blew |like a bl ond paper through the house, by the wi ndows from
whi ch he might | ook out and see—and hear—he drunken wetches of the magician's court involved in
nasty play about the wi dow s yard, and on through a passage where the widow s servant sat with a
stick grasped in his hand, prepared for the defense of his m stresses—+the whole mght of his old
worn body and a length of wood against Lak's power and sorcery. (He regarded A oru as the young
man silently passed, and gave a kind of snarl, but did not otherw se nove.) And so Qoru arrived
at the doorway of the pillared, spidered hall. It was full night now, and only three poor candl es
burned there. It was not therefore surprising
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the wi dow and her daughters did not see himas he stood on the threshold before them They sat in
their places, white-faced but inmmbile, with all the dignity of the condenmed who wi |l not
renonstrate.

Then O oru spoke. It was only a word or two. He had | earned them from the magician's books. These
words took effect instantly.

A conposite soft sighing winged over the hall. Along the passage, there cane the clatter of a

dr opped sti ck.

Soon, O oru scratched on the door of his guest's bedchanber. "What shall be first, my lord, to
rape or to roister?"

"Bring in all there is," said Lak

Then through the door, and into the lowlit room came three shadows, one urging the other two
before him And there was the glimrer of pale hair and white flesh, and a sable stirring and a
flicker of flane on eyes and teeth, and sone sobbi ng and pl eas, and next some wild screaning that
seared t hrough the house, but whether the outcry of agony or ecstasy there was no telling at all
The three candl es were al nost consuned when the sisters and the nother of O oru opened their eyes,
and | ooked about them It seened they had sunk deep asleep. That was strange in itself, for they
had been in nervous dread. Stranger still it was that none had come rudely and violently to waken
them And it was very late. Even the rioters outside had fallen quiet.

At length the nother said, "Wat can have happened? Can G oru have persuaded himto clenmency?"

"I do not suppose so," said the elder girl. "Nor do | suppose Aoru would attenpt it.'

"Hush," said the nmother. She got up fromher chair and Iit three new candles. The neager |ight
revived and touched fresh pallor into their faces. And then the younger sister cried in a wild
broken voi ce: "Mther—ook there by your feet—and here, by nine!"

"Ch, what is it?" asked the nother, and she | ooked with her heart in her nouth. But all she saw on
the floor by her feet was her own shadow cast away fromthe candl es. Then, |ooking down at the
feet of her younger

He left the roomas his lord was reclining hinself upon
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daughter, she saw there was no shadow there at all, the floor stretched empty.

"Merciful gods protect you," gasped the widow. "Then let them protect ne also," said the elder
girl, "for ny shadow too has left ne."

And it was so. Turn about and about as the two sisters would, however the candl es described them
the light nade no shadows for them anywhere.

Now a shadow was and is only this, a portion cut fromthe passage of a light by that which stands
between the light and all else it would shine on. In sone |lands of the flat earth, it is true, a
shadow st ood as ci pher for the soul, or at l|east for the physical soul which resenbled, so
exactly, the body which had spawned it. El sewhere, a shadow was just a shadow. Yet, there is this
to be considered. One who can no | onger cast shade has surely | ost sone part of herself, sone

el ement which nmakes for opacity and substance—er el se how does the |ight pass directly through
her? To | ose one's shadow, then or now, was and would be cause for sone concern

The sisters ran to their nother for solace, and she tended them as best she might.

Eventually it was the el der sister who drew away, and said, "This is our brother's doing. Some new
treat he has devised for his lord." She dried her eyes and put back her hair. She said, "Sorrow
gives way to anger. | will go up and ask them what they nean by it." "Ch no—do not, for all our
sakes." "Yes but | will. To damage and debase the flesh is wi cked enough. But to neddle with the
psychic parts is beyond enduring. The gods will take note, Mther, of our righteous distress, and
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come to nmy assistance." In this pious belief she was, of course, quite nistaken (since in those
days the gods cared nothing for mankind). But the mnistake sustained her and she rushed fromthe
hall. Al ong the passage she went, where the servant was snoring still, and up through the house to
the roomthey had allotted the nagician. Here she rapped on the door before her val or should
desert her, and called out: "Let nme enter at once!" No one replied.

Sovaz: M stress of Madness
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"I will conme inl" exclainmed the girl. And she thrust wi de the door and ran through

How odd the familiar roomlooked in its guttering prodigality of candles. But nore than light, it
was a darkness there that had changed it. For the space seened full of a living di mess, an
invisible, swirling, nmurnuring sonmethi ng—she did not know it for what it was, the anbience of a
wei ghty spell, but it turned her cold, so she would soon have run out again. Then she behel d,
through the fog of the sorcery, the magician Iying there on the quilts, heavy as |ead, seeni ng not
to breathe, locked up in such a closed prison of sleep that it instantly suggested death. And this
sight, though it was nore terrifying than anything el se, also stayed her

Just then, a whiteness that had seened to hang |ike steam over the cushions on the floor rose up
Now the el der sister was surely transfixed. She stood in horrified wonder, all eyes. Two pal e and
ghostly girls poised before her, their long bright hair spilling around them Both were naked,
both were known. One was the younger sister, the other the elder sister—herself. Neither did these
two possess, either of them a shadow, and it was clearly to be seen how t he candl el i ght passed
straight through each.

"Do not be afraid,"” said the ghost of the elder sister to the reality. "Ooru brought nme forth
fromyou and Qoru left ne power to tell you of it."

"Say what you are," trenbled the girl.

"Your shadow, or that which enables you to cast one—sonme of your substance, yet not your self.
Wth me, and with this other"—-here the ghost indicated the ghost of the younger sister—the
monster Lak had his wishes. To himit seened he ravished and rent and mastered fl esh, but he did
not. Nor is it anything to us what he did with us. Neither, when we presently return to you, wll
you think anything nore of it than we."

"But you are ny imortal essence," cried the girl in a worse dismay than ever. "He has done al
these things to nmy soul and the soul of ny sister."

"No, we are not your souls. Your souls are not of this fashion. Only colored air are we. Let ne
come back to you, and you will know at once all is well with you."
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"Come back then," said the girl, and she braced herself for pain or lunacy. But the ghost drifted
to her like a noonbeam and gli ded over and through her, and was one with her. And with great

happi ness the girl saw her shadow appear immedi ately on the wall, |ike an onmen of perfect good.
"Now go, and bring here to me the one to whom/ belong," said the second ghost in a petul ant
susurrus of the second sister's voice.

"But he—~ said the girl, recalling Lak slunbering like the dead not ten paces fromher. "He has
ot her busi ness."

"Where then is doru ny brother?" demanded the el der sister; relief had nade her bold. But the
ghost did not respond, nerely folded its hands patiently, just as the younger girl did when she
was exasper at ed.

The el der sister felt she had no choice but to hurry below and tell the glad tidings. As for

QA oru, she blessed him and her tears fell warmy, for she knew herself whole, as the ghost had
assured her she would, and her rescue was all his doing. And in that way she forgot he had al so
been the cause of her peril.

AND FOR WHAT curious reward had O oru gone to so rmuch troubl e? What had he bought fromthe

magi ci an-prince with a delusion of white bodies and scream ng? Wat indeed, O oru having proved
hi msel f such a conpetent mage, did he require fromLak Hezoor that he hinself could not manage

al one? Down, down, down; niles down beneath the country of
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men and the conprehension of nen: the Underearth, the denobns' ki ngdom

At the kingdom s very boundary wandered Sleep River, sluggish as a blackish treacle, between the
hi gh tassel ed heads of the white flax that grew there. Here on the river's flaxy shores, wth

bl ood-red hounds, the Vazdru hunted, not |lion or deer, but the souls of men asleep, which ran
shrieki ng before them Though it was only the souls of those near death, or the insane, which the
dogs were able to catch and tear. Even these were allowed to escape in the end—+t was nerely a
sport to the denobns. Besides, there had been no hunting a long while now, as there had been little
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of anythi ng—rusic, gamng, intrigue, love, the imenorial pastines of DruhimVanashta and its
lords. Nor did the hamrers of the Drin, the denon netal smiths, often sound. Nor did the creatures
of that underworld frequently fly or sing, or the flowers extravagantly bl oom or the waters
magnetically glitter, as once they had. That pall of Azhrarn's rage and grief hung over
everyt hi ng.

Neverthel ess, it mght be considered still a place of wonders worth seeing. Centuries before,
Kazir had come there by witchcraft, passing through the River of Sleep, as generally nmen did
solely inadvertently. Kazir had had a mission to perform But Lak's poet, O oru, had begged that
he too m ght go sightseeing through the treacherous underland, in the protective conpany of Lak
What songs, opined O oru, should be made of this excursion after! (And of the bravura and cunning
of the nmgician.)

Now, in order to go down into Underearth, without invitation and the spells of the denons
thenmselves to free the way, the one neans was to travel incorporeally—as Kazir did in the story.
It was therefore the soul which rmust be the traveler, that is to say, the physical or astral soul
that el enental greater than nere shadowpl ay, though formed in the |ikeness of the body; equipped
also with that body's talents and | earni ng, whatever they m ght be,

There were in that era several towering sorcerers abroad on the earth. Interesting, perhaps, so
few of themnmade this trip below It would seemto indicate sone excellent reason for even the
most wily to keep out. . . . However,
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Ooru had inspired his lord to the know edge that he need have no qual ns. That he, Lak, was a
match for the Vazdru, eons ripe in all things uncanny. In fact, no less than a rival of Azhrarn
Madness.

So, the orgy conpleted, the wonen left lying like thrown-off clothes, Lak—waith scarcely any
preparation, full of drink and nmeat, |lethargic and satisfied—set about the business of astra
descent. "But," had said O oru encouragingly, "do not expose me to them ny poor shivering soul
Carry me with you as Azhrarn carri edSi vesh—he an eagle, and Sivesh one feather on his breast. You
a lord of lords, and I... sonme snall ornanent upon your person."

It is not recorded, the actual caliber of Lak's nmgery, but he was nmmge enough for this, it seens.
In a space, the breath of magic filled the chanmber and the magician's body slunped in its
trance—the soul had gone. Wiile of AQoru, surprisingly, nothing at all remained. No, not so nuch
as an eyel ash on the pill ow

The tide of Sleep River swarned with faces and forns and nmental wanderings. It took sone guile and
cerebral purpose to get through the wash w t hout succunbing. Through it they got, nevertheless,
Lak and his loving friend, and arrived on the shore.

Here they stood, gazing out across the ebony | andscape, in the sheen of the nystic jewelry |ight.
Lak seenmed only hinself, a dark soul princely dressed. O the soul of Aoru there was no sign, no
trace. Not one? Yes, after all, one trace. On the breast of Lak Hezoor there hung a little nugget
of polished topaz, sonewhat rem niscent of an unmarked die. O oru? Q oru.

It was said to be possible to glinpse the denon city fromthe banks of the River, on a clear day.
But no days were ever unclear in the Underearth, nor were they "days." It would seemthen that
sonet hi ng, perhaps only the vision of the arrival, hid or reveal ed Druhi mVanashta. |f Lak nade
out the distant architecture is debatable. But be sure the yell ow gem upon his breast, comon
exanpl e of the dice species though it was, saw everything.

Maybe it comruni cated also with the nmagician, urging and cajoling. For certain, Prince Lak began
towalk in a
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definite direction, through the fragile groves of ivory and silver and between the black willows
that trailed down their tendrils |ike unstrung harps. There was no hesitation in his step. Once or
twi ce, when sone vaporous thing seemed to flutter at himout of the air (such emanati ons abounded
here), he brushed it aside with a potent phrase or nantra, as a man waves away a gnat.

They, the lord and his topaz, reached in a while a wide road. It was paved with marble, lined by
colums. This was the path to the city, and conceivably Lak paused a nonent on the brink of it.
But there nmust have been rendered then nore persuasion and praise. In a nonent, Lak Hezoor stepped
upon the marbl e road.

Al nost at once a peculiar feeling fixed on him It was not a feeling he was intimte with, though
he had often been its author in others: fear. Now it mght be supposed even Lak shoul d experience
some msgiving sinmply at getting quiddity in this place, yet so far, patently, he had not. Nor did
there seem any pronounced cause for the enption to strike at himthis instant. The air was still,
no threatening noise disturbed it, and no agitation was visible anywhere—except the glint of the
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city at the road's end, if he even saw it. So Lak resuned his wal k boldly, and the clutch of fear
grew stronger, nor could he control it. Wth every stride it grew worse, until he halted again.
This time, having | ooked carefully ahead, and all around, Lak | ooked over his shoul der. So he

noti ced an oddity. The marble road, of which he had only traversed a brief |length, extended for a
mle or nore behind him Such elongation did not consol e Lak Hezoor

As a man sonetines will, when unnerved, the prince spoke aloud to his conpani on

"This highway is unorthodox. No doubt sone weird plan of denonkind to di scormopde the pilgrim |
think we shall return to the road' s beginning and take our bearings." And when there came no
speechl ess answer, Lak grinned and said, "What? Al ready swooni ng, dearest?" And he put up his hand
to pet the die. H's fingers found not hing.

Many concl usi ons ni ght have gone through the brain of Lak Hezoor at this discovery. He night have
t hought the
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gem had sonehow | cosened and fallen and been | ost, or that one of the wafting emanati ons had
stolen it, or even that its own fright had pushed it back into the world above. But actually, the
magi ci an t hought none of these things. One may concl ude, then, he was at |east sage enough to know
he had been duped.

He had less than a minute to revel in the know edge.

At last the chaste and windless air began to convey to hima sound. No sooner did Lak hear it than
he understood it. It held every notive for his nmounting fear. It was conposed of a succession of
bel ling notes, decipherable to one who had hunted, the noise of dogs that have the scent of their
quarry in their nostrils. However, those that tell of it remark that it was nore |ike the baying
of starving wol ves—yet worse, much worse. The fortunate would wake fromsleep at its echo,
screeching. The unfortunate did not wake, but turned and ran, and the sound ran with them grow ng
al ways | ouder and nore near. It was the cry of the hounds of the Vazdru.

Lak Hezoor, nmmgician-prince of a city of earth, stood on the road and spoke swiftly but

faultl essly the' charm which would renove himfromthat spot. And the charmfailed him It failed

himtotally. Not a fraction of his plight was altered. Here he still lingered in the Underearth,
the belling of the hounds ringing on every colum around, and within the hollow of his soul's own
psychic skull. And peering along the forward vista of the road, it appeared to himnow there was a
cloud there, black and winking silver at its apex, brilliant and bl oody bel ow, and the cloud raced

to reach him

Then Lak Hezoor the nagician also turned and ran. He fled along the road toward the groves and the
flax-framed river. He fled howing, emptied of sorcery, filled to the brimw th horror and
despair. And fly as he would, the road was endless. It went on and on before him as at his back
He could not, would not reach the river. And the cry of the hounds was so |oud now it seened

al ready ahead of himand to both sides, and though he dared not turn to see, he felt a blast |ike
fire on his heel s—the panting of glad nurderers.

But finally, the road did come to its beginning, and Lak

|

beheld the River of Sleep, his nightrmare's border, on the edge of distance. He flung hinself
forward, but as his feet touched the sweet sooty grasses, warm wei ghts sl ammed hard agai nst his
shoul ders, and | ong bodies, curiously textured as if snmoothly scaled, tunbled and fl owed over him
The red dogs pulled himdown anmong the willows. There they rolled himand tore at him and through
the abstract blindness of his suffering and screaning, he saw their scarlet eyes and teeth scarl et
with his astral blood. The col or of blood they were, and soon they dripped with their color. The
tornent did not abate. Over and over the unbearable was borne, the nmawl i ng of a death which did
not Kkill.

Eventually only a denented bundl e of rags flopped back and forth shrieking anong the hounds. Till
sonme signal was given and they were called, and slunk aside, |ike sinuous shadows, to the
caressi ng hands of their nasters.

One cane forward then, and stood over the physical soul of Lak Hezoor, or all that was left of it
(it was not very nuch). The deranged vision of the hunted creature could discern but little, yet

this single object it did see with utter clarity. A man, slimand tall, clad in night itself, with
hair that was night, and night in his eyes. And the dreadful beauty of himwas |ike another
torture added to what had gone before, like acid sprinkled into gaping wounds. Lak screaned with

greater wildness at it, at the piercing enbrace of the acid, but Azhrarn the Prince of Denons
rai sed his hand, and Lak coul d scream no nore.
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"What thing is this?" said Azhrarn. There was no cruelty in his voice which was in its contrasting

turn so beautiful it even soothed the victim nonentarily. "This is only a man. | was deceived."

And yet, the voice which had no cruelty in it was all cruelty. It snote against the soul's broken

core and the soul longed for death. "You may informyour brothers," said Azhrarn, "you net with

the Vazdru under the earth." And that said, he noved away; he vani shed

Wth him restraint vani shed. The nmawl ed soul began to screamnore terribly, and in the mdst of

its screaming it was hurled down into the River of Sleep
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And where was A oru, instigator of this? And what was O oru, that he had been able to escape it?

It would seemthat, like Kazir in the story, this poet also had a mssion in the Underearth. For

some bizarre reason he could not enter by hinself, so Lak nmust bring him but being in, Ooru was

at liberty to journey and to busy hinmself as he desired. O oru had no soul, astral or otherw se.

He had that w thin himwhich passed for and was the equivalent of a soul. It is possible, if not

certain, he mght under slightly dissimlar circunstances have penetrated the ki ngdom of the

denons, but then he nust have done so in his actual form And in such guise, the whole place would

have felt himas an oyster feels the twinge of grit. Decidedly it was the hint of Aoru's presence

that had disrupted and alerted the brooding inactivity of Azhrarn, and brought himforth pitiless,

a hunter on the road. Wich carnage had provi ded an opportune diversion.

Once the topaz die renpved itself fromLak Hezoor, it had spun away in an opposite direction to

that towered pile of steel and shattered stars, Druhim Vanashta. The denon city was not its

destination. As it went, the imge of a die went, too. The article which was the atypical essence

of Aoru turned to a slender rod of yellow radiation, vaguely purplishly |imed.

Hours it ran, nonths, years, or half a minute. By which unabsolute tine it was dashing over a

transparent |andl ocked sea. In the sea were islands, some small, sone treed, sone high as the sky-

whi ch-was-not - a-sky, and all throbbing stained-glass reflections in the water. And then there was

another isle, in a fog.

The rod of anber and anethyst junped into the fog and out the other side of it. Were, a nte

di shevel ed, it dropped at the feet of an Eshva handnai den who had been waiti ng—though for what ?—en

t he shore.

Sonet hi ng oblique had befallen the collective Eshva exiled on this island. Denbns, they had as a

rule a preference for beauteous nortal form in which garb they took to the earth and overwhel nmed

humani t vvBut. precisely .because both Vazdru and Eshva were capable of a multitude of shapes,

their intrinsic nature was obviously not any one
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of them The Eshva on the island, who had started as pal e-ski nned exquisite nales and fenal es,

with eyes of darkness and long black hair that donmiciled silver snakes, had pined and faded away

to basics. She—er it—at the feet (they were not feet) of whomor which AQoru had . thrown hinself

was now only a slimvertical of effulgent lapis |azuli

Nevert hel ess, when the radiant rod brushed against this efful gent vertical, a reaction occurred.

Firstly, the vertical swayed, bending down. Secondly, the rod was raised in what becane,

gradual Iy, two sl ender hands. Lastly, fromthe gaseousness an al abaster face energed, with eyes.
"It lives," said the Eshva, of the rod. She did not speak in any way recogni zably. Her eyes and

a motion of her fingers said the words. But O oru heard her. In her alnost existent hands he

shone, and shivered. So she clasped himto her, enthralled at the sensations he inparted.

Anything out of the ordinary was a novelty on the island. No wonder the Eshva was qui ckened. No

astoni shment either that, handmai den as she was, she next, her find nobst |ovingly clasped, began

to make her way toward the hollow cliff where dwelled her Vazdru mi stress

Azhrarn's daughter was lying, as so often, in her sleep of negative unbeing, on the bed with

pillars of red jade. And as she did this, let it be stressed, she | ooked nost fabul ously and

startlingly beautiful. So nmuch ran in the famly, you could say..

The worl dly version of what then took place, goes as follows: A delicious waiting-wonan bursts

into the mansion of her gorgeous lady and cries: "See, princess. | found this fascinating artifact

on the beach. Do pray examine it for yourself." But, contrary to anticipation, the |ady does not

stir. She lies prone on crinmson, her eyes fast shut. And in a little while the delicious naid

droops, losing her own interest in all things.

There the Eshva hovered then, once nore an upright translucency, before she di sappeared

altogether, to resune a nelancholy .yiei], for_flotfainE-cpa.the.5horE£. _Th™. r»/iJant,.v rod was

left Iying by the bed.

He is alone now, alone with the one he came seeking.
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No other is near. No denon dreans nischief is running anmok here in the land' s very wonb. Even
Azhrarn does not dreamit, as he rides in chase, his hounds and court around him after the
illusory waith of Lak Hezoor—nistaken for another's taint, or burnish.

So then.

Shortly there begins to be a rearrangenent of nol ecules. The anber and anet hyst bl aze up and go
out, and fromthe void of extinguishment springs a young man, expensively dressed and with silk
gloves; with silk gold hair, |ow burning burning eyes, and handsone, oh indeed, enough to scorch
the island. And this glanorous gentlenman stares a |ong nmonent at the |oveliness asleep, or
negated, on the coverlet. (He saw her |ast when she was a child. The prom se of her infancy now
fulfilled seens to take his breath away.) Then he | eans down to her and his beautiful hair brushes
her beautiful throat. He sets his lips gently to the lids of her eyes, through which, even closed,
the irises reveal themselves in a glaze of rapturous blue. But then he places his lips nore gently
and nmore firmy upon her own. He kisses her. At his kiss, the whole tuned cliff lets forth a
strain of nelody, as if the pent-up singing of years has passed through it.

And she, of course, opens her eyes.

"Pretty and beaut eous and amazi ng naiden," said Qoru, in a voice so |low he night hardly be said
to speak, "your father hates you and neglects you. But | am your guardian, and maybe you remenber
me. "

The blue eyes (what a foolish word is "blue"—eh for an adjective of the old first earth to
descri be them | ooked back and through and deeply into the anber eyes of O oru. She said nothing.
But as with an Eshva, her eyes said, "No, | do not remenber. But you nay attenpt to rem nd ne."
"Yes. But not here or now. Here or now | amat risk. | |leapt nost happily into danger for your
sake. Pity nme. Make ne safe.”

He had taken both her hands in his gloved ones. She did not resist. She lay there | ooking at him
She, that her nother had naned Soveh (Flane), and her father, in an instant's nocking unkind
correspondence, Azhriaz.
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Then she did speak. One word. "How?"

A oru now ki ssed both her hands. And she, very quietly as he did so, brushed his hair with her
mout h. To be abandoned, then to be cl ai mred—what ot her explanation is required?

Ooru felt that lightest butterfly kiss, and raised his head to gaze at her again. He told her how
easy it was for her, and for hinself if with her, to escape—not just the island, but from
Underearth. And when she sniled, No, not so, he said, "Only think. He is Azhrarn. But what are
you? Azhrarn's daughter." And it seens this caused her to think in truth.

She left the crinson bed. Her hair swept the earth. She | ooked up at O oru where he stood beside
her. She kept one of his hands, the right, relinquished the other. Like children they ran down the
stairways of the lacework cliff, down the slopes of the island, and cane to the shore.

There, sone way off, the debodi ed Eshva still waited. Azhrarn's daughter nurnured sonething, and
the Eshva drifted obediently, listlessly away.

Seaward of the shore, only mist was visible. Azhrarn's daughter, O oru's ward, cupped her hands
about her mouth, and she whistled. It was not a human, nor even a fleshly denoniac note. It was
the shrill of a silver pipe shaped like the thighbone of a hare. She had heard it once, when first
her father brought her underground, and could mmc it exactly. It sunmoned transport.

Sure enough, in seven heartbeats, a darkness hurtled through the mist, bringing with it the spray
of the sea-lake over which it had run. A denon horse, black, and azure-maned, which stopped beside
them but yet pawed the ground to be off again

The daughter of Azhrarn |ooked at A oru. "I am equipped to | eave. You?"

"You are able, if you will, to picture how | canme here. The rest is yours to decide. | am at your
mercy, but there is no other state in which | could wish to be."

"Oflatterer of denbns," said she aloud. Then she snapped her fingers. Doubtless she felt
intimations of her power in that nonent. For he, and he was soneone to be reckoned with, was gone,
cane back otherw se, and fel
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into her hand a topaz die. Flirtatiously then she placed the die in her nmouth, under her tongue
for saf ekeepi ng.

She mounted the denon horse. Her inmpulse told it where it should go.

It broke out again through the island's nmist, trailing streaners of that veil, and sped over the
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water to the farther shore.

Al this time, and she had never thought to do such a thing, or that she could. To be abandoned,
to be clained, what other explanation is required?

Across denpn | ands, then, past the shining city, grazing its walls with the winged wind of their
passage. None knew her, or what she did. But everything knewit. As she rode, black |ightning
under her and a jewel in her nouth, Azhrarn's daughter felt the soul of that w cked ki ngdom gat her
itself in incoherent outrage. Through the dianond air canme spoor of hatching storns. The waters of
pool s and fountains ruffled and roared. Forests of trees |ike spangl ed bones stretched out their
hands to catch her flying hair, but she struck them asi de.

The entrance-exit of Underearth she recollected. Three gates, the innernost of black fire, the
secondnost of blue steel, the outernpbst of agate. Beyond these, the scoured vein of a dead vol cano
opening to a country of lit vol canoes—the earth's nmagmati c center

She cane to the first inner gate.

Before her father, the ruler there, all three gates had flung thensel ves wi de. But before
Azhrarn's daughter they did nothing. And the horse, reined in, snorted, and raked the ground, now
with one forefoot, now with the other. She sensed too, this fleeing girl who was so nmuch nore than
any fleeing girl, the gathering of the thunder at her back. Wat now?

Under her tongue, the die tickled her like juice froma | enon.

It rem nded her of something so obvious that she shook her hair, being unable to open her nouth
and | augh. For though the Denmon was her father, her nother had been nortal, and sonethi ng besi des,
the child of a solar conet.

The sun.

She said it, the fleeing girl, with her brain only. But the
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authority of this ininical synbol, to which she had such rights, and which no other here would
ever seemingly conjure, was like a blow It crashed against the gate of black fire, searing a hole
init, and through this hole she forced the horse to go, though it did not like to. The gate of
.steel was next, and to this gate also Azhrarn's daughter displayed the inmage in her mind, and the
gate recoiled, withered, and she plunged through it. The gate of agate, a diplomat, had al ready
prudently unl ocked itself and let her ride by wthout fuss.

Above her now the funnel of the vol cano, showi ng no light, nor suspicion of anything.

The horse was spent. She slipped fromit and let it trot away, head hangi ng, back through the
gates before they could heal thenselves.

No | onger needing to ask questions, Azhrarn's daughter lifted her arns and touched the cool air in
the vol canic chimey. And into it she summoned a vol canic wind, a snoldering sail fringed with
great enbers. It whirled down about her and bore her aloft, up and up and up, through the funnel
up and up and out into the sky of earth.

Earth's was a sky of darkness, too, underlit by the furnaces of the burning nountains. Yet in the
east mles off one nountain burned that was not a nountain. (Dawn.)

The wind, her slave, carried her sone way before, robbed of its fire-born inpetus, it sank. On the
hillside where it |left her, she stood and watched the dawn, Azhrarn's daughter. She watched al one
and jealously, for she had been, it seenmed to her, a thousand years denied this sight.

The glory of a thousand nornings in that sunrise for her, then. And the colors of the earth

bl i nded her and nade her weep. She could endure the day as could no other denobn thing. Yet half
her atons shrank fromthe view that the other half of her atons |oved, and were kindred of. She
was doonmed equally to search out and to eschew the sun.

She had taken the topaz fromher nouth and left it lying on a boul der. She sought the shadow of a
rock.

They say the waters of her blue eyes turned to sapphires as they nmet the soil of earth; she wept
corundum But perhaps after all she only wept tears.

O oru came to her then, and now he wore a danson
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mantl e, into which he gathered her. He kissed her eyes again, wet with tears or sapphires.

"Here in the world, ny own gifts are rapidly leaving me," he said. "But for now-

The mantle flared its wings with the sun caught in one of them and, as it seened, a horde of
stars.

And the hillside was vacant.

THE SAME SUN it was which rose behind the wi dow s house. The scene it gilded there was | ess

i npassi oned, to begin wth.
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Qut in the courtyard lay the rioters, in all the attitudes of riot's aftermath. In the forest over
the way, the birds woke and sang, but those who woke in the yard were not inclined to copy them
They held their heads or their bellies, called for nmedicine or for nore drink. Some had the
tenerity to call also for their lord, Lak Hezoor. Wen none vouchesafed a reply, these noble
courtiers began to beat on the house doors and wi ndows. They croaked or bellowed that they feared
their patron had come to sonme harm injuring hinself in scaling, maybe, the obdurate icy breast of
a virgin.

Now it seermed to themthat they had every excuse—the security of their prince—for breaking into
the house. Already they were cheered by the prospect. Then came a new burst of singing.

The song was alien to the norning, yet age-old as the tribulations of nen.

The courtiers dropped back when they heard it. They clutched each ot her and asked: "Wat can that

be?" Though
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they knew very surely it was one denmented, who shrieked and nobaned. So accordingly they said, "It

is just that Aoru, trying to unsettle us."

Just then the shutters of an upper room fl ew open.

A man appeared there in the wi ndow. For sone seconds they did not, any of them know him His
count enance was tw sted, his eyes showed only the white balls, his nouth gaped and bl ood ran from
it where the tongue had been bitten. Hi s whol e body seened streaked by bl oody hurts, and as they
wat ched appal | ed, he cl awed and scrabbled at hinself, causing fresh injuries with his nails, or
turning to bite hinself on the shoulders or arns. They were |loath to recognize this beast. It was
only the sable hair, though he tore it out in handfuls, that told themthis was Lak Hezoor

G ay-faced, the nen in the courtyard one by one took note, and stepped away backward. Sonme ran to
their horses and bolted al nost at once. The others shook in their shoes and stuttered. One dared
to call again his master's name—at which the apparition in the w ndow screeched nore raucously,
and, hauling and wenching itself through, comenced to crawl toward the courtyard down the stones
of the wall.

At this every man there turned tail. Lak had gone nmad, and plainly, if he caught hold of any one
of them he would pull himin bits.

Cacophonously as they had arrived, therefore, Lak's court departed, tranpling each other

under hoof .

Sonewhere along the city road, though it is not recounted where, those that could held conference
toget her, and deci ded what story to offer in the city. They had determ ned by then that d oru and
his famly were nighty sorcerers, mghtier far than Lak, denponstrably, since they had dealt with
himas had been witnessed. It would thus be preferable not to refer to Aoru's house, to Aoru, or
to Aoru's relations. Wiat could mere nortals do agai nst then? (For there was another thing, which
they had not properly grasped in the panic, but recollected nowthose especial servitors and
guards that Lak had kept about him not one had gone to his aid. Rather, they had stayed
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like statues. . . .) If such as these had not been able to assist, it was best for ordinary nmen to
| eave well al one.

For Lak hinmself, one last rider swore he had seen his erstwhile prince, foaning at the lips and
tearing hinmself, proceed into the forest at a lurching run. Wat else should they say, then, in
the city, than that they had lost their lord in the woods where fearsone things were known to

resi de, and whose nunbers it seened he had gone to swell?

"What can we do?" said they, linping honme. "We are only ordinary nen."

By which they neant they thought thensel ves extraordinary enough that their skins nust be saved at
all costs.

In the stone house, alarmed by the besieging courtiers, the wonen and their servant had run down
to one of the smaller roons, an old cellar under the hall, and bolted the door. There they

remai ned, and when the awful awakening cries of Lak Hezoor penetrated their sanctuary, they were
very thankful to have chosen it.

In the end, all grew peaceful. Presently, the elder sister and the servant, with a stick apiece,
went up to see

A great deal of nmess lay about. But of the visitors—ot a whisker

They searched the house then, and even inquired aloud. But the place had been vacated. Only the
sun canme in, and set a bright marigold on every edge and rim Beyond the wall, the birds sang. The
forest and its inhabitants doubtl ess understood how a nan, already sone quarters insane with his
own vanity and sadistic designs, could neet the Vazdru under the earth one night, and give up to
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t hem what sense he had.

Only in the courtyard was there sonething a touch worrying. Sone little hard stony lunps, for al
the world like tall nen of granite, who had nelted. (Lak's bl ank-faced servants?)

"So he has deserted us again," said the wi dow, dabbing her eyes. "My son, ny Qoru. Ridden off
with his lord, and not a word of farewell."

"Yet he saved us fromlLak's cruelties," said the elder sister. "I will never speak slightingly of
ny brother again."”

"He is not a bad son," said the widow "Look at these jewels and rich garnents Prince Lak left us

in payment.
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We shall live well again, as we have not done for years. That would be Qoru's doing. The rest is
just his weakness. Ch, but | wish he had stayed here with us. | would have forgone the jewels and
the confort they will buy, just to have himat our fireside. That life is not for him"

"Who knows," said the younger sister wistfully."He nay one day tire of that life."

I T MAY have been the forest of Lak's hunting, or quite another forest, wherein the glade was
situate. Certainly the place was anci ent and sonmewhat sorcerous, and very dark. By day, the
sunlight hung there in rare tinted drifts, or broke and scattered everywhere |ike golden rain. By
ni ght, at noonrise, there fell a rain of opals.

For the creature of dawn and dusk, seeking and turning fromthe sun, an ideal habitat.

Sunset: and a rain of coral

The bl ue-eyed denpness was seated on a bank where swarthy lilies grew, staring down at her
reflection, as the lilies did at reflections of lilies, in a pool. A spring fed the pool, and nade
it always unstill. She could not be sure of herself in this unsettled mrror. Only those eyes of

hers shone out at her. It canme to the denoness they had been paler and harder in her chil dhood,
and cool er. Bathos, then, has deepened them "Bathos"—for she was al nbst shaned now by her

qui escence in exile.

Across the pool, he lay on one el bow, her guardian, the prince who had ki ssed her awake, and
carried her on the |ast stage of their journey over earth and air, folded in his
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mantle. But the nmantle was absent now, and some of his presence with the mantle. It was just an
exceptional ly toot hsone young man who reclined there. Her child' s nmenory, her intuitive know edge,
both were well honed, or she too m ght have doubted, or forgotten

They had not conferred for hours, or even days, these two escapees of Underearth. Until she said
to him carelessly: "Dear guardian, grant ne a nane."

But he only bowed, charming eccentric Ooru, and replied, "W are you that | should know how to
name

You?"

"You knew nme, and told ne of it."

"Did I? In some dream—=

"And now you do not know ne."

"Only that 1 found you as Kazir found Ferazhin, a flower grown in the shade. The rest—+

unr enenber . "

e*Hrlrj'T said she. and now her eyes were pal er, harder

m mat cold. Like spearpoints of turquoise, as he should

arwe mMAr* tf~e — L :ng seen them so previously, in the

mvfe of ho! jved, the day after her nother's

R But Qoru did not recall. He shrugged nobst grace-

.- "Way?" he said. "Why not? Pardon nme, | ampartly nmad. Everyone says so."

"Yes," she said, "it is politic to forget yourself. You who destroyed ny nother by your trickery.
Shoul d I not detest and be revenged on you for that, as my father neans to be? He will hunt you

over the edges of the earth. | heard him prom se as nuch to your face. That two-faced face which
once was yours and will be yours again. One pronise of Azhrarn given you, and then a promse to

me, and he took ne below with him But he put ne aside and forgot ne, | was of such little worth
there. O here." The denpness who was al so a human girl put out her hand and touched one of the

lilies. "My loving parents,"” said she, and the lily shriveled and rotted fromits stal k. "That

ni ght Duni zel died and left nme confortless, she sought out Azhrarn. Her spirit cane to him and

put on flesh for him and they were | overs together. Wiat was | to either of themin those |ong

nmonent s? Not hing. He nade ne for that proni sed conpl ex gane he planned, but has since discarded.
And she—she held ne in her belly and brought
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me forth only to gratify him Wwen | was a child,” said the girl who was al so a denon, "Dunize
told me stories. In the wonb | heard her voice, ny nother's, sweeter than the songs of the stars.
But | was nothing to her but something of his, while he hated ne al ways."

"Your eyes, they scald ne," whispered A oru

"Be scal ded then, court jester," she answered angrily. "Play your silly part and see if | do not

betray you." But then she went on softly, dangerously, with her former thenme. "He naned ne
Azhriaz, to mark me as his. But | amnot his. She naned ne by her own first-given nane, Mon's

Fi re—Soveh. Though | disown ny nother, | would rather be hers than his. | will resune that nane."
"Your eyes," whispered the young man, "are burning the marrow fromny bones. Are killing ne."

"Die then, as if you could."

"When | am dead ashes at your feet, consider only this. You are a sorceress, and whatever nane you
take, it nust bear the synbol of your calling."”

She | ooked at him She said, "Good. Her nane is better altered. Not, then, Soveh, but Sovaz the
witch. | will be Sovaz."*

"Sovaz, you are fair," said AQoru. "You are the evening star, the hyacinth that shades all heaven
with its dye, the silver taper that |ights the noon."

"I's she so, this Sovaz," said Sovaz, unsniling. "But | see now what you play at being."

After that she fell silent. Silence was yet her netier, speech only a new fad that m ght be
relinqui shed at any nonent.

Merely, she let down her hyacinthine hair into the pool. The lilies rustled, stretching their
stems like thirsty swans, to dip their petals in the water her hair had spiced.

A short while later, perhaps only six or seven hours, the lilies and the hyacinth lifted their
heads fromtheir reflections at a sudden sound. It was a noi se which has al ready been described in
sonme detail. A belling of hounds, but not nortal, nor far off.

*As with the K that concludes a masculine name to denote the magician, so the synbols which
translate as AS or AZ in the femal e—at the end, or very occasionally within, the name—denote a
sorceress.
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She who was now Sovaz gl anced first at her traveling conpanion. Innocently, beautifully, Odoru
slept. Neither did the uproar rouse him though psychic and horrible and limtless, it seened to
rape the forest, to rip down branches and uproot the grass. Not one live thing, natural or un,
could ignore the cry. That OQoru slept on was his great wi sdom She despi sed and respected him for
it. Also, she thought, It is not for me Azhrarn comes hunting. Even to hunt me has no value for
Azhrarn. Can it be he even guesses | amgone fromprison? Wat loss if | an? No. It is this other
he seeks.

And she spurned the "other" lightly with her foot as she went to the brink of the glade, to see.
Now. she was Vazdru, Sovaz, the Denon's child, and she had drawn her genius about her. As the wld
hunt dazzl ed al ong the avenue of trees, the glade winked out like a flane in water, because she
willed it to. How strong, bow confident her sorcery. Azhrarn hinmself, riding witii his fol k about
him did not spy what she had hi dden, though he turned his dark head as they pelted by, naybe
unsure, considering—but even the blaze of her eyes she sheathed fromhim / am not here, Azhrarn
Prince of Princes. And he is not, that other prince you seek.

Then, |ike stormwack, they were gone, and the wail of the dogs died |ike the sting of a nunbing
bl ow, away through the forest, away through the world, and out of it.

Soon Sovaz returned to the pool. She stood | ooking down at O oru, who had called her Evening Star.
"Yes, just as he promised, he is hunting you. He knows you have dared his | ands, idiot and nad
thing that you are. He canme very close to you. Do you fear himthen, this denon unbrother of
yours? Well. | did not betray you. It seenms we are to be friends." And she kneel ed by him

"What ?" said O oru, opening his anber eyes slowy.

"Fool ," said Sovaz. "Yes, it is a canny disguise, not to know yourself. Maybe he will never find
you in it. But now, gentle guardian— And before Qoru could prevent it, she seized both his

gl oved hands, and tore fromthemthe jewel ed sil ken gloves, and flung them away.

O oru stared at his hands.

The left was well shaped but gray as river clay; it

Sovaz: M stress of Madness

61

trenbled, and he saw the long nails were red like lacquer, and its palmwas black. He let it down
hastily in the grass and would not look at it. There remained the right hand, then. The right hand
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of Aoru was constructed of brass, but the four fingers of it were four brazen serpents that
snapped and hi ssed. The thunb was a fly of dark-blue stone, which, released fromthe gl ove,

qui ckly spread its wings of wire and clicked its nandibles frantically together

QA oru screaned. He erupted to his feet and fled, trying to elude the nonstrous hand. But of course
the hand ran with him irrevocably attached, and the snakes waki ng and funming and spitting, and
the fly rattling its wings and jaws and feelers irritably.

Away through the forest, insane with terror and shock, O oru sprang.

Sovaz did not wait, she went after him running as lightly as he, and as fast. In less than a

m nut e, perhaps, she caught him by his sleeve and by his shining hair. Ooru slunped agai nst a
tree, shivering and shedding tears, white as death, calling to the gods piteously.

"The gods?" inquired Sovaz. "You know they have no care for nen. For yourself, what do you need
with, gods?"

"I's this some bane you have thrown on nme?" asked Qoru. "Oh, let ne free of it."

"Bane? Look at this bane. Do you not, even for the noment of a monent, renenber its inventor?"

O oru |l ooked. He | ooked at the lively snakes and the blue fly. Then he closed his |ong-lashed eyes
and sank, senses vanqui shed (ever O oru), to the earth.

She | aughed a whole instant, did Sovaz. But then her |aughter was done. Sone other enotion rushed
now over the first. Unlike herself, it had no name for her. It filled her with inexplicable
excitenment and hurt.

Agai n, she knelt beside him She held himto her so her supernatural warnth should cone between
himand the skin of the world that was to all supernatural things, always, a lure, a lover's
enbrace, the snare of an eneny. In that second of confusion, she nearly understood her father. But
thi s passed.

Once, then, there was a young aristocrat, nost hand-
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some but nost poor, who lived with his wi dowed nother and his virgin sisters beside a fey bl ack
forest. And here he went hunting, scorning superstition, taking with himthe only servant left to
the house. And here too, one day, he was lost by this servant, who spent many hours in trying to
refind him But he was not found. No, not till he returned hinmself at sunset, out of the depths of
a wood which was famed for the egress of things irregular.

The young hunter's name had been O oru. Had been, for he clained it no nore. Another clained it.
Anot her becane it, growi ng over and through it like a vine.

It was this way.

He was not cruel, the first Qoru, to the beasts of the forest. He hunted only for food, and that
since his fanmily had always one extra at their table, Lady Hunger, who sat there with them and
gnawed her own knuckles, glaring at tbek pbtes the wtak from under her fani shed eyebrows.
Nevert hel ess, in die way of hunting, Ooru brought down die yoodrful deer with spears, laid traps
for the cinnanon hares, overfeathered the wings of wild ducks with arrows.

The forest was bew tched. Wio did not agree? Only A oru paid no heed to the runors. And he was
there so often, and his dwelling so close. How could the conposite entity of the forest fail to

| earn his name and his person by rote?

So one norning the first AQoru rose early and went with her servant into the forest after gane,

t he young man wal ked singing, for he saw no wong in what he did, nor thought any other would see

wong in it. Turning then under an arch of trees, Aoru felt an unexpected chill, as if the dew
had changed to snow. Looking around to comrent on this phenonmenon to his servant, he found the
servant gone. And then the whole of the forest seenmed to run together in a wall. OQoru was in a

little space, no bigger than he could pace around in three circling steps. The rest was a bl ack
t oweri ng—trees—er something ol der, nore intense, of which the growhs of the forest had been only
a residue, till some arcane nagic called it forth again.

A oru was afraid, but, unlike the later nodel of hinself, no blissful coward; ready to fight. He
shouted at the forest, for justice. Justice cane.
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It began with a raging thirst that fastened on him abruptly, w thout warning. And it continued
with a stream of water plashing at his feet. He had never drunk the waters of the forest, never
needed to. But this water he nust have, and though sonme instinct, against his own skepticism
called to himto beware, he did not heed, nor could not. He lay on the ground and | apped the
stream There was no pang, not even a disconfort. None of the fruitless battle he had thought to
offer. He lay down to drink a nman. He rose up a yellow jackal, which feinted and danced with its
shadow, barked and how ed at nothing at all, and ran away into the wood. All human rites of
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intellect or body were null, gone between one sip of water and the next. To O oru, no |onger
A oru, there was no punishnent. He dawdl ed and bounded deep into the trees, he sought his own
current kind, who accepted and were fond of him He lived as a good jackal should, until in the

full ness of years he died one. And then his soul recovered itself with sonme startle-nent.

Yet, unpunished, he hunted no nore. And unpuni shed was he puni shed, O oru, who had been born a
human man.

Now. In those days, or in these, when the smallest pebble was or is dug up fromthe soil, it

| eaves an inpression behind itself, the size and shape of itself, though enpty. And in those days,
so too with all things of being. There had been a young man in the forest, but the forest had
changed himto a yellow jackal. That digging up fromthe soil of existence |left an inpression
behind it surely enough, a kind of cast or nold, into which sone other, if he were sufficiently
vital, could pour his fluid formand set, flesh-hard, to an exact replicate of Aoru the norta

and the no nore.

One was by, and vital enough

Chuz, Prince Madness, had been sone while wandering the earth. Hs last nmeeting with Azhrarn nay
or may not have di sconposed him but doubtless it gave himto think, in his own obscure fashion
Duni zel, bel oved of the Prince of Denobns, had died through Chuz's fault; the evidence of the
matter coul d show nothing else. But whether it had been a deliberate fault, an error in judgment,
or a mad i npul se—who was absolutely sure? For the mind of such
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as Chuz inclined to be unfathomable. Notwi thstanding that, he had incurred the wath of Azhrarn
who spoke of retribution. Wuld Chuz fear that? He had powers and to spare, there was not a Lord
of Darkness who was without powers of many and awe-inspiring sort. And by very reason of this,
such a duel could hardly be taken lightly. There was once an occasi on when Azhrarn hinsel f,
finding he was on the borders of an ultimate di sagreenent with another of his peers, Uhlune, King
Deat h, had approached Unhl ume and pl acated him giving himeven a tactful clue as to how their gane
m ght be won. It is to be concluded Chuz now sought some tactful neans of appeasenent.

At one tine it had been supposed all Lords of Darkness avoided the earthly sun, which would scorch
them or reduce themto ashes. This, however, was only true of one—Azhrarn, by virtue of his denon
origins. Nevertheless, every one of those other four Dark Lords had a definite penchant for the

ni ght, and for night games and ~ nvphy. and shadowy places. In this way it cane

about that Chuz was at large in the sonmber forest, enjoying the feel of its sorcerousness, no
doubt, as another would enjoy the scent of flowers, at the nonent of the first AQoru 's
transformati on. Doubtl ess too, Chuz was instantly drawn to the spot, the surge of nmagic like the
call of some fascinating bird. Once there, he nade his decision, having

attendant plans, he poured his fluid unconscionable self suddenly into the metaphysical nold,
settled, hardened within it invisibly, and at | ast stepped forth, stunned, into the day's ending
As a disguise, it was a unique one. In the way of transform ng the humanoi d aspect of Chuz, Chuz
being yet Chuz, it did not utterly succeed. Prince Madness, or nost of one side of him had al ways
been fair to | ook on. And he was besides apt at that time to be translated to overall good | ooks;
had been practicing themin Bhel sheved. Thus, where the formof O oru was fair enough, never had
it been as fair as the influx of Chuz now nmade it. Nor had the first O oru been as poetical, or as
lunatic, as the second A oru, which was of course only fitting. So, in the effect of appearance,
the ruse was no nore than theater, and
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easi |y underm ned. However. The steely root of the disguise lay in another direction. Chuz, reborn
QA oru, becane A oru. Chuz forgot he was Chuz

Bef ore, the passage of Chuz's footstep two thousand miles off might have tingled the perceptions
of Azhrarn, for. each Lord of Darkness exuded the glanour of his ego fromevery nonearthly pore.
But now, only A oru was there, who knew he was only O oru

It was a fact, tinme and again the second O oru had brushed by denonkind in the dark of the world's
ni ghts. Sonetines they had even been attracted to him sensing sonething. But when they cane
close, there was only a handsonme crack-wit larking or jeering or shaking with frayed nerves.
Ooru's essence cried |loudly: Youth, nale-ness, self-conscious sexual anbiguity, charm

bri nkmanshi p, neurasthenia. And such were the notices of nortals. And the denons, naybe briefly
puzzl ed, wi thdrew again and |eft him al one.

This then, the graci ous obei sance Chuz extended to Azhrarn: See how | honor you and val ue your
wrath, unbrother. | amhiding in earnest.

Azhrarn's angui shed | ethargy had had its uses, too. It had provided the margin for Chuz to indul ge
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i n wandering experinment, and, once the second O oru canme fromthe wood, the space to explore and
devel op his role.

Not unti |l Chl)7's i nvasi on nf Il nHer»orth ho/ 4 A-U,, ~

turned his head to listen, and his inclination again to the format of revenge. Even there, the
pursuers were m staken. Hapless Prince Lak, with all his long life of wongdoing bright before
him took the brunt as ingenuous decoy. The razor-bite perfune of Chuz had been all over him
whil e Chuz hinmself, die and rod, was singularly lacking in it. For even in such guise, he stil
bel i eved hinmself only Ooru, to begin wth.

Chuz, as hinself, could have worked Lak's magic of astral descent, and nagics far superior, with
scarcely a thought. But as A oru, he was not able. Chuz as hinself would never have dared
(probably) to enter the Underearth; it was an act of unnegotiable hostility. But Ooru was sinply
a poet seeking forbidden thrills.

When the spell took hold, the entire package, Chuz-
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Qoru, life force and flesh, went down bel ow ground in the topaz. An immortal, CYnz had no soul

ot else he was conpletely a sort of soul, pure denonic energy, if no denon.

Al'l the actions of Ooru, to the very point of crossing the sea-lake and alighting on the island,
had been apparently randominsane high jinks. Naturally, they were not. Mirre than a year before,
in the seconds of his decision to becone A oru, Chuz had inplanted certain inpulses in his own
secret brain that would conme not to know itself. To seek a mmgician master from whom he coul d
steal handy provisional magics, next to entice and wheedle himinto a trek below. There to fly off
at a tangent, and happen by intuition on the being |ast seen, though not recalled, as a tiny
child; Azhrarn's progeny. Dunizel's daughter

In truth, though he had not realized it, she was all the goal of Qoru's second life. To find her
out, to steal her away.

She captured Chuz's attention fromthe first. He had | ooked in at her even as she lay in Dunizel's
wonb, and he had said to Dunizel and her denon |over, "I come to stand uncle to your unborn
child." WwWich suggestion, suspicious in itself, had been so hedged about with admring taunts and
loving insults offered Azhrarn, it had as nuch hope of success as ice in fire. Perverse, Chuz knew
as nmuch. He wanted, did not want, did not know what he wanted, took care as doru to forget what
he want ed—and then set off to fetch it to him through I evinbolts and brimstone.

And, sorcerous thing which unavoidably still he was, the proximty of other sorcerous things
gal vani zed him even in ammesia. Thus the forest had tickled himinto enploying the shape of
Qoru's own jackal, in the interest of a speedy gallop. Thus Chuz's own fearsone strength of

persuasion canme to himto allow himto drive Lak Hezoor to the |ast organized folly of his life.
Whil e the quintessence of Underearth worked on O oru like a fine chisel, and chi pped away the

ar nori ng.

By the noment he stood over her, the mistress of his quest, he had begun to remenber hinmself. His
ki ss was vibrant with that renenbrance, and how could it hel p but wake her, too?
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The successive escape fromexquisite hell, the damson-w nged flight across the sunrise, these were
the exploits of. Chuz. But here in the glade, on the breast of the world again, the inner Chuz
ebbed away. O oru was O oru once nore. Although even that not totally. As snoke cannot be kept in
a box, all Chuz could not be kept in human skin. Sonething was bound to get |oose. It turned out
to be those worst of all Chuzian attributes, the hands.

Therefore he lay, a Lord of Darkness brought low by his own intrinsic terror. And who, indeed, has
never | ooked deep within hinmself but once, and been afraid?

Now he rested, in her arms, the arms of the denon-child-woman who had been, since her conception
his madman's goal. She had read the whole history from his unconsci ous unhuman m nd. Aggrieved at
desertion by others, she warnmed herself now at his psychotic constancy.

MDNIGHT: And a rain feli that was nerely rain. But the forest dressed itself in the raindrops as
if in clusters of zircons.

Rai n bathed the eyelids of Sovaz. She raised them and saw the eyes of O oru were al so open w de.
"I have, after all, been dead a little while," he murmured. He | ooked very long at her. There was
a curious lum nescence abroad in the forest; the rain had washed it out fromthe trunks of the
trees, the grasses, and the lilies shone |like tongues of shady flane. In this gleam Sovaz, too,
seened it by her own soft light. Ooru glanced at hinself under the lanmp of it. "I dreaned— said
QA oru. He flexed his el egant poet's hands. They were no ot her

68

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...20Delirium's%20MistressUC%20-%20TFtFE%234.txt (25 of 176) [2/2/2004 2:24:39 AM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Tanith%20L ee%620-%20Delirium's%20M i stressU C%20-%20T FtFE%234.txt

DELI Rl UM S M STRESS

than the hands of a poet should be. (Sonehow, by her own occult nethods, she had overridden his,
and made them whole for him) "I amglad then Lord Death did not keep nme as his guest. | ran to
himfor sanctuary, but had no hope to stay. There are nmany he does keep, blue-eyed Sovaz, down
there in the Innerearth. But they have sold their souls to himfor a thousand years. Death," said
QA oru, "may not wal k where nothing has died. There are such places. He may not wal k the gods
country. O in the country of the denons. For even those creatures that seemto die in Azhrarn's

| ands undergo only the facsinile of death. Stories that say otherwise are told by liars."

"And are you not, then, a liar?" inquired Sovaz, although as softly as the soft light that hung on
her.

"Aliar? | ?"

"I think you nmust be sonething of the sort," she said, "for you speak of the denpbns' kingdomas if
neither of us had ever seen it."

A oru shut his eyes at once. H's fingers clenched on the grasses.

"Do not," he said, "say these words. They rem nd ne of ny dream of fear." So she beheld that even
her own begi nnings were now wi Il fully expunged from his awareness. She did not really nmind that,
Sovaz. \What happi ness had there been in her beginnings, after all, that she should w sh t hem

cel ebrat ed?

"I concede," she said. "W will discuss only how we found each other, wandering in this forest.
Mysel f an orphan. You nysteriously bereft of your patron, the magician-prince."

"Yes," said Adoru. And just then his eyes caught fire froman inner glare and were for a nonent
like the eyes of sone cruel rare beast of prey. See, said these w cked nolten eyes, how
entertaining it will be to play this gane together

At which her eyes grew darker than the forest's shimmering dark, so starry space itself might be
glinmpsed in them | wonder, said these other eyes, if it wll.

And then she lay down upon him clasping himunder the arms with her slender hands, and cl aspi ng
the strong calves of his legs with her slender bare feet, and his mouth with her nouth.
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As unlike their first kiss, this second kiss, as earth to air. Not less potent for all that, nor

| ess of a sunmmoni ng.

"Most beautiful of nortal woren," lied O oru.

"Most beautiful of nmortal nen,"” |lied Sovaz.

And they | aughed, shedding their garnents |ike snakes, and. brought their bodies together |ike two
cl aspi ng hands.

But it was she who lay still above him and soon the black fleece of her tresses seemed to becone
one with the black foliage of the forest, so he was stretched out under a maiden whose hair itself
was all the nighttine earth and the m dnight sky. And her touches and her skin and her noving upon
him these were |ike the anmbience of the world, as if the world lay on him and caressed and found
himout, and drew himinto itself. Virgin, yet |acking any need to be broken, know ng everything
yet innocent of all. And as he pierced to the core of her, her hair and the night and the trees
and the sky, her caresses, the air and the world, the very ground under his back seened to begin
maki ng love to him

"No," O oru whispered then

"No?" she whispered in return, inside his very nouth, her tongue a flane, one of the lily flanes
that burned in the grass.

"No, Sovaz, Sovaz, for surely then | will be there before you, and our journey ended."

But her eyes held all the oceans and the seas and the rivers, her hands or the hands of the earth
stol e beneath himand found a fire there, a serpent that dwelled there under the spine, a dragon
waki ng.

"When you reach the gate," she said, or her eyes or her rushing body said it® "cry out. And | wll
cone to you at once."

At this the dragon woke. The whole forest burst up in a swarmof lights and he with it so that in
the strength and vehenence of that arching bow she too was lifted as if on a wave's high crest. As
he did indeed cry out aloud to her, and hearing himshe cane to himat once as she had told him
her head thrown back, her throat curved like the crescent noon. And her cries, wild as those of a
bird that flies a whirlwind, and three in nunber, split the ceiling of rain and | eaves, and struck
maybe the floor of very heaven
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above, the denizens of which abode did not conprehend such crying and were incapable of it.
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But presently, in the stillness, she said to him "There, too, is death. And there is ny onen. One
day | shall die. I know it now "

"Qur kind does not die," said Ooru, forgetting an instant to forget.

But she did not answer him

PART TWO

Lovers

AZHRARN-Az hr ar n—sang vari ous voi ces whi ch had no sound, but were so beautiful they nade the air
seemfilled by perfunme, nelody. Azhrarn

It mght have been the voicel ess all-speaking Eshva, or sonme spiritual cry of his kingdom the
roots and rocks of it, the scintillant stones of his city, the jewel w ndows of his house. O yet
some cry fromwithin hinself, sone part of himhe did not recognize, for even with human nen,
several persons may |ive together under one nanme and inside one skin.

Whatever it was, it had haunted his palace all the day |ess days and unni ght nights of a norta
year. It was plain to any who had, for a nmoment, glinpsed him that this sound of fended him He
paced the |l ong roons up and down, and the tall roofs. He stood and | ooked away i nto nothi ng and
everything, and the flying things of the Underearth, sorcer-ous or nechanical, neeting his

sightl ess gaze, fell down on the black grass of the |awns.

Azhr ar n—

"I hear you," he said. "But be still."
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There was a silence. It was so profound, the whole | and seemed to have gone deaf and dumb at once.
He wal ked out, in this silence, disdainful of it, into the gardens beyond his palace. In the

m dni ght trees the gol den furnaces of burning-colored fish, clustered all together, their w ngs
closed fast. By a pool, a princess of the Vazdru had been plucking green irises. She had becone
still as a statue; the water drops did not run off her fingers' ends or fromthe flowers or from
the gens of her bracelets—the water drops did not dare, for in doing it, they m ght nmake a noi se.
No one else had, for a great while, risked venturing so close to Azhrarn's halls. The Vazdru woman
stood and stared at her lord. She was superlatively beautiful, but there was nothing in that; al
her caste were so.

Azhrarn | ooked at her. She bowed.

"Why are you here," he said, "stealing plants fromthis garden?"

"Green iris, the flower of pain," said she. "A large nunber grow in your park now, illimtable
prince. The bloonms | shall weave into a garland, and wear until they fade. The stens | shall plait
finely and string a lyre with them They will nake a miserable, lovely nusic."

Azhrarn seemed about to | eave her

"You have cast down your kingdom" said the Vazdru. "Pain is your lover, nmy lord. We nust share
your agony. The Eshva lanment in the living death of ceasel ess nourning. But the Vazdru are
different. The Vazdru nust have artifacts. And all this for a nortal woman, a child of that thing,
the sun.”

"Remnd ne," said Azhrarn, "of your nane."”

"Vasht," said the denpness. And she shook the water drops fromher hands and fromthe flowers.
Each drop fell into the pool with a Ioud crack.

"Do you hope to be punished, Vasht," said Azhrarn, "that you dare to chide nme, with whom| have

| oved, and with how | have | oved?"

"You kill us with your grief,"” she said. "And since we cannot die, it is a nmurder and a death that
never end. What is one nore puni shnent beside that?"

"You wi Il anger ne," said Azhrarn. "Do not do it."

"I's it possible to anger you? You who vowed war on
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Chuz M schi ef - Maker, and hunted himtw ce, and returned twi ce, while he roans the world of nen by
ni ght and day, |aughing at you. And when he w shes ot her anusenent, he lies down with your
daughter, that child you nmade in the wonb of your nmoon-sun girl, your Dunizel. | was your chosen

| ove, once, eons ago by the reckoning of those little crawling worns called nen. You caught for ne
a piece of the starlit earth sky, and gave it ne in a ring. You were mnmy bel oved, Azhrarn, three
hundred nortal years. But then mankind grew precious to you, and you adored their foul flesh
liked it better for its very uncl eanness. Now, you unrenenber even ny name. You, who gave ne the
sky." And she flung the green flowers at his feet. They fell with a crash |ike swords.

But Azhrarn only said, "So Chuz and she travel together."

"Did you not know it? Has not every reed and blade of grass in the world whispered the story to
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you? Every cloud scribbled the nessage over the nobon? How he cane here by a trick and rescued her
fromyour care. Even the tides sang the song. | have heard it baldly enough."

"1 knew then. But, as with your nanme, you have reni nded ne."

He wal ked on. The denpness followed, her long and lustrous black hair trailing over the bl ack

| awns, where it struck sudden sparKks.

"Then," she said, "what will you do, Azhrarn, Prince of Princes—go back in your dark tower and
weep tearless tears of bl ood?"

Azhrarn stopped; he turned and beckoned her. She came up to him apparently w thout any fear
"What do you want from ne, Vasht?"

"To nake you agai n what you were. Though, she has changed you."

"Beautiful Vasht," he said. "I renmenber you. You were the pleasure of dawn and first |ight. But

t he day has advanced."

"These terns in your nouth—you hate the sun, the dawn, the day. She taught you such words. And
what pl easure then was she, your Dunizel ?"
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"I will show you," he said, "since you are fool enough to ask ne."

And he ki ssed Vasht on the lips, and stepped away. Only a nonent did she stand before him the
beautiful lover of the forgotten |Iong-ago. In a noment nore, she nelted into flane paler and | ess
substantial than a mist. The flanme itself crunbled, and went out. The dark | awn was burned bl ond
But out of the ashes, a tiny thing energed. A butterfly, with wings like green iris. It fluttered
for alittle space over the burned | awn, then darted into the shade of the great trees, where it
vani shed. But Azhrarn | ooked across the architecture of his city, thinking.

He had al ways known, or been al ways capabl e of knowi ng. Two abortive hunts, in Underearth and out
of it, had yielded no "kill." Yet he let the matter of vengeance rest. Let the natter of escape
slip. . . . Now, though he cared no nore for her, Vasht it would seem had had some power to wake
in himthe old true rages, spites, lusts, certainties, schenmes, of his beginning, that sonber

pri meval "dawn" he had nentioned, shadowy sunrise |acking a sun. So Azhrarn thought now of Chuz,
and of a child which was his, whose face he did not or could not recall, only the eyes. And
presently three of the Eshva were summoned to himin the shapes of three snoky doves. "Go," said
Azhrarn, "and find ne that."

Far and wi de, the Eshva fl ew

They may have been some of those fornerly sent to serve Azhriaz-Sovaz on the island of the holl ow
stone, and this a form of expiation—since they had allowed her to | eave that place w thout so nuch
as a sigh of warning, so intellectually recunbent had they grown there. (Catching his sickness?)
It is not recorded that Azhrarn puni shed any one of them But they, |eaving that sphere of

usel essness, altering, may have wi shed to be punished, or sinply to atone.

Far and wi de—

Well then, for sone while, many a bl ue-eyed dark-haired girl was scared or lured away into the

night, lost there, later found, or not found. . . . "Ch where is ny daughter—sister—bride? Have
t he denons stolen her?" It
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nmust have been an enblem of theirs, this faulty diligence in searching. Surely they grasped, even
if they had not thensel ves attended her before, that only one could be the daughter of Azhrarn,
and they woul d know her at once.

She was wel | hidden. They would not find her out. Even they. For what was she but archsorceress,
their mstress as Azhrarn was their nmaster. As for that other, crazy Chuz, lord of craziness—for a
great while he had kept out of sight behind his own i macul ate blind.

Search then, on and on, they nust and did, and chased the bl ack-haired nai dens in the woods, and
the handsome | ackwits, or nmen having discrepancies in their |ooks, one side of the face beautifu
and one deforned. The Eshva were saying by all this, See, we are searching. Leaving no stone right
si de up.

In Underearth, Azhrarn stood by a wi ndow of emerald, and through it saw a green-w nged thing
fluttering. But all w nged things—all things—aere green, seen through that wi ndow. Azhrarn did not
waste nmuch time upon the sight.

On a stand in that roomthere was, or cane to be, a book, in size one quarter of the height of a
tall man. Its covers and papers were of thin pure bronze, and decorated with strange gens whose
nanes are no |onger recollected. Azhrarn approached and spoke to this book. At the words, the
pages strayed apart, and turned thensel ves, and stopped. Azhrarn glanced into the book, where it
now | ay open. The images that were shown there could nmean nothing to one unversed in them Yet
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Azhrarn instantly turned fromthe view, disgusted, apparently, by the ease of divination

While to three shadowy doves, flying high up under the nmoon, there nust have come sone specia
instruction. For they dived suddenly, as do hunting gulls upon their prey, down into the well of

t he worl d.

MANY TALES were told of that return of the Denmon's child onto the earth. These tales bear all a
simlarity. It is like a snake's dancing, or a beautiful sword which knows it was made not for
beauty, but to harm Also, it is |like a baby playing with her toys, and each toy a man's life, or
a town burning. And the teasing nmalign mischiefs have too a sort of immture hurt and anger in
them It is to be renenbered, though she was seventeen years old in her form her cunning and her
| earning were surely older, and over all, the bl ossom had been forced. Wthin herself, she was
still a child that had yet to grow. O had she ever been such a thing as a child? She was never
positively ovum and seed, only dark light, magic and will—-and the fierce |love of two others, which
had seened to exclude her consistently.

So stories gathered like flocks of birds about her.

But there is another tale, which says she did not do so nuch, not then; that in her own way she
lived quietly. And perhaps there is sone truth, too, in that, or why had she been so difficult for
the Eshva to find?

"There are supernatural creatures in our woods," they said, in the surrounding villages and towns.
Why? How do you know it? "Travel ers have been set on. One cane here in a lather, he had seen
starry lights which followed him" "And anot her woke up froma noon sleep in a glade, to find he
had the ears of an ass!"”

Soneti mes, when the wind blew, exotic aromas flowed on it out of the wood, or the sound of nusic
or bells.

75

76

DELI RIUM S M STRESS

Ani mal s avoi ded certain parts of the wood, or else willfully ran off to them Seven nerchants,
riding hard for a town just before nightfall, declared an object-which m ght have been a vel vet
carpet sone fifteen feet up in the air, with two dimshining figures seated on it—-had whi zzed over
their heads. Some girls who went out one dawn to gather edible fungi, arrived at a break in the
trees and saw suddenly, as if it broke through the sky with the sun, a high magnificent house of
white marble and flashing gold. But even as they stood astoni shed, the mansion di sappeared, and
all they could nake out was a little old ruined cottage on a slope half a nile away.

Supposedly then sonetinmes a cottage, sonetines a mansion, the dwelling place of AQoru and Sovaz.
On cold nights, a fire on a rough hearth with a copper pot suspended over it, crooked shutters
fastened cl osed, a straw pallet under fleeces—er a towering hearth with stone pillars, scented
braziers and sw nging | anps, nagic food conjured to an inlaid table, a bed five yards across and
canopied with silver tissue. And in sunmer, a herb garden with wild roses, a park with fountains
springing at the skies.

One afternoon, late in the day, when the sun had entered the western quarter and the air was plum
yellow, a traveler canme up through the woods and paused to | ook at the cottage on the slope. The
trees fell away around the incline, so the old tipsy cottage roof showed plainly. Still, sonething
in the yellow air deceived, for there would appear to be a second outline behind the first,
several roofs where there was one, each taller, and all glittering.

Now sel dom did travelers take this track, since it lay in the wong direction for the nearest
towns of the region. But those who m ght have ventured here, seeing the mrage, would have rubbed
their eyes, sworn, and hurried off. This traveler, seeing it, |aughed.

Sounds carried in those parts.

Far up in an arbor of ivory, on a flat roof girded by golden railings, a young man and a young
woman raised their blond and sabl e heads.

"What strange bird is that?"

"Not a bird," said AQoru, "an orange beetle, which is craming up fromthe trees toward the
house. "
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Sovaz gazed from her roofs pinnacle. She frowned.

Presently she descended three nmarble stairways in her silks and cane to open a warped wooden door
in a honespun dress.

There on the sunken doorstep sat a man. He was clad in a beggar's garment of dull reddish orange,
much stained and rent, a fold of which he had drawn over his bowed head. Beside himlay a beggar's
bow , curiously gilded, and in his hand he held a staff of greatly rotted wood.
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Sovaz did not speak, she waited. After a nonent the man murnrured, "Al ns, kindness, succor." His
voi ce was beautiful, yet unknown. Sovaz said nothing, though she stood as still as the hidden
marble. "Be charitable to ne," said the beggar. "Wo knows but one day your |ot may be m ne and
you too nmust go entreating pity through the world. Once 1 was a king. Now regard ne. Al ns, succor
ki ndness." And then, very low, he |laughed again his startling |augh, which was |ike the cry of
sone wild bird. "Wo, after all," said he, "can escape cruel fate?"

Then Sovaz grinmaced—had she been a cat, you would have said she laid flat her ears and hissed at
him She stood aside and flung open the wooden door, which alnost fell off at the inpact, and
which altered to a silver door set with gol den inages.

"Poor destitute," said Sovaz nockingly, "enter ny nodest abode.”

Then the nan got up and passed into the house.

It was all grandeur again, with glassy floors, and pierced by rays of |ight daggering through it
fromthe large windows. On a stair of marble sat Qoru, idly striking chords on a lyre. \Wen he
had regarded the traveling beggar, these chords came very sour. Ooru said, "Can one go nowhere to
evade one's wetched rel ati ons?”

At this the visitor raised his head and the fold of cloth fell back fromit. He was altogether a
strange sight. Tanned, as if in a vat, fromnuch journeying in various weathers, his head was |ike
a bronze icon, for it was shaved of all hair. The bizarre robe he wore now seenmed the rich col or
of the bl ood orange, and you saw that every stain upon it formed a nost intricate and pl easing
pattern, just as did every tear in it, as though each had been skilfully painted
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on or cut out. The begging bowl was not nerely gilded, it was evidently gold, and dappled with
sonber jewels. Hs staff of rotten driftwood, too, was el aborately carved and had budded dark
gens, and up it ran a slender ginger lizard, to perch on his shoulder, and | ook about with eyes of
fiery jasper. The eyes of the man were rimed with gold, blazed with it; their hue was not to be
seen, nor was it easy to neet his gaze—ndeed, nore trouble than it was worth.

A oru sighed, and |l owered his |ashes. Chuz said, "Unwelcone, uncousin. Or are you an unbrother to
me? | aminclined to forget."

"Qur relationship is often deened a cl ose one," conceded the traveler

"Why are you here?" said Chuz by neans of O oru, and he threw a golden die at the |izard, which
caught it in its mouth.

"Do not feed nmy pet," said the traveler, and extracted the die, which, in his grasp, turned to ash
and sifted to the floor. His nails were golden also, and very long. The lizard runbled like a tiny
lion, balefully, at Chuz. "Why am | here? Wiy not? | nust pass everywhere at all tinmes. You see ne
in this place. Others concurrently perceive me el sewhere. And even you have not left the earth
particularly sane by your apparent retreat. Sone essence of you, too, mad Prince Chuz, roves and
roars the world about."

During this exchange, Sovaz had stood to one side, watching and |Iistening. Now she spoke again.

"1 know you," she said, "and do not know you. A beggar king? You named yourself, did you not, at

t he door ?"

The man turned and inclined his head to her, snmiling. A golden diadem evol ved upon his hairless

burni shed skull. The lizard | ooked up at it and purred like a kitten
"Whi ch nanme did | use?"
"Fate."

"Then | am Fate."

"King Fate, one of the Lords of Darkness," said Sovaz, and she swept hima scornful bow such as
some young warrior mght have nmade him though every line of her was woman. "A gentle reni nder
that even | will not elude you?"
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"Ch, cone. Have you spent so long with him and | earned nothing? 1 amonly the synbol of the name.
Li ke poor exhausted Death, tranping about the earth with his carrion baskets, longing to get back
to the quiet soft arns of his handnai den, Kassafeh. O |ike that very one, there, who has gone nmad
hinself to prove he exists and is real, not only a synbol. Wile under our feet this instant there
prowl s another, your own father, Wckedness. But he was always different. He firstly existed, and
then took on the role. W hunble others the role itself has created."

"What nonsense is this peculiar fellow talking?" inquired not Chuz, but Ooru, languidly. "It
seens he presunes on the maxi m' Enough i s never enough.' "

But Fate, if so he was (and so he woul d seemto be), |ooked at Sovaz and said, "He is cl ose behind
you. "
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"Who is that?"

"Azhrarn. Who else."

"Fate warns nme of ny fate. Does unhunbly rol e-playing Prince Wckedness wish to kill nme?

"How coul d he? How could he wish it?"

"You are nistaken," said Sovaz. "He has no interest in ne."

Fate | ooked about. Politely, he examined the hall of the wondrous nansion, touching the tapestries
and crystal cups. The tiny lizard newed and junped down to chase sunbeanms on the fl oor. And here,
|l eaving the aura of its naster, it took on the tints of sun and floor, becomnmi ng nearly
transparent, for it was changeable, too, a chanel eon

"Are you then," said Sovaz to Fate, "Azhrarn's nessenger?"

"Do I, a king, with my own kingly business to attend to, seemlikely to performduties for

anot her ?"

"Di scuss your own business with ne, then."

"I amhere," said Fate sinply and not unkindly. "You have glinpsed ne. And that is all which is
needed. "

And so saying, he summmoned the |izard again to his staff, and noving into a dagger of westering
light, he becanme one with it, and vani shed.

After the sun had gone, and nightingales sang in the wal nut grove which stood al ways, cot or

pal ace, beneath the house wall, Sovaz left the arns of her |over. She paced
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about in a gallery of colums open on one side to the night. How intently the stars gazed at her
over the tree-tops. How wildly the nightingales sang, as if sonething had disquieted them wth
ecstasy or fear. Presently, silently, Sovaz called her |over back to her. She put her hand on his
shoul der. Her eyes said, There is no rest for ne. Let us walk out in the darkness.

So they wandered through the woods, where the bl ack foxes cane to play about them and the night
flowers glowed and sent up their perfunme. And sonetinmes, by starlight, the two wanderers cast five
shadows. But later, three of the shadows vani shed, though there went a faint sound through the
branches, |ike wi ngs.

Coming at length into an avenue of ancient trees, Sovaz and O oru saw a town spread bel ow and
before them out of the wood.

"W will go down. W& will see what hunmanki nd does with itself in the last hours before dawn."

QA oru sniled chidingly. (Humankind?) But then there was only a ghostly jackal which ran at her
heel s, grinning. Sovaz paid no heed, nor did she assune herself any feral form Her own skin was
too unfamiliar to exchange itself for others.

The barricades of the town were shut, but there was a herders' gate which Sovaz breathed upon, and
it opened itself.

Down the streets, then, the wonman wal ked, with a jackal |oping after her. She had sorcerously re-
forned her apparel —er maybe she had only put on fresh apparel in the ordinary way—to the garb of a
young man, soft boots on her feet, her hair wound in a cloth, a long knife at her belt. It was

A oru who, when he should choose to resune human shape, would be found in an enbroi dered robe and
pearl -fringed slippers.

The | anps burned lowin the town or were put out. Here and there a sl eepl ess wi ndow, or the

i nfl amed eye of a tavern

/ mght, Sovaz considered, float upward like a leaf and ook in at all these sleepers. | m ght
slip in under doors, between the narrowest lattices, revel in their sins, virtues, absurdities—and
be gone like the night breeze. O | m ght
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take the being of a nightmare, and cause themto wake screaning. O seduce, or thieve, or kill.
More, the whole town | might stir to havoc and panic, to madness—and then he woul d forget hinself,
my bel oved, and renmenber hinself, and help ne at the work

Overhead the stars mamssed thickly. So many had conme out tonight to | ook on Sovaz, the Denobn's
daughter, with their concentrated stare.

But why, thought she, why do it? Is the only challenge in the world to be greed and vi ci ousness?
Is the only satisfying power the power of the ascent over nen, the only dream anbition? And nust
the alternative to greed, evil, anbition—be only sl uggi shness?

At which she felt a gloved hand snmooth her cheek

" Sl uggi shness? Is that the nane you call our |ove?"

"Qur love," she said aloud to Chuz, who for a second in the person of Ooru wal ked at her side,
"our love rocks the world. Yet what a little event is our |ove."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...20Delirium's%20MistressUC%20-%20TFtFE%234.txt (31 of 176) [2/2/2004 2:24:39 AM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Tanith%20L ee%620-%20Delirium's%20M i stressU C%20-%20T FtFE%234.txt

Chuz | aughed, like a jackal barking. Ooru said plaintively, "You will smash ny heart in
fragments."
"You shall be shaken then, and what a pretty sound you will make, like a tenple sistrum"”

And at this point they reached a wi neshop door and Sovaz wal ked in there, as if it had been al

al ong their destination

The guests who renai ned were nostly sleeping, their heads on their arns, or their feet on the

t abl es.

Sovaz seated herself in a dark corner, and Aoru with her. A w ne server approached themsullenly.
"Wne, young . . . sir?" he asked Sovaz.

"The wine here," said OQoru nelodiously, and loudly, "is fit only as a purgative for pigs."
"True," said the server. "But do you wish it or not?"
"However," continued Aoru, nmore loudly still, "there is logic to that. Since all these sl obbering

swine in here seem due a spew ng."

Thi s caused sone reaction throughout the room The server backed away and scurried out of an inner
door.

"Who calls ne slobbering swine?" demanded a burly villain.

"Not |," said Aoru, with winning grace. "I doubt
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shoul d dare. But soneone nore truthful than | is sure to have done it.'

And standing up again he drew fromhis sleeve the lyre, and strunmed it lightly.

"Lovesone pig,

Bol d and bi g,

Al the poets will vie

In creating a shy

Little ode, by and by,

To your charms in the sty—

So be patient, since

Think it wong

To make song

To a pig."

Drawi ng out a notched cl eaver, the subject of this fancy nowrolled fromhis table toward d oru,
who, naturally, shrank away.

It was Sovaz who stepped between them and sai d:

"What is your quarrel ?"

"OFf the path, stripling. The other stripling has earned hinself a taste of ny instrument here."
"Why? Because he called you 'pig'? Are you not then," said Sovaz, in a silver voice, "exactly what
he called you?"

At this the villain shouted and raised his murder weapon in the air—but the shout becane a
mysterious grant before it finished, and the knife clattered on the floor. There, standing upright
on its back legs and waving its fore trotters nadly, was a bristling and nost angry nal e pi g—nor
alas, was it even a boar, but of the farnmyard sort, |acking nowthe use not only of one weapon,
but of two.

Upon this cue, even the weariest sleepers in the tavern awke or were awakened.

"Sorcery!" came the cry on all sides, and over went the jars and cups and down rained the candl es,
and every man stanpeded fromthe place. Wth no surprise, let it be added, only with a kind of
smug fright. Had it not said for nonths, this area, that there were supernatural creatures inits
woods?
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Only the pig renmai ned stanpi ng about the w neshop, furious but already forgetting why, and
questing for sonething to eat anong the spillages of exodus.

"Too apt," said Qoru with sone pleasure, adnmring the pig. "Let it go hone now, and donate its
bacon to its doxy."
"Better than that," said Sovaz, "let it go hone and get into bed with the doxy, and see how they

both like it." And she pointed at the pig, which gave her an unwilling glance. "Do then as | bid
it, you. And when the sun rises, be a nan again, if you ever knew how "

The pig ran out, looking irate.

QA oru sighed. "Too lenient. Wait. | know a jackal who will chase that pig all through the town—
Yet, "Hush," said Sovaz suddenly. "Look there. One who did not run away. Now why is that?"

Then A oru was hushed, pale as ice. He | ooked, as she |ooked, into another deep corner of the
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tavern. For it seemed indeed one sat there, all mnmuffled up in snmoke and shade. C oaked and cow ed
in black, only a hand showi ng white on the table, toying idly with some little figurines that
glinrered in the upset light. And on his fingers many rings snol dered.

"Now," said AQoru, "if | were a nan, | would how to the gods to protect ne."

"But you are not a nman," said the voice fromthe corner. "And you know better."

O oru gazed at Sovaz. Hi s eyes enlarged with tears. He said softly, "Let us fly to sonme ot her
spot . "

"Do it," said the voice fromthe corner. "I will be there to greet you."

It was a voice so fine the atnosphere was already charged by it and grew electric, as if before a
storm It was so fine, even the mce who lived in the walls, and the spiders who wove in the
rafter boughs above, crept out to listen and to see, then froze there, between dream and dread.
Then Sovaz remarked, "The night has found the power of speech."

The voice did not answer her. But one of the little gane pieces the hand had toyed with fel
abruptly to the floor and
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broke in bits. It had been the figure of a fair-haired dansel robed in white.

Sovaz | aid her hand against Qoru's breast. "My conpanion," she said to the corner, "is not

al one. "

But at that monent, an ass brayed rackingly, once, twice, thrice, so all the mice and spiders fled
swooni ng and squeaki ng and trailing droppi ngs and gossaner.

"Ch, are you there then, after all,"” said Sovaz.

And she left O oru where he stood, and kicking aside the shattered w necups, she wal ked to the
corner and sat down on a bench facing the one in black, only the trestle between them

He rai sed his head. At first there canme only the black flane of two eyes, until he put back the
cow . Then there was the face of her father, Azhrarn, scul pted and pitil ess and i nreasurable, and
enpty. She had not properly seen him sonme while. Perhaps not since that hour he had first taken
her to his ki ngdom and abandoned her. She had sighted himsince only once, in a forest, hunting,
but far off, and not for her. Always it seened to have been this way, distance and uninterest. He
was no father, no prince, no friend to her. She owed himnothing save the inspiration of life, if
she shoul d even be grateful for such a gift.

They | ooked at each other, and finally she said, in a small voice no |onger silver but iron, "And
do you behold in nme ny nother?"

He said, "She would not have | ooked at nme with such inpertinence, or such hate."

"She had no cause, it seens."

"Every cause. But she was the honeyconb. You, conversely, are ny child, through and through

Unf orgi ving, arrogant, and proud; the w cked callousness nen worship when they say ny name, all is
in you. But your wings of malice are not yet hardened. Wen you are able to take the skies with
them then we shall see what you can do. Dunizel's daughter? No, you are only nine." And he smled
nost gor geously upon her

When he did so, Sovaz spat at himlike a snake. But the spark of denbn spit altered instantly to a
silver flower. He caught it in his hand and held it out to her, still smling. Sovaz rose to her
feet and turned and wal ked three paces

Sovaz: M stress of Madness

85

away. No | onger looking at him she said, "Wnen you nay woo, but not this one. You have told ne,
I amyourself. In vain then your blandi shnents or threats."

"Do you suppose | could not destroy you in a second?"

Sovaz | ooked over her shoulder at him

Ilmit.ll
Azhrarn let the flower fall on the table. It was gone.
"You forget," he said, "you are ny puppet that | nade and nmean to use. | have said, Let us wait

until you harden in the nold. Wen the paint is dry on you, you will cone to nme, and show ne the
vi rtuous respect a daughter shoul d."
"Then," said Sovaz, "may all the seas be fires."

Seat ed cross-legged on a nearby table, a handsome young man in a purple robe observed, "Alas, | am
forgotten."

"Not so," said Azhrarn. "Be flattered, Chuz, | cane seeking you. The wonan is not much to ne,

whi ch she sees, as we note fromher rage. You, | have taken trouble to close upon. You | have
pursued |ike your |over."

"Yes," admitted Chuz-O oru fromthe adjacent table, "I amdistinguished enough now to tenpt even
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your palate. But it would not be politic, Azhrarn, for two Lords of Darkness to couple, as it
woul d not be sensible for themto engage in ennity. These are joys we nust forgo."

"Must we. | prom sed you war, Chuz. My prom ses | keep."

Chuz said indolently, "One blow shared between us will obliterate the towm. If we duel, how much
of the earth may be danmaged before one of us bests the other? And the earth is dear to you, |
bel i eve. Besides, can you slaughter me? |, too, nust be reborn. While there is madness, there
/[am "

Azhrarn in turn rose. As he noved fromthe corner, all the blackness of it seened to come out with
himand to | eap simultaneously into lights. Firmanents and whirlw nds were caught about him in
his black hair, the wings of the cloak which restlessly beat. Stars crashed in every ring on his
hands, and in his eyes worlds ended and began and ended. To this apocal yptic background, he gently
said, "I nean to pay you out. It will be done. You harned what was dear to ne and under ny
protection.”

"I have said before," said Chuz, yet perched on his
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table, yet alnost like a man, "it was no fault of mne. Blame that other one, he whose nurnurings

seemto have driven us here, Lord Fate. Blane yourself. Blane Dunizel for her destiny as a
sacrifice. Blame everyone but me. Wat amI|? Only the world's servant." Then Chuz hinself raised

his gol den .head. The face was still flaw ess, still Qoru's. But no longer Aoru's at all. And
out of the eyes | ooked sone appalling red-black thing. "But | lie," said Chuz. "You know | lie. It
is ny homage to you, as was ny careful disguise, and ny frantic running away all this tinme. Yes,
concei vably her death may be seen as ny fault. If so, | do not know why | should have wanted it,

for she was |ovely, innocent, and wise. But insanity does nothing by the book. Guilty then
unbrother, as you wish." And Chuz canme fromthe table and went to Azhrarn. And standing there,
meeting his terrible eyes with eyes equally as terrible, Chuz said this: "You may not eradicate
me. You would be as foolish to fight with me as | would be fighting with you. But see, | offer
nmysel f before you and will accept any penance you decree, provided it may be conpassed. Such an
offer is madness, therefore fitting. Take your vengeance then, chastise ne. But, Azhrarn, you do
it by my agreenent only."

At these words, Azhrarn cursed Chuz. Every flickering candle in the tavern died at once. Qutside,
the I ast | anps of

head, though probably they did not.

"You are clever, Madness. Yes, there is no other neans,"” said Azhrarn in that black quiet. "I
accept your terns. W will so conclude our quarrel. This the first night, tonorrow the second; at
the third expect ny answer, and your punishnment. It shall not be nothing, Chuz. You are warned."
Then, where the Prince of Denbns had stood was only a colum of scarlet searing lightless flaneg,
whi ch, going out, left a cold-hot wound in the dark, that faded slowy.

VWhile in all the | and about, dogs wail ed, and w nds how ed, and | eaves rotted fromtrees, and a
brief rain fell that stained the walls of the dwellings of nmen |ike diluted bl ood.

"I'f I were a wonman | would say, Wat now wil|
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become of you? And | would weep. You will be ripped fromne for sonme living death he will devise
| cannot think what. But so it will be."

"If I were a man, | would hold you in ny arns, as | do, and kiss your hair, as | do, and the blue
tears of your blue, blue eyes would spring into ny eyes, as they do. And | would say, Wat else is
to be done?"

" "Way did you kill my nother?

"Did | kill your nother?"

"Why did you kneel to ny father?"

"Did | kneel to hin®"

"Liar and fool."

"What is any of this to us? Tinme is endless and ours. Love and death are only the ganes we play in
it."

"You have been ny father, you have been ny brother, and ny beloved. If | were a woman, if | were a
child, I would weep. Ch, let ne weep."

TWO DAYS and a ni ght between them Wat to do then, with these | ast seconds before the ending of
the worl d? Unhuman bei ngs, they nmade the tinme seemto stretch for them yet, such vistas before
them eternity, howswiftly this snmall ration ran away.

The cottage was a mansion. They lured to it by sorcer-ous neans a host of people, feasted them
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created for theman orgy of pleasures, and lorded it, prince and princess, and | oaded with
presents the ensorcel ed guests. And sone of the donations were sunptuous and goodly; sone turned
to frogs and ow pellets on the route hone.

The mansion was a cottage. They spent a day as peas-

88

DELIRIUM S M STRESS

ants. Sovaz baked bl ack bread and cooked a broth of herbs and roots. Chuz (you could not call him
A oru now, though still he wore A oru's shape) cut grass for hay and logs for the fire. Wth
garlands of wild flowers in their hair they ate the inpoverished neal, where, garlanded with

rubi es, they had just previously supped on transparent w nes and nagi c neats.

In the second night, those two days' center, they roanmed about the trees. The pools of the wood
sprang to dianond, the foliage spangl ed, and breathed di senbodi ed nusic. Birds which sang by day
stirred and sang for them by night. They lay down there, the lovers, and |oved. Remenber ne by
this, they said, as lovers then, now, have always said, who nust part.

But the third night, after their hunble peasants' day, they arrayed thenselves like kings and | eft
the cottage deserted. They went deep into the wood, to a place that was so dense and bl ack not hi ng
came there ever, not bird or beast, not nan, nor even denon, probably, till then. And here they
wai ted for Azhrarn

A long while, too, they waited, or a long while Azhrarn, the Prince of Denons, nade themwait. The
moon passed over the black place, and one thin wire of |ight probed through, and then was drawn
away again.

She said at last, all pretense over, "Do you guess what he will demand of you?"

"I think I guess. | believe in a manner | have been foretold of it by him"

"It is fearful ?"

"Perhaps. And just, inits way."

"Cease speaking as a man. Speak as Prince Chuz now, mny guardian, ny lord."

"Ch, beloved,"” he said, "ny lady, ny soulless soul's dream of night and sunrise."

"No," said Sovaz, "unless you will refuse him"

"I npossible. It nmust be done."

"What will the | egends say of you?" inquired Sovaz bitterly. "You, a Lord of Darkness, to accept
the bane of a Vazdru who only hated you for slaying his mistress.”

"Once it was, 'Wy did you kill ny nother?' "

"Once. But she was only his. Does the wine call the jar
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"Mt her,' when the wine is spilled? So | was for her, wine for his use."

But then the noon cane back into the dark. Not one dull wire now, but a vast iridescence, as if
dry water poured through the trees, or a heatless conflagration

He had announced hinsel f, knocked upon the door. It was not politeness, only a threat; they should
noti ce and be careful

Azhrarn wal ked after the light, entered the glade, and stood in it with them

And as she had said to Chuz, so the Denon said to himinstantly: "Do you guess?"

"It would seem| do."

"Do you consent?" said Azhrarn

"I admire you too well," said Chuz, "to wangle."

"Azhriaz," said the Denon

But she answered, "That is not nmy nane."”

"I't is your nane," said Azhrarn. "Azhriaz, what will you do, when he is lost to you? You are
nothing to me as yet, but | amcurious."”

"Stay so," she said. "I shall only follow him™"

"Thus let it be," said Azhrarn. "Now | shall tell you what you will follow He has been a nman, and
fair, and he has been pleased to claimall such deeds are his nadness. But by our agreenment now,
to give me sone reconpense he must relinquish his state and his powers, and even the evidently
charm ng nortal guise that he put on for you. Mad now Chuz shall be. Truly mad, as a nortal knows
it. Mndless, screaning, foaning, and tearing hinself. Mre beast than any ass or jackal. Less a
man than any man he has artistically dressed hinself to imtate. A shunned outcast of the tribes
of the earth, a nmock for every unearthly thing. To denons, a new joke they will indul ge and

di sdain. No longer a lord, a prince, or a magician. Foul and disfigured, each side of himallow
that | mss no quintessence of the irony—atted and mai ned, and so to go scrabbling over the
worl d. That the world may see, if it is able, that even his day-playing peers nust be courteous to
the Master of Night. And all this, for a nortal lifetine, he nmust and will endure, till some gross
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mortal death rids himof the vile disease that is hinself. Only then, Chuz, may
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Chuz be Chuz again. The whol e sentence you will serve. O serve none of it, and we will find

anot her way."

"My dear," said Giuz, languidly, "what greater happiness can there be for me than to experience—f
for such a little, little while—the life-style of nmy own subjects?"

"Go then," said Azhrarn. "Be happy."

"No," said Sovaz. She spoke coldly and she seized the wist of her lover. "You were Qoru. You are
m ne. You may not |leave ne at his whim to suffer for his disgusting sport.”

"He will |eave you," said Azhrarn. "He will suffer."

"Then he too betrays and deserts ne," said Sovaz. "Chuz, do you hear what | say? If you obey him

| conclude it nust be your will and your w sh."

But the face of Chuz had subtly altered. He said to her, "As nmen die in the flesh, so the undyi ng,
too, have their deaths. This it would appear is to be a death of mne. And he, he has died often
One night, he will recount the stories. For now, Qoru tells you this: O all the stars, the
flowers, the songs of earth, or beneath or above the earth, you are the brightest, |oveliest,
best. What is there to fear? There is all time to neet again."

And then he wal ked away from her, under the black, |ight-touched waves of the wood. Qut of which
there soon cane the braying cry of an ass, and then a strange wavering shriek and the splintering
of branches. And birds that had slept there burst upward to be gone in haste.

Presently Azhrarn, who had stood |ooking off into the dark, said, "I amsatisfied. For the
monent." And he glanced at the girl and said to her, "There is the road he took, if you nean to go
after.”

Then she did begin to go that way. And as she went by Azhrarn, Sovaz spoke to him one word of
Underearth which the crude filthy-m nded dwarfish Drin, |owest caste of denonkind, sonmetines wote
up on the walls of each other's habitations.

"That | call you," said Sovaz, "and that you are.”

"For your nother's sake,"” he said, "I will restrain ny hand. But there will cone sone m dni ght
when you wi |l nake anends for it."

"When the seas are fires and the wi nds seas and the
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earth glass, and the gods conme down on |adders to lick the feet of nmen. Then I wll. Perhaps."
Azhrarn said no nore. Nor she. She had said surely enough

And turning fromhim she fled away through the trees after Chuz, like a frightened child.

PART THREE

fair Is ftfat fair

MADNESS t here had al ways been, in one formor another, on the earth. Wen first it came, it was
namel ess, as were all things. But soon nen coined a nanme for it, since there nust be nanes for
every mote and seed. And after the nane cane the nane's Being, which was called Prince Chuz, and
becane Prince Chuz, and was.

One of his own subjects now, Chuz. Al Azhrarn had said he would be. No longer fine. No |l onger, at
his own choice, half shining bright, half eerie sinister shadow—Iike the lunatic nobon. Now a

| unbering fear-shape at which to slamand bolt the doors, to say, What beast passes? But the
beasts thenselves flee fromit, the forests sink silent. It flounders through mre and swanp,

t hrough the high palisades of thorns. The ducks rise fromthe reeds, exclaimng. In a dead tree it
halts to rest, if rest it nust. In a village street it appears, and the nen fling stones at it,
even take their bows and hunting spears and let fly with those. Till, quilled Iike the porcupine,
it absconds, squealing, hurt, but hit in no vital spot—for its tine to end is far off. Did Azhrarn
not prom se?

Madness has gone mad. Truly nmad, and utterly. And Chuz's princely kingdom of the mad—they know it.
It drives themto worse excesses, to nore conatose declines.
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They pine, they take up knives, and fall down in fits to prophesy the world' s ending, or that sone
col ossal lunbering elenmental, slick with blood and nud, prickled by arrows, is sweeping through
men's lives like a wind from chaos.

But only the mad understand this. And who heeds then? If the tines are out of joint, were they not
al ways so? Wien was the world ever perfect? Speak of gol den ages, ages of |nnocence and Dream
Those are tales for children. Thus runs the philosophy of the Flat Earth, bearing sonme resenbl ance
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to that of the round one.

But where humanity had hidden and muttered What beast passes? now it openly stared and said, "Wat
mai den is this?"

Sovaz went by w thout a | ook

The earth-what was the earth to her? A birthright so long denied, a treasure house, an alien
desert —

Some saw her as a mmiden, a white dress, bare feet, no ornanent but her eyes, and her long hair
for a mantle. Some saw her in male attire, striding fierce as a panther. Sone did not see her
sensed her, a fragrance, the nmark of one narrow foot in the dust.

There was an anecdote. A young lord, finding just such an exquisite footprint, fell in |ove even
with that, dream ng up an exquisite foot to fit it, so a linb, so a whole body, face, and
personality. And then, sleepless and wldened, he sent his soldiers over every inch of that

ki ngdom to bring himall the wonmen, young or old, virgin, nubile, prepubescent. The married, the
celibate, the hag—all were brought, many weepi ng and protesting, their husbands, |overs,
religious orders, and relatives in uproar, and hurrying after. Wen the procession cane to the

| ord's house, he had themtaken, the wonen, to the forest path where he had spied the print of the
foot of Sovaz. "It is sorcery," he said. "She has disguised herself to tease nme, for that is ever
a wonan's way, to flirt and run off and say No, since a man's part is to demand and pursue and
tell her Yes. Even the elderly wonmen, one may be this one, hidden by her powers. But | will find
her out. Even if she seens a child of twelve."
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So then the wonen, angry or afraid, or hopeful and willing, were nade to set each their left foot
in the footprint. None matched, and the lord grew pale, and paler and nore pale. Then at last a
girl cane, anong the very last. She put her foot into the footprint, and seel It was a perfect
fit.

The lord | eapt up and upon the track. The nai den was of a seasonable age, late spring. And she
was, as he had known she woul d be, very beautiful. He took her by the hand. "So, you can el ude ne
no longer." "No, ny lord," said the nmaiden, and | owered her eyes. She was a poor nman's daughter
and had spent her days so far in herding sheep. She agreed denurely and apol ogetically with the
land's lord that she had set himthis test, to be sure of him and that certainly her ragged
appearance was all part of a nmischievous plan. "But believe nme," she added, "it was not nmy aimto
vex you. My kindred and | have for |ong years been under the sorcerous curse of an eneny. My
father was once a king." "I will not treat himas less,"” said the land's lord. (So we behol d here
not only the foot of Sovaz, but the hand of Fate.) And he wedded the nmmiden and raised her father
and brothers also up to the rank of lords, where, let it be said, they all lived righteously.
Meanwhi | e Sovaz foll owed the mad, mindless aninmal that had been her own lord and | over, sonetines
losing the trail

Her purpose set but also grew dull. He had abandoned her, like others. It was a perverted
adventure for him to be tortured in this way. He had preferred Azhrarn's justice to her |ove.

But it seenmed there was nothing else left to her, but to follow. Her powers were vast-she knew
them wi thout nuch trial of them It mght be she could negate Azhrarn's malice. O would Chuz,
reveling in punishment, deny the healing spell?

There was, it is true, a tradition for such a wandering search. The | egends had severa

exanpl es—for instance, how Shezael the Hal f-Soul ed had gone to search for the insane hero Drezaem
in whose body dwell ed the other half of her spirit. How Simmu, when a girl, had foll owed
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her | over Zzhirek—before he becane a nmage, when he was only a priest, exiled and tormented, and ned
with anguish. After various trials and tribul ati ons, Shezael and Drezaem had been united. Sinmu
and Zhirek also, for alittle while, till Fate, and the denons, parted them Though |ong after
they nmet again. Simmu (who could be man or woman, now a man) had stolen a draft of Imortality,
and so i ncormmoded Unhl une, Lord Death. Thereafter, Sinmu cane to rule in a denon-built city of
imortals at the earth's easternnost corner. Here, Zhirek cane back to him but no | onger as a
lover or a friend. And Simmu's city, Simurad, of rosy stone and jade and silver, Simmurad |ay
under the sea, now.

Very likely, these nmenories attended on Sovaz in her |ong walk.

While following the crazy m ndl ess thing, she cane into the nurkier regions of the earth, prone to
unr easonabl e happeni ngs.

The ronmantic sheltering forests lay far behind. There were hills, and nountains, where only the
passi ng cunul us gave shade. She could outface the sun, the Denon's daughter, and sonetines, at
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sunbirth or sundeath, she could fall in love with the solar disk. Yet there were days the sun beat
upon Sovaz, and then she suffered in hidden, deep-rooted ways. And she canme to travel much by
ni ght, through the tall |ands, under the noon for a white sun, and all the tears of it, the stars,

her notionl ess continual conpanions. Nor did she journey always on foot along the ground. She
dared all her abilities, and sonetinmes she walked in the very air, laving her feet inits

cool ness. O sonetines she rode on sorcerous carpets, or called black birds fromtheir rocky
sentry posts to carry her. And once, discovering a stone lion carved fromthe hill, the marker of
sonme forgotten tonmb, Sovaz made the beast rise up, and she rode on its back three nights and the
days between, before she returned it to the dead.

It was a deserted district. None saw.

Only nmadness had gone before. She noted the evidence of that progress. There was little to be
seen, nmuch to be felt. Then she had wal ked up into the highest terraces of the
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hi gh nountains, and energing onto a deep bal cony of granite as the dawn began, she found the | and
fell away before her, the jagged walls of the nountains leveling to a blanched barren plain. This
spread to the horizon

As she stood in the mountain bal cony, sone people, clad |like destitutes, appeared along the

nei ghboring | edges, out of caves and hol es there.

"Maiden," they called to her, one after the other. There was sonething annoying to their voices.
And then, an elderly man stepped forward. On the breast of his wetched robe he wore a pectoral of
gold, and a circlet of gold around his head held his dusty hair fromhis colorless face. He
pointed a thin finger at her, on which a heavy ring took fire.

“Mai den," said he, "travel no further. Do not seek the plain. It is a wi cked zone, and accursed.
Beyond, by the river—hich is now a canal of foulness—ties a city which is a city no nore, but a
sewer. Turn back. O, if you are weary, rest a space with us."

"You are too kind," said Sovaz. "But naybe you are also untruthful, the city beauteous and

whol esome—whi ch, being the outcasts of it, plainly, you revile to strangers.”

The spokesnman si ghed and frowned.

"Truly, we are outcasts. Hesitate anong us, and | will tell you the cause."

"Again, you are too kind. | amuninterested in your city, or your tales of it."
And saying this, Sovaz went on al ong the shelves of the npuntain, not attenpting to go down to
the, plain, but only seeking still for himshe sought.

Behi nd her, the refugees fromthe city nuttered and | anent ed.

The risen sun kissed Sovaz viciously. She was weary and sick at heart.

Close to noon, she entered a cave for relief and rest.

It seemed to her Chuz had spent an hour or so in the cave. It was filled by an unseen noi sel ess
scentl ess awful -ness, and in the softer rock ragged nails had gouged a pattern. Alittle water ran
down there, and Sovaz drank fromit, as a human drinks who is thirsty. For some needs are not
needful, yet they are.
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Later, she slept. And she dreaned, but in the general way of the Vazdru, abstract fabul ous dreans,
t hough, waki ng up as the sun began to go down, she dreamed for one half second as a wonan mi ght
have done, and she saw d or u-who-was- Chuz, handsone, strong, and cunni ng, and her bel oved. But
then he was gone. Forever | may go after and never catch up to him Is that Azhrarn's puni shnent
of me, also, for ny birth that now he regrets?

There franed in the cave nouth the sun burned out on the plain. And there were, too, several other
smal | er suns which did not set: torches. The destitutes who had stayed her earlier had cone and
found her here, and sat in the cave's entrance. The man with the insignia of gold was seated
across fromher, glaring. Sovaz noticed they had bound her while she slept with thick cords. There
was sone raw but effective magic on the cords, for she had not been aware of the binding, and she
knew at once it would take sone powers of hers to break the knots. She did not inmediately perform
the feat.

"And now," said the man, "you will listen, insolent girl."

"Then," said Sovaz, "I will listen. Take care not to be tedious with this story you insist | nust
hear . "

But the nman only went on with his glaring.

"Qut there," he said, "mles off, where the sun perishes, lies the river, and by the river the

city which is called Shudm though that was not always its nane. Tiered and darkly gilded is
Shudm and six masters rule it, and three mistresses. But it is nmy class which was wont to nake
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the governors there. Now, like a vulture, | sit up in the caves and watch the city in ny ninds
di stance, and warn fromit those travelers | may. But all | informof the history of new nanmed
Shudm-whi ch nmeans the Portioned One."

Sovaz yawned behind her white hand, and with a slight gesture broke one of the binding cords in
two. If the man saw was not certain. It was black now, but for the torchfire, and he | eaned
nearer. "Wiat do you seek in Shudn®"

Sovaz said: "You try ny patience. Go on with your story or have done."

But she thought, My goal is lost to ne. | may as well be here as anywhere. My sunmer of love is
ended. Wnter arrives.
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But the man said, ail-inmportantly, "We call the tale Liliu, or Apples of Fire.""
After which he told it her, in nmuch detail, so her owmn life seenmed to withdraw i nto the shadows.

17z£ Story of Liiiu.

THERE HAD |ived then, in the tiered city by the river, in the days before it was known as Shudm a
rich nerchant-1ord. He had one son, his heir, by name Jadrid. For this son the nerchant would, as
they said, have plucked apples of fire—he oved himso nuch and could refuse himso little.

In due course, a nmarriage was to be arranged. But none of the prospective dansels satisfied the

i deal s of this young nan, though he was shown several portraits, and was even, in some cases,
permitted to gaze through curtains and hedges upon the hopeful candi dates. The nmerchant was at his
wits' end, for riches and power must pass on.

One day, near sunfall, a nman cane to the gate. Despite his lack of attendants, the stranger was
finely dressed and bore hinself |ike soneone of consequence. He was accordingly admtted. On
entering the presence of father and son, who had happened to be playing chess together, the
visitor spoke in this way: "Sirs, | hear that this house requires a bride for its heir, but that
to be fit for himshe nust be both highly acconplished and of surpassing beauty. Know then, that |
serve a mighty nmaster, and that his daughter is of just such a sort. He whose nouthpiece | am has
therefore sent nme to tell you that should the lordly heir venture this very night to follow ne, he
shal | secretly be
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shown the girl, and may make judgment whether | have offered truth or lie.
Fat her and son were each taken aback

"Who is he then, this mghty one you serve?" denanded the nerchant.

"That | may not, at this juncture, tell you. You will readily understand, in the unlikely event of
your son's refusing her, ny naster does not want his daughter or his house dishonored, and there
is slight chance of this in anonynmity."

The nmerchant did not seeminclined to snmle on these words. But already the young man felt a
curious excitenment and desire to try the adventure—and turned to nurmur to his father. Apples of
fire—

Perhaps half an hour later, as the fire-apple of the sun itself lay red and |l ow on the river
Jadrid was wal ki ng al ong behind the stranger-servant. Wio had advi sed hi mthus: "Keep al ways sone
seven paces at ny back. Uter no word to nme, nor to any other, neither let any distract you from
our course."

I ndeed, they were not two streets' distance fromthe nmerchant's doors when sone friends of the
young man's were seen approaching with garlands and torches, en route to an entertai nment. Noting
Jadrid, they called to himto join them But he, faithful to his quest, shook his head gravely and
nmoved on wi t hout stopping.

A while after, as he and his guide were turning into the narrower byways near the dock, a beggar
woman lying in an arcade cried out softly to Jadrid for alns. It was in his nind to give her sone
coins, but in the dark red dinmng of the light, he thought he saw the servant nake a sharp
gesture of renonstrance. So Jadrid ignored the beggar, and left her maligning him

The next minute, a group of priests fromone of the tenples appeared on the narrow way, ringing
bells and chanting. As they drew cl ose, Jadrid stepped aside perforce to |let them by, but one of
the priests turned to clasp his arm saying urgently: "The body is only dust; why then do you seek
to joy the body? It is the ever-living soul which should be your care—~ And a ready theosophica
retort sprang to the lips of Jadrid, and he crushed it down
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and dumbly, if politely, disengaged hinself, before hurrying on in the wake of the nysterious
servant .
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Shortly after this, the sun sank altogether.

Jadrid found that he had by now foll owed his guide into the ol dest quarter of the city. Soon they
came on a deserted boul evard between high walls, above which rose the tops of many great nansions,
but all unlit. The night was everywhere, and dark, but strung with stars, which nade their white
nmusi ¢ of silence. Not a sound was to be heard fromthe city's heart; only sonetinmes there would be
a rustling in the trees which overhung the walls. Jadrid, who had persuaded his father, now began
to suspect villainy, and put his hand to the |ong dagger at his belt. But the servant had paused
besi de a small door, and unlocking it, intimted that the young man shoul d pass through al one.
Wth some caution, Jadrid did go to the door, and peered inside. Wiat |ay beyond the wall was only
a garden, rather overgrown, but with a variety of sweet-snelling blossomng trees. Even as he
hesitated, a |ight blooned out in the mdst of them and there cane the Iilt of a | ong-necked
harp, nost skillfully played.

"Way do you wait?" whispered the servant to Jadrid. "Each evening ny master's daughter plays in
the arbor. Go only as far as those three peach trees, and you can view as mnuch."

Just then, there came wi nging through the air the notes of a fenmal e voice, exquisitely singing.
And as if enchanted, Jadrid stole forward to the peach trees and | ooked between them

There in a little pavilion burned three round |lanps that flashed with jewels. But under the | anps
there burned the brightest light and jewel of all.

It seemed to Jadrid he had never seen such fair beauty in any nortal thing, and probably he had
not. Trellised with gol den ornanments, her hair was the sane dark red color the dying sun had been
and it splashed in a cascade across her shoul ders, and shone all gold too where the | anps

burni shed it. Her skin, ringed with gold, was paler than the finest white paper. As she played her
song to the stars, the gens on her slender fingers dazzled Jadrid. But her eyes, which did not see
him snote him al nost blind.
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For some whil e she sang, and surely never did a maiden sing so perfectly. Jadrid stood rooted to
the spot. At length the girl set the harp aside, rose on tiptoe to blow out the | anps, and al nost
sl ew the watcher with her grace. Then she stole away toward the house, and vani shed in darkness.
Slowy, Jadrid turned fromthe peach trees and went to find the servant, who was waiting for him
at the door, arns folded.

"I - said Jadrid.

"Say nothing now," said the servant mldly. "There on the road waits a chariot, whose driver has
been instructed on the quickest route whereby to attain your house.”

Jadrid | ooked and saw that a chariot had indeed arrived by the mansion's wall, with three proud
horses in the shafts, and a driver who huddled to his business nore |ike a nonkey than a nman

"W shall hear fromyou, it may chance," said the servant.

"At first light," said Jadrid.

"Such haste is not needful. W are fond of the night, here. Send at tonorrow s dusk, if you wi sh.”
Then the servant hinself went into the garden and cl osed the door

Jadrid, all benused, wal ked to the chariot, entered it, and sat down. The journey went by in a
dreaming whirl, so that the bridegroomwho now wi shed to be nothing nore vehenently—scarcely noted
any of it, its unusual speed, the wild agility of the |eaping horses, their thinness, the odd
nonkeyl i ke sl ave who nanaged them

Returned to his father's house, and going straight to that father's chanber, Jadrid nmade his

conf essi on.

"I will wed this one, or none."

The merchant was troubl ed, but—apples of fire.

Now t he whol e affair was rather bizarre, but not unseemy, and in the end even the nerchant had
put off his doubts as satisfied. It transpired that the strange servant's august master was a very
| earned but a very old man, for years in wetched health and now near death. He, having vast

weal th and one charm ng daughter, wi shed to dispose both wisely and well before his departure. He
had therefore nmade inquiries, and it seened to himthat a particul ar
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nmerchant-1ord, the father of Jadrid, would be a suitable father-in-law, the merchant's house an
excel l ent and worthy one, and the nerchant's son, Jadrid, a noble husband. Al this the girl's
father communi cated to the nmerchant by neans 'of elegant |etters, acconpani ed al ways by gifts of
sur passi ng nmagni ficence. That the elderly invalid did not hinself appear was due, as he said, to
his illness having nade himfeeble and reclusive. H's child, nevertheless, he was eager to bestow
on Jadrid, and upon Jadrid's avowal she had been enlightened, and declared herself, dutiful
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daughter that she was, willing to abide by her father's choice.

Her name was Liliu. Besides her |oveliness, she had been gently and ably reared, could read and
wite in many | anguages, was a musician of no slight art—yet also was she childlike and innocent.
And because of this, on a single point the father begged indul gence. It would seemthat, virtuous
and | oving as she was, the girl had spent nost of her time with her ailing parent. And his illness
had made hi munable to bear any but the rays of the nobon or the subfusc of candl es; sunlight

wor sened his condition. So her new protectors must, if they would, be lenient at first with
Liliu s aversion to the sun—for, living by night with her father, and taking against the sun for
hi s sake, she might wish to eschew the hours of day for a time, rising at sunfall as had becone
her habit, sleeping through the norning and the afternoon

This seenmed nost understandabl e. Besides, the idea of wakeful nights did not displease the young
.man. He, too, had sonething of the sort in mnd

So letters and presents were exchanged, priests were consulted, the proper sacrifices nmade to the
gods (who, as ever, ignored them, necessaries laid in, furnishings nade ready. And at |ast the
night arrived when, lit by torches, Jadrid went to claimhis bride—for conveni ence' sake, since
the old father was at death's door, fromthe pavilion in the garden

There she sat, veiled and denure, anong flowers and perfunes, her dowy (which was truly wondrous)
pi l ed around her. The sick parent, as was expected, was nowhere to be seen. Oddly, neither did she
have any atten-
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dants. It was assumed they nodestly stood back in the surrounding trees, consigning her to the

bri degroom s care.

Jadrid had no worries on this score.

They were accordingly married, Liliu and Jadrid. Seldomwas a bride nore fair, nore circunspect,
or nore wi nsone. Seldom a bridegroom so envied.

Aloft in the bedroom having disrobed his wife, Jadrid | earned that her perfections were as all-
enconpassi ng as he had been feverishly dream ng they were. And though she was a virgin, and
rendered himthe proofs, yet she seenmed, perhaps fromher erudition, to have gai ned many w sdons
whi ch—wi th proper timdity at first, but seeing that her actions were not amiss, with ever greater
assurance—she practiced on him so that his pleasure was doubl ed and trebled, and actually went
beyond all such neager mathematical linits. So much so indeed, that |late revelers, who happened to
eavesdrop under his wi ndows, were highly gratified. It was in fact at the crest of one such
del i ci ous excursion that Jadrid, flinging out an armunwarily, overturned a ewer that stood by the
bed. The ewer, in breaking, cut him

"Ch, ny dearest lord!" exclained Liliu, as he sank back spent, to discover that his wist bled.
"It is nothing at all," said Jadrid.

But Liliu, not unfittingly for a young wife, was npbst concer ned.

"No, no. Who can tell what infection there may be on the edges of the broken thing." (Yes, thought
Jadrid, full of tenderest synpathy, she has been too long with a sick man.) "Now, if you wll
pernmt ne, here is the surest renedy, which will cleanse your veins of all poisonous stuff." And
saying this, she put her nouth to the wound. Jadrid was anazed, and touched at her solicitude.
That venons coul d be renpved in such a way, he knew. But how well she nust |ove himso to tend
him When eventual |y she was positive all harm had been sucked forth—t took a little while, she
was very conscientious—tiliu smled, and set her lips to other work. Soon, she mounted him
lightly, and with an abandoned danci ng beautiful to behold and of a divine anguish to experience,
began to draw hi mtoward the seventh gateway of the night. Ah—what a wife
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/ have been bl essed with! thought Jadrid. Anon, his |loud groans brought a new toast fromthe

revel ers bel ow, and shook several fruits fromthe danson tree that grew agai nst the wall

When he woke at sunrise, Jadrid saw his wife had already vacated their bed, and sought the daytine
secl usi on which he had, kind husband as he neant to be, prepared for her. He hinself slept well
past noon.

The first weeks of the marriage, then, went by in harnony. The only discord sounded in the area of
the young wife's preference for night over day, fromwhich she, so neek in all else, would not
budge. That is the great |ove she bore her father, thought Jadrid. So, he restrained his

di scontent. (Ah, yes. Apples of fire.)

But in this way, Jadrid, having business affairs he nust attend to in the daytinme, saw rather |ess
of his wife than was custonary, for he could not keep awake all the night through, as it seened
she did.
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There was one other slight peculiarity. At the nuptial feast, Liliu had eaten nothing, and drunk
not hi ng save a sip or two of water. This had been taken for tinorousness, or sorrow at |eaving her
father. Yet, even now, Liliu would eat nothing in her husband's sight. She assured him |living as
she had so long with an ailing man who could partake only of gruel, she had got in the way herself
of eating one frugal neal a day, and that alone. Jadrid renai ned anenable to this custom though
it subtly discontented him

After a nonth had gone by, Jadrid becane irritable over little things. One norning he had woken a
space before sunrise, w shing very much to enbrace Liliu. But though the sun was not yet over the
horizon, his wife had already | eft his bed. Accordingly Jadrid broke his fast alone and in an ill
hunor, and it happened that one of the servants spilled a dash of salt, and Jadrid cursed her
because it was unlucky. Suddenly the wonman burst into a flood of tears. "Ch, ny lord," she wept,
"unl ucky you may well say. Only let me go on ny knees and tell you the thing | have kept hidden

t hese past three days, and which has filled ne with such distress, | have been nearly out of ny
mnd at it.'
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Jadrid, astonished, forgot his bad nopod.

"Speak at once," he said. "Do not fear nmy wath. | have none, unless you continue to keep silent."
Then the woman told Jadrid this, as follows.

Owi ng to her tasks in the house, she was frequently obliged to get up before cockcrow, and one
early nmorning, when it wanted sone hal f hour of dawn, she was filling a water jar at the courtyard
wel | when she heard a stealthy noi se, nearby and, as it seemed, underground. Sonething rmade the
wonman cautious, indeed, rather afraid. So she left her jar and took shelter behind a bush agai nst
the privy wall. After a noment, her heart alnobst started out of her breast. For what shoul d happen
but one of the big old paving stones in the yard began to Iift by its roots, and presently it
stood on its side, and up out of the place undernearth came gliding a dreadful apparition, in the
predawn dusk all glaring dark and white. No sooner was it clear of the hole than it set back the
paving stone as if the huge thing weighed like a feather. Then it turned and | ooked carefully
about it. (Never had the wonman been so glad to bl oomunseen.) For sure, the arrival was a ghastly
sight, a fermale being in a white shift, but all dabbled and filthy with dirt and—ould it be with
bl ood? Going to the well, it let down the bucket, and when the bucket came up again, the creature
washed itself. And then for the first time the woman saw that what had come up in blood and filth
fromunder the earth was none other than her young master's young wi fe, Liliu.

"Where she had been | do not know, nor do | wi sh to know. But surely sonething had del ayed her—she
was all anxiety lest any conme out and catch her at her washing. Then, when she was cl ean, and had
wrung out her long hair, she went into the house and away to her own chanber that she cleaves to
by day. And now," said the wonman sullenly, folding her hands, "I suppose |I shall be slain for

Wi t nessing the m sdeeds of ny betters.”

"Not slain for that, but whipped for lying," said Jadrid in a rage—he was frightened, too.

"Well, | have proof of what | say," announced the wonman
"Show it."
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So she did. Leading Jadrid to the courtyard, the servant woman requested himto kneel down by one
of the paving slabs. At a glance he could see it had been disturbed, but anything mght account
for that. Not, however, for the strand of hair, poppy-red, which was caught under it.

"She went out again |last night and returned again an hour before sunrise. | heard her and | ooked
froma hole in the privy door. She was not canny enough this tine. As she set back the slab her
hai r was caught, but she cut it through with her own sharp teeth, and then ran in haste, not
bothering to take the evidence fromthe stone—for who would glinpse it if they did not cone

| ooking for it, as | did. Now you, strong lord, try to lift that stone, and see whether any of us
are playing tricks on you."

Jadrid then did try to lift the stone, but even working till the sweat poured, and with his dagger
as a lever, he could not shift the piece of paving nore than half an inch. Certainly not
sufficiently to cone at the strand of hair still trapped beneath, clearly on an occasi on when the
slab had risen freely. . . .

Eventually he rose, and said to the woman, "You will stay quiet. Tell no one, not even ny father.
You have wat ched and seen her come in. Now |l wll watch and see where it is she goes."

If truth were told, Jadrid had a notion already, nor did he nuch relish it. It happened that the
cellars beneath the nerchant's house abutted underground on sone anci ent cataconbs, supposedly
haunted, into which, by his own boy's neans, Jadrid had penetrated once or twi ce years before.
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These forays had reveal ed nothing very terrible, aside fromrats and mummy-dust. In their turn
however, the tunnels led out of the city to an antique burial ground, no |onger much used save by
the very poor, and itself of ill repute.

Unbeknownst to any, then, Jadrid spent that day enlarging, with iron bar and nallet, the exit
point in the cellar which had accormbpdated himas a boy. By the afternoon, he had got through into
the foul warren beyond, where it was always night, and choking on the dust, he lifted high his

| anp. He soon found, as he had unwillingly imagined
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he would, a weird tearing in the tangl ed webs of powder, and a nmark on the stone roof high

over head—here was the place which corresponded to the | oose paving in the courtyard. Going up and
down awhile with his light, Jadrid next beheld on the tunnel floor and on sone of the shel ves that
went toward the ceiling, the muddl ed inprint of many footfalls—er of one person's journey many
times repeated. Snall feet they were, with ringed toes, but they had been dipped in sonething to
| eave such a mark. And what they had been di pped in had been very red—

Oh, horrible. And nore than horrible, npbst strange. Never having suspected her, having been so

| ong her dupe, Jadrid now felt everything comng clear. As if, in sone way he had conceal ed from
hi nsel f, he had known al ways—

"Forgive me, sweet wife. | cannot enjoy you tonight. |I amweary."

So saying, Jadrid |lay down and feigned the nost abject slumber. Yet she was prudent. She did not
steal away till noonri se.

When he was sure she had gone, Jadrid | eapt up, flung on his clothes, and belted on his sword. He
ran noi sel essly through the house and into the cellar, and so cane out into the pitchy vault of

t he cataconbs beyond.

He had prepared for hinself a dull lanp, by which he could just find his way. For the rest, he
knew t he passages frombefore. He went forward with enornmous stealth neverthel ess, shielding the
vague light also with his cloak. And as well. At a turning anong the cubbies of disintegrate
bones, he caught a flicker of brightness—+t was the hem of her shift, the shimrer of her white
instep and a white ankle with a chain of gold upon it. So certain she was that none had tracked
her here, and so eager for her destination, she went easily, never |ooking back. And he, taking
pai ns where she did not, pressed after

Suddenly the tunnels ended and canme up through a quantity of caves into the open air. Here the
bats took exception to Jadrid' s light (she had needed none), and he put it out. Still wthout a
gl ance over her shoulder, the pale flicker of Liliu sped on before him and through the ruined
wal | of the old burial ground.
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The nmoon stood high and made a silver twilight. On all sides, anong the funeral trees and weeds,
the tall tonbs rose up, the houses of the dead—and it renminded Jadrid in an awful way of the

boul evard of nansions where he had first followed to find his |ove.

Presently, they drew near a very large tonb, in parts crunbled and fallen down, but el sewhere
pillared, and sculpted in historic ways—+t had been the resting place of a mighty prince. Qut of
cracks and hol es, and between the carvings of this, there streaned a greenish glow, and as Liliu
approached, abruptly the door grated wide. Up the steps she ran, nerry as a naiden running to
greet her husband, and in. And the door how ed shut again.

Jadrid stood awhile. H's blood was ice, and many another man woul d probably have hurri ed away. But
anger, and | ove-gone-rotten, can work wonders. In less tine than it would have taken himto offer
a prayer for salvation to one of the deaf gods of the Upperearth, Jadrid had clinbed a tree which
overl ooked the prince's bonehouse, and so got on its roof. Here he quickly discovered an aperture
to | ook through, and avail ed hinself.

What a scene was that, down bel ow, and which he saw in such detail. A great stone catafal que, from
whi ch the skeleton had | ong since been rolled, and great stone chests much despoil ed—enly those of
a super human strength could have opened themto rifle themyet still with skeins of pearls,

rubi es, dianonds drippi ng down, and marvel ous instrunents (such as a | ong-necked harp) |eaned by,
and books of erudition centuries old, all green |like the putres-cent phosphorus which made the
light, yet supposedly readable, and held in covers of pure gold. On high, threescore filigree
jewelry lanps, with the nasty substance burning away in them In the nmidst of it all some nine
persons who passed around between them ni ne gol den, gem encrusted gobl ets, each containing a
different colored wine. And as they did so, |ike guests before a feast, they | aughed and joked
with each other, kissed and intimately fondl ed each other. They might, for a fact, have been a
famly, and in a manner of speaking, they were, doubtless. Each was of exceptional good | ooks,
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sl ender, pale, and with that red-black poppy hair Jadrid knew so well and had admired
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so much. And each was clothed, too, as if newy escaped from sonme bedchanber. And the ninth of
them of course, was Liliu, his wife

"Then let us drink," said one of them a man who coul d have been brother or cousin of Jadrid's
wife, yet who held her to himin a way Jadrid hinself woul d have been shanmed to do in conpany.
"Let us drink to our imenorial |ineage, our destiny, and our success, and to our genius when
conpared to the clay-brains of epheneral nmankind. For it transpires we have each succeeded. Who
are lords then, but ever we?"

And they did indeed sone extra drinking, and toasted each other again and again, in the green and
yell ow and scarl et and white and even the black wines. And tickled and caressed and |ipped each
ot her as never before, making all the while obscene and uncharitable coments on the sexua

abl eness of humanity they had, apparently, every one of themrecently had to endure.

And then anot her door opened to the rear of the tonb and their servants cane out, sone rather |ike
nonkeys, sone |ike nen, and one of the latter was the very servant who had conducted Jadrid to
Liliu's garden. He it was bowed | ow, and proclained that the feast had been brought.

The nine diners were very much delighted, and nmore so when this feast was |aid before themon the
catafal que. They fell to with appreciating cries and snacking of lips. But Jadrid, who al so saw on
what they banqueted, had fallen prone anong the ornanments of the roof in a deathly swoon.

When he came to hinself again, the sky was gray, the dew was down, and the great tonb in darkness.
Trenbling, Jadrid gave sonme prayers of thanks to the gods (who were not at all responsible) that
the ghoulish feasters had not discovered him

Now, Jadrid saw it all. Denonstrably their race was old, of "lineage" and "destiny" as the nale
ghoul had remarked. It would seemthat for sone reason they sought to |live anong nen, and so
tricks had been played—not only Liliu's upon himself. In her case there was no elderly father, no
house—the nmansi on deserted, the chariot sone

Sovaz: M stress of Madness

109

dead king's, the horses—phantons? Only the dowy, the plunder of a hundred graves, was real
Probably it was a variation of this thene they had played el sewhere. Nine in nunber, they had now,
it would seem snared nine famlies by their deceptions. From eight other beds, sone of hapl ess
wi ves, sone of trusting husbands, these fiends stole out on certain nights to neet together and
rejoice. Small wonder Liliu did not care to eat with her lord. Small wonder she abhorred the

whol esome sun.

Jadrid's course was sure. He would go home and wait for darkness. When she came to himw th her
wiles, he would kill her.

As he strode fromthe cenmetery, tears and rage on his face, the sky was |ightening but the sun not
up. Dwellers in hovels under the city wall, seeing himenerge in this way fromthe haunted buria
ground, fled indoors screamng to each other he was the very devil they had feared all these
years, who caroused in the tonbs all night and ate their deceased relatives. Wich irony was | ost
on Jadri d.

It happened that Jadrid's father had been away a day or so on business. And that night, which was
the night of his return, Jadrid gave orders that there was to be a dinner of especi al
magni fi cence

Accordi ngly, about sunset, all came to the table, the nerchant, and al so the guests and rel ati ons,
every one of whom had been at Jadrid' s wedding. Presently Jadrid entered with his wife. "I have
entreated her to dine with us, for once."

Everyt hi ng was | aughter and sniles.

Jadrid sat beside his wife. He begged her to take sone wi ne.

"Pray excuse ne," said she.

"No. Tonight you nmust drink with us."

"But you know, ny lord, that |I never drink w ne."

"A wonderful wfe," exclained one of the guests. "So abstenious."

"Then at least," said Jadrid persuasively, "you nust taste a little of this neat—

"Pray excuse ne."

"This fruit—=
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"Pray excuse ne."

"A pastry then. A spoonful of honey—
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"Excuse me, dear lord," said Liliu. "I have already eaten. Alone, as is nmy custom"
"How frugal," said another guest. And another: "How charm ngly bashful."
"Yes," said Jadrid, smling upon his wife, "it is true she eats el sewhere, and not with ne. But

tell us, gentle Liliu, what is it that you eat? The servants say they bear you di shes of food, but
nostly these di shes go back untouched. Another has declared that he suspects you of throw ng what
food is gone to stray dogs under the house wall."

The guests laughed. Liliu | owered her eyes.

"A sip of wine now, to bring some color to your pale cheecks,'
nmorsel of bread, to please ne."

"Excuse nme, | pray you," said Liliu. "I amnot hungry."
"This," said Jadrid, "is probably a fact. For last night, | think, you ate very well."

Somet hing in his voice then caused a silence in the chanber. Even the flanes straightened in the
lamps as if anxiously to listen. But Liliu did not raise her eyes.

"What can you mean, Jadrid?" the nmerchant asked his son. "You say she does not eat with you, and
then you say she has, to your know edge, eaten well. The poor nmiden will be distraught. You rmnust
not tease her so."

"No?" said Jadrid. "An end to the teasing then." And now his face and voice were very terrible.

said Jadrid, with vast concern. "A

"Last night, having had a warning, | followed ny wife, who often, it seens, |eaves ny bed in the
depths of the dark. | followed her by way of the tunnels under our house, out to the burial ground
beyond the city wall. And there in a tonb she net wth acquai ntances of hers, her kindred, and
toget her they nocked the silliness of mankind, as they tore off the breasts of a dead wonen and

devoured them And there they drank to the inferiority of nmen, as they guzzled the blood and bile
of corpses."”

Horror struck the conmpany. Not one noved, till Liliu junped up, and rushing to the nerchant, she
t hrew hersel f
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at his feet. "Save ne, ny father," she cried, "for your son has gone nad."

"Mad, yes, very nearly," said Jadrid, whose face was now if anything paler than hers. "If you, ny
own kin and friends, doubt me, | ask you to call in the servants. Anong themyou will find one at
| east who has seen this thing | took for wife coming up at norning through the courtyard stones,
to wash off the foul ness of her feeding at our well."

Then Liliu junped to her feet again. She turned and gazed at themall, and her beauty was gone,
her face ugly and ravenous. Not one who | ooked on her at that nonment but did not know Jadrid had
been honest.

"Ch, you, so cunning and so clever the world reels at you, oh dear husband, what will you do?"
"Way, only this," said Jadrid. And going straight up to her, he plunged his dagger into her heart.
She shrieked once, and then she fell to the ground, while the candles sank lowin the lanps, as if
afraid to see

The Tafe Conti nues

EVERYONE i n the house was sworn to secrecy concerning the events of that awful night. The oath was
aterrific one. It was given out that Jadrid' s young spouse had died tragically and suddenly at
tabl e, by choking on a bone. (There was a gruesone hunor to this of which Jadrid hinself nay well
have been aware.) O the other houses in the city which m ght have fallen prey to the conpany of
ghoul s, no heed was taken. They nust | ook out for thenselves. Liliu was buried next day with much
ponp and | anent.
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Jadrid was said to be overwhel med by grief. He had conmm ssioned for his bel oved a specia
monunent, and this was why she was first to be laid in a burial chamber unconnected to the famly
mausol eum and on ground beyond the fanmily plot.

Qut of respect for the fanmly's sorrow, the whole street where stood the nerchant's house was
closed for three days and three nights.

During this period, too, the house itself stayed shut up and its inmates indoors. It nmay be true
that Jadrid grieved, but his msery was of a feverish, furious sort. In dreanms the al armed fat her
heard his son cry out that he wi shed he mght slay the foul witch a second tine. Such is |ove.

On the third night, some hours before dawn as the nmoon was sinking, Jadrid roused out of a |eaden
sl eep.

Waki ng, he knew hinself still unconscious. For a nightmare crouched at the bed's foot. It had the
shape of Liliu, her perfune even, her long hair of blackest red which poured across his feet, and
it leaned to the vein in his ankle and sucked the blood fromit.
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Jadrid struggl ed, and woul d have shouted for help, but he was weak with horror. And even as he
tried to free hinself of the vile dream the vile dreamitself raised her head and sniled at him
while his blood ran fromher teeth. "Be still, dearest lord," said Liliu. And she set her hand on
his chest and pushed hi mback. She had the strength of a giantess; he could not resist. "Wy so
surprised?" said Liliu. "lIs it not right a wife should be by her husband in his bed? Ah, you did
not think you killed ne? Such flesh as | am nothing can kill it for long, not iron, nor steel
nor stone nor bone nor water, nor fire. Did we not boast our greatness in the tonb?"

And then she stood up, and laughing at him becane a col um of spinning snoke, and this vani shed
into the air.

"Then, thank the gods, it was a dream—

But lighting the candles, Jadrid saw, and felt, the bite in his ankle, and how it bl ed.

Three nages were called to the nerchant's house. The first cane with rmuch show, and a retinue of
servants. Hi s
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own chair was set for himin the nmerchant's hall. H's page |ay down under his feet to be his
footstool. The robes of the first nage were sewn with orichalc, and he held a wand of gold with
whi ch he casually toyed, though Iightnings seeped fromits end.

"The young man," said the first nmage, "is beset by a vanpire. She is thirsty not only for bl ood
but for revenge. She will destroy himif she can."

"So much we are aware of," said the merchant.

"l amglad to find you educated,"” said the nage. He snapped his fingers. A green toad bounced into
his lap and poured for hima sherbet froma flask of enerald. "The chanber where the young nman

sl eeps," said the first nage, "nust have branches of the wild thorn tree piled at door and

wi ndows. He nust be anointed with blessed oil froma tenple given over to the worship of sone god
who is reckoned to have arisen, at |east on one occasion, fromthe dead. (There are several of
these.) If the vanpire is still able to manifest, he nust recite a mantra, which I will teach
him"

Things were perfornmed as the first nmage directed. Wld thorn brought fromthe country and laid at
the threshol ds, sacred oil sneared on Jadrid's body. He |ay awake through the first and second
hours of darkness, but in the third hour slunbered exhaustedly. He woke to find the devil-woman
seated at his bed foot, biting at his ankle. Then Jadrid exclainmed at her the rnantra the first
mage had instructed himin.

Liliu raised her head.

"Not iron nor steel, stone nor bone, water nor fire. Not scratchy thorns not sticky oil. Not
words," said Liliu. And before he could stop her, she raked himacross the breast with her |ong
and pointed nails, and thrusting himdown began to lap his lifeblood |ike a famni shed rat.

At this Jadrid let out a cry so loud the house seened shaken, and the nerchant's arned guards,
wai ting in the passage, rushed into the room But Liliu sneered at their swords and spears. She
began to spin, she becane snoke, then air. She was gone.

The second mage canme in black and was cow ed in black. He wore a mask of thin wood that reveal ed

only his
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eyes, and these not well. He groveled to his gods constantly, to show them he remenbered them He

grovel ed also to the nerchant.

"If you will allow this wetched person to advise you, exalted sir, the efficacy of which advice
is only valuable in that it was obtained by study of holy lore, then you will do this ..." And his
treatment was as follows. The young man nust fast that day, and bathe seven tines in the col dest
wat er. An hour before sunfall he nmust have arrived at the segregated unresting-place of his late
wife, with what hel pers he had sel ected, who nust al so have fasted and bathed seven tines in cold
water. Going into the tonb, they should wait by the bier until the sun was al nost down, then
snatch off the grave coverings. Ignoring the dead wonan's appearance of healthy life, her opening
eyes, or any pleading she m ght nake, her husband nmust then | op off her head, cut out her heart
and set fire toit, and to the rest of the cadaver, separately.

"But she has told ne," said Jadrid, "iron, steel, fire—such things cannot harm her."'

"Where is your faith?" said the mage. "My gods know all."

Jadrid was not convinced, but he was desperate, and so obeyed in everything, even to the seven
bat hs.

Just before sunset, disguised as priests, he and his band of retainers entered the snall

di | api dated tonmb where Liliu had been |aid.
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As the sun began to sink, they approached the bier and snatched off the coverings fromthe
body—#i ndi ng only what they had expected, that she was firmand fresh, with every appearance of
vol uptuous life. > If Jadrid was di sposed to hesitate was not recorded. Undoubtedly Liliu opened
her eyes and glowered at him In that instant, he snote off her head, and next went on with the
rest of the procedure. Wien a torch was set to the renamins, it seened a jeering fenale |augh rang
around the tonb.

As they paced back to the nerchant's house, it occurred to each of the nmen, and to Jadrid, that
sonet hi ng wal ked behi nd. They entered the house and barred its doors. Jadrid and his father then
kept vigil, with all the guards and the
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mal e servants standing by with drawn sword or heavy stave. The bl ack-robed priest knelt in a
corner, praying and scourging hinself.

Presently there was a dreadful crash—+t was the outer door being flung wide. After this the door
of the chanber flew open and in canme a snmother of swirling ashes which spun and roiled and

| aughed. And becane Liliu. She was entirely whole, not bearing any mark to show where she had been
so frequently and nortally smitten

"Not iron or steel, stone or bone, thorn or oil or words, not the sword, not the torch, not
aesthetics, rituals, traditions, faith, prayer can rid you of ne, dear husband," said Liliu. "I

Il ove you so well | will drain you dry. Not tonight, for you are not private enough, but tonorrow I
will come to you. No man set to guard you shall | spare. One scratch of ny nails shall be fatal to
them Defend yourself as you will, you cannot deny nme. | will have your blood, I wll have the

mar r ow of your bones. Look forward to our neeting, sweet lord. For now, a token-enly this— And
suddenly she flew at Jadrid and bit fromhis hand the first finger, and vanished with it into

not hi ngness.

"The gods help ne, | amdammed!" cried Jadrid. And taking his own sword woul d have sl ain hinsel f
at once, had his father and the servants not prevented it by force.

Soon afterward, the second mage was thrown fromthe house, and, at dawn, the third nmage invited
in.

This third mage was plainly dressed, neither flanboyant nor obscure in his bearing. He | ooked at
Jadrid and said to him "Do not yet despair." Then he sat down with father and son and di scussed
matters as though debating on the price of grain. Finally the mage spoke to them in this way.

"I regret yours is not the only house in the city to be plagued by this confederacy of devilkind
Neverthel ess, in this fashion, sonmething has been |earned of them It is true they are an old and,
intheir ow lights, estinmable race. They despi se nman, but rmust now and then have recourse to him
In the beginning, they believe, their race and man's were one, and man still carries certain of
their tastes which he has suppressed from an egonmani acal squeani shness, and refuses to eat, in
certain parts, even the flesh of pigs,
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since it is said to resenble that of nen. And so he has |lost, they say, his strength, but renmains
fatally attracted to their kind, which, when necessary, they exploit. He has, too, abilities which
they, for all their superior talents, have not. She who naned herself to you Liliuis, like al

her clan, inpervious to violence. Her body being always partially etheric, it can never properly
be di ssi pated by any physical neans. To strike her with bl ade, even to burn her—these strategies
only strengthen her, for it is practice in reinte-gration which makes such a creature perfect in
the art of rebirth."”

"Then | amlost," said Jadrid.

"Not so," said the nmage. "If you will be resolute but one further tine, you nay gain such power
over her she will cease to annoy you."

"By what neans?" cried Jadrid wth understandabl e urgency.

"Listen well to nme," said the third mage. "There is on the earth no nortal thing that does not
have a shadow. The naki ng of such a shadowis only this, that a solid object inpedes the path of
light. Now, there are sone beings, too, which nay pass as nortal, until it is seen that, as they
are di scorporate, light shines quite through them and they have no shadow at all." 1 "Liliu?"

"Not Liliu, for would you not have been wary fromthe first if she had had no shadow? Shadows
Liliu s kind do have, but they are not of the nature of the human shadow. The human body is flesh,
but the body of one of Liliu's kind is partly nonfleshly. Just so the shadow, which in the hunan
is no nore than darkened air, in the vanpire is partly corporate. Were light strikes them it
does sonewhat pass through, and so forces various particles also through into the substance of the
shadow. Wy el se, do you inmagine, does this race so fear the blast of the sun, who is the king of
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all 1ights?"
"Then?" asked Jadri d.
"Toni ght, do not go to your bed. Stand ready in the chanber. Let her appear, as she will, but be

sure there is a bright lanp burning and a knife hidden to hand. Cajole her, then, and prom se her
rewards, and beg her on your
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knees—for her people love flattery and terror in equal neasure. But all this while, manage it that
the light shines upon her and so her shadow is cast out. Then suddenly run to the shadow and sl ash
through it till as much as may be is separated fromher. For fromher it can be ripped, and it
will bleed and she will scream and set on you—but you nust resist and tear the shadow free. Now,
when you burned her, it was into the shadow that all her atons fled, but since her flesh is whole,
you wi Il have divided, at the first stroke, those atons. And fromthat first stroke she will grow
weaker, and at the last will fall to entreating you as you had entreated her, prom sing you al
manner of riches and mracles. You will naturally pay no heed. But take the shadow, which you wll
find linp, skinny, and sliny to the touch, and thrust it in sonme bag or jar, which you nust then
tightly seal. Neither air nor light nust get in. Keep it so only a few nonments, away from her
proxinmty, and the shadow will wither to a harm ess husk. And as for she herself, as you will

| earn, she will have lost all her power."

"And may | kill her then?" asked Jadrid, with blazing eyes.

"Her kind do not die easily," said the third mage, "but you will find her docile and much altered,
unabl e to perform agai nst you anything. Inprison her or drive her out, as you will."

The day bl ossoned, faded, fell. The night returned, and Jadrid stood ready in his chanber, al

al one, one bright lanp burning, and a knife hidden in the cushions of the bed.

He paced up and down, up and down, fromthe |last red drop of sunset, until the w ndows were bl ack
as if the whole city lay inside a tonb. Then there came a fluttering in the nidst of the floor
like feathers, then a spiraling like a pillar of dust. And then there stood Liliu.

"Bel oved," said Jadrid instantly, "I know you are here to kill nme. Have you not vowed it?"

"Just so," said Liliu, and raised her claws.

"Gve nme then," said Jadrid, "a few nonents' grace to nake to you sone act of contrition."

"Your blood and split bones will satisfy me," said Liliu, but she had paused.
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"Let ne speak; | will be brief," said Jadrid. "Let ne tell you, beloved, that ny fear has gone
fromme. | amin a sort of ecstasy that nmakes ne glad to die at your hands. | have |oved you with
such passion, | would not desire to die in any other way. That | tried to betray you first, and
then to destroy you—these were foolish childish deeds, to which others bent nme. | had a secret
faith besides that you, being of a kingly race, could not succunb. Yet forgive such
transgressions. |If my agony will please you, take it. Your beauty is beyond all beauty in the
worl d. To have drunk such wi ne, fromsuch a cup, | have been fortunate as it is given to few nmen

to be. Better to have been your |over a nonth and perish, than to lie whole centuries with norta
wonen who are dross."

Now this had its effect. The devil-folk of the ghouls had a further weakness—t thought itself
unsur passabl e, and so was swiftly able to credit others might think so too.

"For these words," said Liliu, "I will cause your pain to be alittle less."

"No," said Jadrid. "My pain is ny last gift of |love to you. Take as much of it as you w sh, and
spare me nothing. For to serve you, ny goddess, is ny only longing."

And then he beckoned her toward the bed, and Liliu cane to him and as she did so the | anp shone
on her and her shadow was flung across the covers, clear and bl ue.

Qut then he swept the hidden knife, and with it he slashed at the shadow-and it frayed and tore
like ruptured silk, and glittering transparent ichor fountained up. And the devil-woman screaned.
She shrieked and threw herself upon Jadrid, and scratched and bit at him but her strength was not
as it had been—

And then all the clinging threads of the shadow were cut away, and Jadrid seized it and rolled up
the slimy thing, which was no thicker than a roll of seaweed, and sprang with it fromthe bed,
leaving Liliu sprawl ed there. And when she lifted herself, only a few vague w sps of shadow
lingered, reflected on the wall.

"Ch ny husband, pity ne. Pity me," said Liliu, "and | will bring you great treasure—

"Yes, you are not so cunning with your enticenents as |, it would seem" said Jadrid bitterly.
Sovaz: M stress of Madness
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"I will make you a king," wailed Liliu. "I will |Iove you al ways."

"You are stupid now as well as filthy," said Jadrid, and he plunged the crunpled rag of severed
shadow into a | eather sack, and tied the sack's neck. And when Liliu canme creeping toward him he
ki cked her away.

Shortly the slight weight in the sack was slighter

And Liliu lay at his feet, under her black-red hair, shuddering with feeble hate and weakness.
"Well, it seems | may not kill you," said Jadrid then, ' "but your life will doubtless be nore
irksone to you than the quick kindness of a sword. You shall be driven out into the nountains, or
the swanps beyond the river's delta. There live or die as you choose."

"Ch, Jadrid," said Liliu, lying under her hair, "you have made nothing of ne, and | am powerl ess,
but there is one further thing you nust know. "

"Of you? | would rather hear the nightbird rattle, or the wind through a grating."

"Rermenber," said Liliu, "how we boasted, my brothers and sisters and |, in the tonmb?"

"That | shall never forget. May you and your kind be forever accursed. As you are."

"Renenber how we toasted, in the liquors of men, our success?"

"Foul bitch, you sicken nme. Can | cut out your tongue, now? And shall I? | have heard enough."
"Not quite enough. Did you never wonder to which success we alluded?"

"Your ability to deceive mankind."

"Not merely. For all its wisdom nmny race, so close-bred as it is, cannot bear children of its own
| oins, unless the seed of our nen be sprinkled in a human wonan's wonb, or the wonbs of our wonen
qui ckened by the seed of human nen."

Jadrid stood then |ike the stone. In his hands, her severed shadow shrank |ighter and |ighter

Liliu lay before him seening shrunken and fragile, too, her hair and skin very dull, her |ong
talons all broken. But her voice renained to devil him Her voice said:
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"Ch Jadrid, you may work against nme as you will, but your son is in nmy body. How shall you dea
with hin®"

The third nmage had gone away. The househol d of the nmerchant-1lord deliberated, and perhaps not
sensi bly.

It is hard for a man to outlaw his firstborn

They | ocked her in an apartnment of the |ower building. Loyal servants of the merchant and his son,
these tended her. It was quite safe for themto do so. For sure, the vanpire-ghoul-devil Liliu was
wast ed now, and burning down like a flame which had no oil to nurture it. Like a blood-red fl ower
wi t hout sap, she paled and failed. Her wits seened addl ed, she was an idiot. The nerchant's son
never visited her. But every day the wonmen nust nmake a report to himon how the child fared within
her—for each day, as she flickered and sank, her wonb grew | arger. Strangely, the sunlight seened
no longer to trouble her. She had | ost the precious part of herself; there was nothing else to
scorch away.

At length, the | abor began, there in the | ocked room A while before daybreak, she brought forth.

They canme to tell Jadrid. The devil-creature was dead, all flaccid, |like an enpty garnent. Its
hair had turned colorless and its teeth fallen out, and when they noved it the bones clinked

t oget her under the | oose skin, like coins in a pot.

But the child—eh the child.

Jadrid said to his father, "I will go now and | ook at the child and make ny decision. It has in
its veins, after all, the blood of the living dead. How el se could its atons have unnaturally

survived, with the nother's death, dismenbernent, burning? If it is |like her, then it is hers, and
nmust be destroyed."

And the nerchant, gazing at his son's cold graven face, did not argue.

So Jadrid went down through the house and came into the room where now the sun flamed gol den. And
there the child lay in a patch of sunlight. It was a beautiful boy. Flaw essly formed, already
with a | ook of intelligence and perception in the tiny face, the great eyes. Its skin was
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transparent pale as the sheerest paper; its hair, for already there was hair upon its scal p, was
dar kest red.

Jadrid bent over the child, frowning and cruel, and stretched out his hand from which the
forefinger had been bitten. But three sound fingers renmained, and the boy lifted his snmall arns
and, |aughing, grasped the mddle one of these in both fists. "Ch ny son," said Jadrid. "You are
al so mne."

And as he took up the baby in his arns, the sun ripened in the window |like an apple of fire.
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"NOW" BEGAN the storyteller, "when sonme years had gone by—

"Enough, " said Sovaz. "Your story is predictable, and the remainder | discern. Darkness has grown
pale, listening to you."

It was a fact. Another norning was near

The man, though, |ooked angrily at Sovaz, who had by now broken all her bonds, and sat before him
in that rock hole like night's bright synbol.

"I'f you can fathomthe rest, then say the rest," he nuttered.

"Very well. Though sone of the fraternity of nine perished, sone did not, while all the babies
were sentinentally spared. These then grew up" —she spoke of this strangely, cruelly; she had had
no chil dhood herself—"and I ess and | ess were the foolish parents able to refuse them At |ast

t hese ghoul children cane to adult estate, and each exercised all the habits of the ghoul parent,
and next drove the human parents out, or suborned them took
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charge of the city, and warped or won it to their own graveyard ways. And they have by now no
doubt spawned ot her ghoul infants by consent, seduction, and rape. And neanwhile they renanmed the
pl ace for their nanner of portioning the dead they devour, and other spoil they take. And you, old
man, are Jadrid, once the wife-seeker."

"Wrman, " he said, "do you jeer at ne? You have snapped the cords we bound you with, but we have
greater magics. Mghty is Shudm City of the Portioners. It draws hosts and conpanies to itself,
to be its fodder. They conme they know not why. Fat nerchants and brawny robbers, the entourage of
|l ady and sage. Shudm sucks themin across the plain. Shudmis always hungry and al ways fed. But
even the lone traveler is welcome. And | will be rewarded for you. Look. Were is the om ssion
fromnmy finger? | have none. As a gift, my son gave to nme the digit of an enperor, and this finger
has been mine sone years, though this priceless ring, another of his gifts, hides the adhesion."
"Since you are yet your son's friend," said Sovaz, "why warn nme fromthe way?"

"That is ny humanity," said old Jadrid. "Such nobs arrive, we can afford now and then to be
merciful. But the stubborn ones and the jeering ones we take to them even into the ghoul city of
Shudm for their pleasure.”

Arid then the rags fell fromhimand fromhis acconplices. They were clad in sone nagnificence, of
a tawdry sort, but many of them were reveal ed as crouchi ng nonkey things, not nmen at all. Then
Jadri d spoke to the ropes that had bound Sovaz, and they coil ed about her and held her fast again,
and at another word of his they becane steel.

"You are a witch,"” said Jadrid with venom "but your small sorcery cannot match the sorcery of
their kind. As | have discovered. Cone now. W are going to the city."

At that the nonkey creatures snatched Sovaz and bore her away, by |eaping bounds, down the sheer
mountai n | edges toward the the plain. A human girl mght well have died of fear. But Sovaz kept
her own counsel, nmade no resistance,

and uttered no word.

* * *
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Al day tirelessly they travel ed over that blanched bare plain, until, near sunset, they reached a
great cemetery. Every tonb of it was despoiled and the earth upturned everywhere, and bones
hanging in the trees. Beyond this horrid area stood up the city walls, with the river beyond, but
the river was thick and dull, though the red dying of the sun snmeared on it. Hi gh in the fading
sky carrion birds wheel ed around, and in the dead trees where the bones hung, and on the wecked
tonbs, such birds had chosen their perches, and stood watching with bal eful eyes, and one or two
of them held perhaps in its beak a human hand, or a hank of hunan hair

And the closer you canme to the city, the better you heard the sounds of it, the wild strains of

pi pes and cynbals, or laughter, or loud cries. And its snmell filled the atnosphere, of burning
resins and sticky oils, and snoke, and under and over all, the tincture of death.

The gates of the city were shut, but it seened Jadrid had been spied approaching, and in a few
nmonents, the portal was drawn w de. They went through, the old nan and his conpany of nmen and
unnen, with Sovaz hurried along in their mdst.

What ever it once had been, it was a dark city now, Shudm The streets were bl ack, narrow,
straight, and of many comer turnings, and on each side blind black stone platforms went up, and
the black tiers of the buildings, out of which dark wi ndows stared. Here and there dark col umms
arose, carved and gilded, and bearing the witing of several tongues—which Sovaz m ght read,' but
which told only the |ineage and | egends of the ghouls, whomthey had conquered and how ni ghty they
were—n ternms that seemed al ways |ying. And sometines, set in the walls were grinning or silently
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how i ng nmasks made of black bronze, with the greenish corpse phosphorus inside them Fromthe
doors and porticos of palaces and tenples, or the buildings which had been such in the days when
men ruled the city, issued terrible groans and scream ngs and the notes of blades, whips, mallets,
and other instruments of torture and butchery.

Few persons traversed the streets. Those that passed were nuffled and veil ed, but as Jadrid's gang
went by,

124

DELI RIUM S M STRESS

there would cone a glint of eyes or pallid greedy snouts turning to | ook after. Now and then a
livid hand woul d pluck at Jadrid's sleeve, and the nails of the hand would be | ong and poi nted.
But Jadrid never halted, nor his attendants, and the captive was borne on with them It was a
route they had borne nmany captives, no doubt. Soon, sone of the veiled and nuffl ed ones stole
after them hissing to each other softly, paw ng the darkness, but respectfully not slinking very
near.

VWhat did she think, Sovaz, having allowed herself to be brought to this grisly slough?

Make no m stake, her thoughts were not those of a frightened girl, or even of a sly and arrogant
sorceress. Pressured by the enanations of this hellhole, her brain had becone purely denonic. She
was all denon, now. Therefore, not to be read.

At length they cane into an open square which descended on one side to the sewerlike river. The
space was domi nated by a huge bl ack edifice, |acking windows and all apertures but an entrance,
this being forned as a vast and mindl ess face, and in the face a gapi ag nouth crowded by fangs of
stone. Wthin was a red light. And up the stair to it, and through and under the fanged nouth, and
into the redness, they bore Sovaz. And so into a hall nore like a colossal chimey than any ot her
thing, the walls of it soaring up to a roof |ost beyond the hectic flames of the torches that
burned there. But now and again a shadow crossed the vault above and a shriek came down, or a dry
bl ack feather: The carrion birds of the city flew freely also here. The | ower part of the hall was
decorated with every gaudy and expensive iteminmagi nable that m ght be obtained fromthe hoard of
a sarcophagus. Anmong the inlaid screens and gemry hangi ngs, on carved couches and enbr oi dered
rugs, sat or lay a quantity of nmen and wonen, all alike for their pal eness and their dark cinnabar
hair. Their clothing, though costly, was as rabidly unaesthetic as the rest. Some even affected
gravecl othes. (It was perhaps foolish to expect good taste anong ghouls.) Their pet slaves, who
wal ked or craw ed about anong them were naked, that the owners might the better caresss and savor
the flesh, sonetines even gently biting at it. One of the
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ghoul princes had stationed hinself before a ten-foot pitcher of glass within which a wonman had
been drowned in wine. She floated, in a cloud of hair, and the ghoul prince, turning a tap in the
side of the glass, drew a cup of this concoction. But having sanpled it, he declared the brew not
yet ready to be drunk.

Fromwhich it woul d appear these, who had hunan bl ood ningled with the other, could tolerate w ne
and such human refreshnents, though their preference was clearly for traditional delicacies.

Li kewi se, no doubt, the sun did not harm or inconvenience themvery much (in the story, the baby
had been left lying in a patch of sunlight), though, no doubt again, they avoided the rays on
principle if left to thenmselves—there was a deci ded sense of the new day in the nighttinme city,
sunset being still dawn to them (Part denmon, all denmon at this nmoment, she could hardly miss it.)
But now t he ghoul who had tasted the wine turned and gazed fixedly at Jadrid. Jadrid fell down on
his face.

"Bel oved son," whined Jadrid, "see what dainty | found for you, in the nmountains."

"By ny dead nother's shadow," said the ghoul, "you have earned for yourself a sojourn in the city
by this. For all the thousands | have sanpled, here is one in thousands."

And he cane to Sovaz at once and | ooked at her and stroked her.

Presently the ghoul said, "And are you not afraid? Do you not understand your destiny, here?"
Sovaz smiled. The ghoul checked. He was unused to such attitudes. "You nay," said Sovaz, "tell ne
what you think it to be."

"So lovely," said the ghoul. "I believe | will delay and keep you one night and day alive. But
when anot her sunset conmes, some neans w |l be devised for your slow death, at which I, and ny
brothers and sisters, will preside. Then we will dine upon you, as is our way. But | shall keep
this hair,"” said the ghoul fondly, playing with a long coil of it, "to edge sone fine robe
possess. And your beautiful eyes shall be set in crystal. | shall wear themas rings, and renmenber
you often, and lovingly. Indeed, | nmay conpose a
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song upon your nerits and render your nane imortal. What is your nane?"

Air about, the others of the fellowship, who had been | ooking on jealously, nowtittered and

whi spered. It was not often they asked a dish upon the table how it was named. An honor for that
di sh. But the honored one seened not to realize her bliss.

"My name is nothing to you," said Sovaz, "and your song nothing to ne. Nor your night and day of
del ayi ng, nor your diet. | amonly taking nmy |leisure here, considering what | shall do with you."
Then, there was distingui shabl e another tone, another voice, in hers. You are all ny daughter
Azhram had said. This nonent you mi ght hear how true it was.

Yet the City of Portionings had forgotten Underearth, or thought itself to be denonkind (mankind
had occasionally confused the two races). The ghoul prince only wi dened his eyes and chuckl ed,
captivated by insol ence.

"Does the first sorcery still apply?" inquired Sovaz, in that voice still. "Nothing nmay injure
your tribe—fire, blade, stone, bone?"

"Ch, yes, sweetheart. W are inmpervious to all such."

"While to the sun you are sonmewhat inured by reason of your nixed blood."

"W tolerate but do not care for the sun, which is an ugly m stake of the gods."

"And for your shadows?" said Sovaz, and her voice was nearly flirtatious.

"Behol d," said the ghoul, and he raised his armso its black reflection fell across the torches to
a painted screen. "They are now as the shadows of men, and have no substance. Go scrape at that
one with a knife if you wish, and see.”

"How then," said Sovaz, "may | kill you? Were is the vul nerabl e spot?”

"Ah," said the ghoul, "do not trouble your pretty head with that. Ponder rather how | shall dea
with you."

And he took her hand and kissed it and nmouthed it, and softly tongued her flesh. Sovaz did nothing
to prevent him So confident, Shudmcity, not one of them grasped neekness was never so neek
Sovaz: M stress of Madness
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"Dear Father," said the ghoul prince, "for this diversion brought ne by you, | will feed you
mysel f, fromny own board."

Jadrid groveled. Yet the little gravewornms and beetles, which still kept house in some of the

floor coverings, nmay have seen his eyes as he withed there, upsetting their domestic
arrangenents. And the eyes of Jadrid had a peculiar expression

Sovaz said to the ghoul, "So you instruct humanity that it too eats human fl esh, here?”

"W are never stingy. We feed our flocks and herds as well as we feed ourselves. And they get a
taste for it. The old fellow there, he will be dream ng of what | shall give himof yours. But 1
shal |l keep you all for nyself, and for a certain sister 1 amaffectionate with."

Then he |l ed her away through the chimmeylike hall, while his kin made signs of hunmor and envy.
They passed then through a door into an underground tunnel —the city had al ways been riddled with
them and by neans of them even in the days of human rule, the ghouls had cone and gone about
their business quite discreetly.

It was a black journey they now undertook, but the ghoul prince saw well in the dark, and, as he
coul d have noted, so did his victim Behind themstole only one of the nonkey beasts, to guard the
prisoner, or to denote the rank of the prince by its presence. Presently a stair, or a series of
hunped shel ves, went up. Kicking aside anci ent bones, the prince ascended, and Sovaz foll owed
before the creature at her back should urge her to it. They came out into the basenment of a pal ace
by the river.

It was |like no palace nentioned in the father's tale. Little had been; the city was nmuch altered
A riot, or sonme other mayhem seened to have passed through the building. It was gl oony and
unclean, littered with breakages and also with those tastel ess tonb goods the ghoul race |oved.
Shards of red glass clung in the wi ndows. Phosphorus sputtered in the |lanps. No sooner had they,
by dint of clinbing decaying staircases, reached the upper roons, than by the shine of such

illum nations Sovaz might see bony, hungry faces pressed at the openwork w ndows, and
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hear the scrabbling of |ong-clawed hands and feet venturing up the walls.

"Fear nothing fromthem" said the ghoul prince, "They are part children of ours by humans,
weakl i ngs, having only a fraction of the true bl ood between them They grow to our desires and
appetites, but not to our strengths and beauties. W permt themto watch us, sonetines. It anuses
us."

But he conveyed Sovaz into a w ndow ess cubby, the door of which he cl osed—the nonkeyli ke
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attendant left outside—and so to a couch of rotting finery, overhung with curtains of golden
stuff.

"Di srobe for me," he said. "Let ne see all the feast | shall have."

Then Sovaz sniled once nore, and sonething in that smle caused the prince to hesitate, though
beyond the door, they at the sharded wi ndows scrabbled and snuffled eagerly.

"As ny lord desires," said Sovaz.

And she untied her sash and unfastened her bodice, and as she did so, the whole garnent fell away,
and there enmerged out of it something that was no longer so entrancing to this prince.

"Del usions," said he haughtily, though he stepped back a pace. "You cannot dissuade me with that."
It was a kind of creature, not wholly identifiable, shapeless and sinuate, nost |ike a serpent,
but standing upright, and with gl owi ng eyes. And the serpent said to the prince of the ghouls:
"Pardon nme, beloved. How have | offended you? Cone, enbrace nme. W shall have nuch | ove, and then
I shall die for you and you shall consune ny succul ent, tender flesh."

"Your trick disgusts ne," said the ghoul, yet haughty, and yet standing back a pace for every
pace, the nonstrous serpent flowed toward him "Put on your rightful shape.”

"So | have," said the nonster, "to enhance your delight."

Then the ghoul prince drew a curved blade fromits sheath at his thigh. It was not the weapon he
had intended to | oose on her, though they lived as nei ghbors.

"It seens | nust slay you at once."

Sovaz: M stress of Madness
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"Do so," the nonster answered. "If you can."

At this, the ghoul swung his blade upward and down upon the apparition. And the bl ade, taken |ong
since fromthe burial nound of an ancient ruler, split in three pieces.

"Del usions," repeated the nonster softly, and it began to wind itself |ovingly about the ghou
prince, even as he struggled out a thin dagger and stabbed at its eyes, but the dagger nelted and
ran on the floor all nolten. "I have known one who is the master of such, and he taught nme many

| essons. Del usion and delirium© Prince-Portioner, which portion shall be yours?"

And by now the nonster, whatever it mght be—llusion, delusion, fignent of delirium-ad

conpl etely entwi ned the prince of the ghouls, so he could not nove hand or foot, nor any linb. And
it squeezed and strangled himso he had not even the breath to cry aloud for aid. He could only
glare into its unnatural eyes and gasp, "D sconmode nme as you will, you may not kill ne."

"How you wound ne," said the hallucination (and now it had, nmost ironically, a voice like the

voi ce of a handsonme youth naned O oru). "You smash ny heart in fragments, to speak in this way of
my anorous clasp."

And with that it wung the |ast whisper of air fromthe ghoul and let himfall sensel ess—hot dead,
as a nortal man must have died in that grip, only, as he had nentioned, "di scormbded." Though

rat her nore than sonewhat.

Sovaz stood over him If she had changed her shape, or nerely caused himto see and experience
such a shape in lieu of her own, certainly it was a strong sorcery, and the first of its sort she
had practiced on or through her own flesh. Now she flinched at an awareness of victory, how it
nmust be, and how it would alter her, too, nore surely than the formof the reptile.

To the ghoul prince she said, and though sensel ess, he heard her, "Alas for you and yours that |
was brought here. | will cast down your city and all your people, and with themthose you have
corrupted to your ways. No vul nerable spot? One. The very thing you vaunt, there is your undoi ng
That which you are shall destroy you."

Denon pride, to the pride of the boastful ghouls a
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nmountain to a pebble. Capture, rape, slay, devour her? She, the child of utter bright and utter
dark? And she had other griefs and rages. This, the last drop of water which overspills the

ci stern.

She wal ked fromthe antique rotting cubby of lust, and neeting the nonkey thing that had been
standi ng guard there, she raised one finger and it was crushed into a pile of cinders. As she
crossed the floors beyond, the scrabbling dribbling watchers at the w ndows gaped and squeaked.
Bei ng stupid witless beings, sone tried even to cone down and get in her way. Then Sovaz cl apped
her hands. Lightning bolts sprang from her pal ns and whi pped these | esser ghouls away and | eft
themin black heaps. The last of the nonkey slaves she nmet |eaped in terror for roof tops and
sewers to escape her.

Leavi ng the pal ace, she continued to wal k aboveground. She was a strange sight in Shudm not
fitting. Again and again her way was barred, she was nenaced, so as she wal ked, the route became
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littered with dead scorched things.

She retraced her steps through the black streets, under the platfornms and the pillars of lies.
Over head, the sky of night was dull, save now and then catching some red sheen. The noi ses of the
city were as before, though |ouder, for the revelry was reaching its height. The various sights
she saw, high in wi ndows, deep in doorways, under arches, behind grills—these sights shall not be
witten down.

But as she drew near the gates by which old Jadrid had brought her in, there came the rattle and
roar of wheels behind her.

Sovaz went on, she cane to the place before the gates, and into the tall gateway itself, and there
she waited

Soon sone chariots dashed in view Horses pulled them the phantons it was said the ghouls could
make by flinging horseskin over bones and ani mating the assenbl age. In the chariots were whirlings
of sparks, which quickly resolved to the figures of the ghoul princes and princesses. Draw ng
rein, they stood and | eered at Sovaz and pointed with their taloned fingers. Wile at their backs
the nultitude of their half- and quarter-breeds cane snuffling. The ghoul princes cried fromtheir
chariots: "W thank you for
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the novelty of this chase. But now we shall take and rend you."

Sovaz said, "Approach then, take and rend."

At which the ghoul s becane mirthful and said, "W only savor the nmonent. Good wi ne should not be
gul ped. "

But Sovaz said, "I amglad you are here to bid ne farewell."

And she turned and struck the gate one blowwith her slimfist—but at the blow a flanme bl ooned
upward and the gate crunpled like a paper

As this happened, sone of the ghouls flung spears at Sovaz, but the spears spun in mdflight, and
pl unged back toward the chariots. The phantom horses reared. One prince fell with his own

spear head between his ribs. As he did so he screaned "Tonmorrow | will live agai n—then |let her
beware of ne!"

"Ch, tonorrow," said Sovaz.

But the gate now entirely disintegrated, and she went out of it.

The ghoul s chased her a considerable | ength over the barren plain by night. But though she wal ked
on her naked feet and they rode like the whirlwind in their chariots, they could not make up the
gap, and besides, flanes and thorns and storms of stones burst up in their path, and they swerved
madly and in all directions, or else were overthrown.

So she left them and so she might have |left them But so she did not |eave them

Sovaz stood on the plain beyond Shudm as the sun rose.

She raised her white arnms, as if she persuaded the sun upward fromits sleep in chaos deep bel ow
the flat hollow earth.

Al the hours of norning she communed with the sun, or seened to. Her nother had held this gl eam
in her very veins; her father had once outstared it, as it blasted himto ash. There was such
anmbi val ence in the relation of Sovaz to the sun, but still, she comuned with it, or seened to,
until midday. It may have been a part of the nmagic she nade, or only a chastisenent of herself, a
purgati on before the spell was fashioned.
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Though it lay mles off, no doubt by one such as Sovaz a glinpse of the city mght be obtained. O
el se she only visualized the city.

Over the day-smitten towers and walls of Shudm (uglier by day, all its black filth and spiritua
garbage too openly displayed), the air began to sing and to ripple, and then grow oppressively
silent and notionless. And then the air hardened, like cooling lava. And like lava, the air
darkened, until it let in the fierce glare of the sun, but nothing el se. Nothing—no | esser |ight,

no noise, no breath of wind or vapor, neither dust nor rain—no wi sp of anything. Even the vagrant
corpse-eater birds could no longer get in, or out. Shudm had been seal ed. Like a tonb. Above, and
al so beneath. Even the labyrinth of cataconbs and tunnels was |ater found to be bl ocked up, by
those inhabitants who shortly attenpted them

I nsi de—ot sinply a done but an egg of |eaden crystal, there was Shudm now, and the afternoon went
by, and sunset, which was true dawn to the ghouls, and night, and mdnight. And in the first
overcast mnutes of the new norning, there was not one sensible thing in the city that did not
know it had been trapped.

The at nobsphere, thick with snpokes and arons, turned swiftly stale and choking; |ong before sunrise

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...20Delirium's%20MistressUC%20-%20TFtFE%234.txt (54 of 176) [2/2/2004 2:24:40 AM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Tanith%20L ee%620-%20Delirium's%20M i stressU C%20-%20T FtFE%234.txt

they panted, and the nmore humanly feeble of their nunber sank down.

Then they tried obvious and inventive ways, by ordinary or magical neans, of escape. And fail ed.
And cal l ed out to whatever gods they owned. (It is maintained that some of them worshi ped Naras,
Queen Death, down in the Inner-earth.) But whoever it was they called to did not answer. Then they
raged and | anmented, and the roar and nmoan of this was heard in distant places, not |east nmaybe on
the plain beyond, where Sovaz waited, now seated on a smooth high rock

It is said Sovaz kept vigil there for many nonths, for a year, watching over the fate of Shudm of
the ghouls. That sometines she journeyed nearer and | ooked through the tall porel ess sides of the
egg, and witnessed herself what went on. O else, clinbing to a higher rock, she called the hawks
of passage and asked them "What are they doing now, in Shudn?" And the hawks told her what they
di d.
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But otherwi se, word has it that Sovaz left the vicinity, resuning it would seem her search for
Chuz, who was A oru and mad. She did not therefore watch their plight but only sonetines inagined
it, or sutmmoned up a view of it. How, locked in with only each other, and that eternal hunger of
theirs which was their boast (and vulnerability), the ghoul race soon cane to butchering and
partaking of the only available nmeat. Firstly their nortal pets, who were slaves and destined for
it anyway, and next their nortal pets—their parents, who were not. Their partly nmortal children
they preyed on after that. But at |ast none were left to them save their own kind. So they fell to
upon their brothers and sisters, and in the end they cane to hacking at their own bodies. Nor did
any resurrect, or if they did, it cane again to the sane pass, till they were wi se, and stayed
dead. And finally the black birds picked at the bones of what was |eft, which was not nuch.

So she paid themout strictly for thinking her only a girl, whether she watched or not, Sovaz-
Azhriaz, Azhrarn's daughter

And one night, perhaps seven nmonths after the day of the sealing of Shudm Sovaz net another woman
on a descendi ng mountain road. The river which had gone by the city still noved bel ow, down in a
chasm but here it was pure, and the nountains were bone-picked clean, in the starlight. The woman
had, however, hair of poppy-red, and she crouched on a stone, casting no shadow. She ni ght have
been a ghost, or not. She held up her hand, on which gold rings shone (and there was gold on her
feet and her neck, and in her tangled hair, but her clothes were rags that barely covered her).
"My son," said this woman. (Liliu?) "You killed him™"

"How do you know?" inquired Sovaz. "Did Jadrid scream sone prophecy of it to you, when your son's
knife was in his vitals? And was Jadrid then sad or merry?"

"In ny heart | saw ny son's death, and the nane of the nurderess is carried by the night wind."
"What is that son to you?" said Sovaz. "You died at his birth."

"My child," said the wonman. And she cl asped her

134
DELI RIUM S M STRESS
hands, and her claws clicked together. "I gave ny life that he m ght have life."

"So, even your people love their children. Apples of fire. O dearest Father, howis it you can
deny me anyt hi ng?"

And at the acid rmusic of this cry, even the ghoul ghost faded and shrank into the stone and was
gone. And conceivably in any case, Sovaz too was subject to delusions, and the ghost only one
such.

Sovaz wal ked on al ong the track. That ni ght she came upon himthat had been her |over—@ oru, Chuz,
Madness—in a cave of the nountains.

WHY HAD SHE sought himstill? She had known how it nust be. It is not always possible to behave
intelligently, or even to avoid the pain an unintelligent act will bring. The child sees the fire
bright on the hearth and feels the heat of it, but nust touch the flane and burn herself before
she is certain.

In this way Sovaz cane to the cave nouth and passed into the fire.

At first, there was only a lunp of darkness in the dark, which noved.

Sovaz stood notionless, but she nade |ight bl ossom

The lunp of darkness huddl ed down out of the light, and it munbl ed a noise, but in no | anguage.
"Speak to ne," said she. "I command it."

And then the dark lunp | unbered upright and came out at her, and stopped a pace away and capered,
tearing at itself with nails the ghouls woul d not have di sdai ned.

There was not hing anynore of O oru, nothing but the
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bl oodshot eyes and filthy hair held a nenory and nmade it obscene. O Chuz, there was sone

evi dence. Every line of face and body—ef the very spine and nuscl es—seened to have altered. The
back hunched, the arms dangl ed or |unged, the |egs buckled, the feet splayed. The nmouth forned
itself into a rictus, squawked, relaxed, fornmed another rictus and another subhuman cry. It
drool ed and foaned and bit at its own gray warty skin. It did not like itself. O anything. This
then, her lover and protector

Sovaz showed no hint of an enotion. She was |ike staring ice.

She said, contenptuously, "Greetings, Master of Delusions, Lord of Darkness, Prince Chuz. You are
all of your own left side now, it seens, the side you kept fromnme, a male hag gone crazy. Cone,
where are the finger-snakes and the thunb-fly that cracks its feelers? Wiere is the brass rattle
that sounded through Bhel sheved when ny not her died, or the jawbones of an ass which decl ai nP"

At this, Madness the nmadman brayed. The cave recoiled, and the night. Sovaz only renmarked, "A fine
love gift for my father. Unbrothers, each closer than ever either was to ne. Fool. Do your penance
then. I will no nore bother you."

And having said this, attenpting no argunent or counterspell, she went out of the cave.

But behind her the thing was scanpering, not to follow her but to go higher up the walls of the
mountains. As it fled it shrieked and gi bbered, and | aughed—at her?

"Ch," whispered Sovaz, "oh, Chuz, be hated of ne."

They say the snoke of burning rose fromher footsteps awhile, as she wal ked on over the descending
r oad.

In the norning she came down at last to the delta of the river. The teeth of the mpbuntains sank in
this ground, and where the rocks gave way to swanp, reeds grewtall as the tallest nmen, and the
nost sl ender of themwere as thick around as a man's strong wist. As the winds blew, the reeds
wai | ed, or clashed angrily |ike swords.

Al'l day Sovaz wended across this land, and all night, when a faint flushed noon gl owed through the
vapors and behind the reeds. And, though she had left himso instantly
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and with such words, the inage of Ooru stayed at her side. She ached with her pain, yet nothing
in the swanp dared to trouble her, not the great-w nged insects nor the |ong-headed hunting dogs;
the wildf o feeding out on the waters rose like flung shawl s at her corning, and hastened away.
At dawn, when the dull russet moon went out and a dimrusset sun stole up fromthe earth, Sovaz
stood | ooking at her reflection in a pool, one straight beautiful reed anong the rest that were
crooked and stark

"Be vile," Sovaz adnoni shed the terrain of the delta. "Beauty is no use."

Just then a second (danson-col ored) sun began to rise—out of the pool. It was a lotus, and as it
came up shimering, it opened wide as an offering hand. And on the palmof the lotus |lay one
single unlikely object: a die of amethyst.

Twice it had been tendered previously. Qut of the heart-|ake of Bhel sheved, for the unborn child,
when Chuz volunteered to be her uncle. And later, in the heart-tenple of Bhel sheved, to the born
child. The first tinme Azhrarn refused the gift on her behalf. The second, she had left it |ying.
But now she was a woman, and al one, and she reached into the lotus's heart and took the anethyst
die. At which the lotus itself flickered and was no nore.

Sovaz | ooked closely at the die, turning it in her fingers. It was unmarked, as they often were,
the dice Chuz bore about with him vyellow, purple, black. And yet, there was a kind of shadow
mar ki ng on the sides. It had fallen, this gem into the possession of those who |ater fought over
it and tried to fight with Chuz over it—and in the flurry, the death of Dunizel had been
prefigured and i naugur at ed.

They had stoned her, that religious cromd at Bhel sheved. The stones had done no harm Then sone
hand chanced upon another thing—a tiny bit of darkest adamant. It was a drop of Vazdru bl ood, the
bl ood of Azhrarn hinself, |lost some while since in the desert, found there by Chuz, kept by Chuz,
and now seeningly |loosed by him The drop of blood, the only el enent which could make nothi ng of
the saf eguards Azhrarn had set on Duni zel, pierced through all psychic shields, and killed her

But perhaps this purple gemwas another of the dice of
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Prince Chuz, nothing to do with that particular event. Dice were ever about him Had he not been
hinmself a topaz die, for the sake of Sovaz?

What ever the facts, a strange token of |love. For |ove token it was.

When the dusk came down again, Sovaz still wal ked anong the reeds and swanp. The die was hidden in
her clothes, her thoughts conceal ed behind her eyes. Yet it was an anethystine dusk, the waters
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and the sky, and the vague noon, all tinged mauvely with that undenonstrated matter

Near m dnight, the girl paused and slept a space. In her sleep, she rmust have renenbered a dream
her nother once shared with her in the wonb—for being not created in the usual way, the spiritual
essence had cone early to the flesh, and lived in the nother's body | onger than in the genera
manner, and so |earned things of the nother as it waited. Waking, Sovaz called a beast to her, out
of some other realm or out of sonme forgotten land of the earth, or sinply fromrefashi oned atons
of the air. It flew high over the moon's face, then swept down, frightening the waterfow and
setting the wild dogs to howing. Wwen it settled on the ground it was a winged lion of abnorma
size, pale as curds, with a bluish nane and eyes of gold, and having a silent thinking face, as

wi se as a human phil osopher's; wi ser. This Duni zel had dreaned. Now Duni zel 's daughter conjured
it.

Sovaz nmounted the lion's back, and sat down cross-1egged between the w de w ngs.

Where woul d she go? Her brain murrmured to the lion's mind. And its ow -eagle wi ngs, white-tipped,
power ful as wi nds, bore themup into the sky, and left the delta and all that country far bel ow
and m | es behind.

Dreans. Where woul d she go but to Bhel sheved?

A FEW YEARS had passed, not nany, since that night they said pieces of the nbon crashed on the
earth: the night Dunizel died, and Azhrarn declared his war on Chuz, and confiscated the blue-eyed
child. Yet in this brief time, the white flower had withered in the desert.

Hol y Bhel sheved, the gods' jar, had had a darkening future fromthat instant Azhrarn first took
agai nst the place. The city was uni nhabited when one cane on it now, in the twlight dawn, as the
|l ast stars put out their tapers, and only the queen-star blazed on in the east. Bhel sheved's
flower-towers were enpty hives. Sand piled in gusts along the marble streets, and no sorcerous
mechani sm anynore brushed it away. It was the same with the singing roads which had | ed there over
the dunes (they sang no nore), and in the groves outside the trees had di ed or been chopped down,
and the statues were rubble, or filched. The very gates had been broken and stolen fromfor their
ri chness, and the sky-col ored wi ndows of the fanes broken or taken, too. No treasure was |left.
Not hi ng had stayed sacrosanct. The heart-tenple was despoiled with the rest, even the golden altar
furniture had been carted off. Various persons had nuttered that such a robbery would invite a

di vine curse, but they were already under it: the curse being of Azhrarn's making. Its ruin was
not epic, only utter. A cracked jar now, usel ess.

Yet, in the pale gateway, King Kheshnmet sat in a vivid robe, playing on a pipe.

Sonet hi ng crossed between the norning star and the earth. It was the winged |lion speeding over. It

alighted a
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short stretch fromthe gateway, and Sovaz glided fromits back. King Kheshnmet, however, did not
raise his eyes. The shrill of the pipe went on. And Sovaz, standing near enough her shadow touched

his robe's orange edge, recited:

"Here the sun shuns,

Unsheat hes the wi nd her claws.

Yet in the gate is one:

Fate remains al one.

Fate with fire-eyes broods at the doubl e doors,

Pl ayi ng a pi pe of bone,

Fate with brown hands unw aps each day,

And casts the husk away.

When each waste night is gone."

At which Kheshnet, Lord Fate, left off playing and observed, "The doors, double or otherw se, are
absent. Nor is the pipe of bone."

"Fourth Lord of Darkness," said Sovaz, "why are you here?"

"The exalted shall be flung down and the lowy raised on high. That is fate's |law. Behold

Bhel sheved, flung down. | amobliged to call fromtine to tinme, for forms sake."

"Why at this hour?"

"You," said Kheshmet placidly, "have come here to seek your own fate. And here you will find it.
O partly do so.”

"What is ny fate?"

"Do not chall enge ne, Sovaz-Azhriaz, Azhrarn's daughter. | do not know your fate, | nerely
represent it."

And getting up, putting away the pipe (which was of pastel jade), he offered his arm courteously
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to guide her into the city.

"Permit me," said Kheshnet, "to show you your nother's tonb."

"No," said Sovaz, and drew back, while the lion snarled and padded cl oser

"Follow them " said Kheshnet. "Or not." And he turned nmildly in at the gateway, and onto one of
the four roads of the city. "I have a nind to go there nyself. She
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t oo, Doonis-Ezael, Mon's Soul, was a pupil of mne. Indeed, she had an allegiance to three of us:
to madness—+t ran in the famly; her own nother was an idiot until the comet cured her—o destiny,
and to death. Only w ckedness had nothing to do with Dunizel. So, of course, she becane the

nm stress of Wckedness."

Presently, Sovaz entered the gateway after Kheshnet, and did follow himalong the road between the
tenples and shrines. The lion trotted at her heels, pausing occasionally to preen its w ngs.

Here Sovaz had been born. Here she had been carried about and shown to the people, who believed
her, then, to be a god's progeny, and her nother the Chosen of that god. The faintest of
renenbrances lingered, or returned. Her tinme in the Underearth, and the throes of sudden physical
grow h, had wi ped away the pictures and deeds of her beginnings, till only enoption, bitter
bermused, hurtful, was left.

The sun rose, and blue lights shot fromthe snmashed wi ndows that nearly matched the eyes of Sovaz.
Kheshnet wal ked before, and now and then he took up again and played a trill on the jade pipe.
When this happened, the ghosts or nenories of Bhel sheved's white pigeons transparently poured down
fromthe tower tops to circle his hands and shaven head. (The lion stared and licked its jaws.)
They reached the gardens of bl ossomtrees beside the heart-lake of the city. The gardens were a

wi | derness; only groves of stunps stood there now, as outside. The water of the |ake was unbl ue,
unbright. Probably no fish remained init.

"Here is the grave," said Fate, pointing to the turf beside the |ake.

There was no sign, nothing to show that the ground contai ned anythi ng, but Sovaz knew Fate did not
lie. Dunizel's body had found an unmarked bed; Azhrarn had di sdai ned to cover the beautiful flesh
whi ch had betrayed himfor death, or else he could not bring hinself to throw over it the black
soil. Sonme cautious scholar or sone sinpleton who had pity, or only a sense of tidiness, sawto
it.
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Sovaz regarded the turf, then she turned fromit, and then turned back. She sat down by the spot,
and laid her hand on the bare earth a nonent. Today she was dressed, or seened to be, as a young
woran, but for traveling, and she had a knife in her belt, which next she took out. Wth the knife
Sovaz cut sone of her long hair, the way hair was sonetinmes shorn in nmourning in those |ands, and
ot hers. Sovaz sprinkled these black curling tresses over the markerless grave. Soon, black
hyaci nt hs began to rise where the hair had fallen, but Sovaz did not stay to see. She had got up
agai n, and wal ked away around the | ake.

"Here she cane to him living," Sovaz nmurnured al oud as she wal ked, "and here she cane to him
dead. Here they spoke and here they |oved and here he swore to destroy the country and here she

di ssuaded him" Then Sovaz stood still and | ooked down deep into the |ake. The four bridges
reflected init, and the tenple at their neeti ng—everything wecked and robbed though it was.
Then the lion reflected in it, having flown up in the air after the ghost birds. And then Fate,
who had come to stand beside her. At this, Sovaz saw her own reflection, and that of Kheshnmet in
his vivid garnent. Yet the inmges trenbled and changed. They seened to be not those of a girl and
a man, or one who took on a man's form-but first a white colum and a col um of yellowred
thereafter a white flanme and a copper flame—but then two young nmen shone upward fromthe water.
They were not distinct, but the hair of one was the color of apricots, and of the other, black.

By what ever means, Sovaz knew themfromtheir stories—Simu, who stole imortality fromthe gods,
and Zhirek the Magician, one of the greatest of his kind, for he had | earned the nagic of the sea
peopl es, a thing not often achieved.

"Do you see as | see?" inquired Sovaz.

"Perhaps not," said Fate. "Yet if sonething unusual has appeared, it will be to do with ne. | am
its harbinger."”

When he spoke, the inage of Simu faded, and only the reflection of Kheshnmet rippled in the water.
But that of Zzhirek continued before Sovaz.
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"The fate of zZhirek the Magician," she said then. "What was it?"
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"He had been bl essed or cursed with invulnerability, but imortality he spurned. He woul d have
taken service with your father, but Azhrarn refused him for reasons only specul ated upon
Eventual |y Zhirek, who could not die as he then nuch wi shed to do, took contrary service instead
with Uhlume, Lord Death."

"The tale is an ancient one. Surely, though invul nerable and long-lived, zZhirek will by now be
ended?"

"It seens to me," said Fate, nusingly, "that though Zhirek is dead in all ways, of intellect,
heart, and mind, his invulnerable health and vitality have not yet surrendered him Sonmewhere, he
does live, or rather, does exist. And he is mad, naturally. The awful punishnment of Simmu, whom
Zhi rek always |l oved and distrusted and so hated, nade sure of it. It is the insanity of Zhirek
maybe, which attracts the idea of himto you. Sone nuance of your |over's?"

Sovaz picked up a pebble imediately and threw it in the |ake, and the indistinct image of Zhirek
vani shed.

"But you speak to ne of ny own fate, Kheshmet. Wiere is it?"

At that, the inmge of Kheshnet in the | ake al so vani shed, and Kheshmet with it.

Sovaz smiled in anger. They were all tricksters and waiths and gaudy shownen, these nale part
unrel ati ves of hers.

Up in the sky, the winged |ion wheeled fantastically, catching bird ghosts in its nouth—which
tasted of sugary snoke, but always sonmehow evaded swal | owi ng.

Sovaz wandered about the desert city. But she was careful to avoid those sites which it seened to
her she had visited with her nother, nor did she go back to Duni zel's grave.

In the heat of the day, Sovaz lay down in a tenple court, under a porch, and slept. She dreaned
Zhirek stood before her in a priest's robe, with a collar of jewels. The stories made nmuch of his
eyes, which had been the color of blue water in a green shade, or green water under a sky of dusk
But his eyes were darker now, all shadow. He
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said to her coldly, "It was in ny nature to do good, but | gained an evil reputation, and justly.
I did much wi ckedness. Forget the voice of your nother, who told you Azhrarn was the darling of
the world, who fornmed the first cats for a jest, and invented | ove. Go and do w ckedness as | did.
No one can escape destiny. It runs behind and before. It is in the breath and the bl ood."

"And where now," Sovaz asked of himin the dream (a human enough dream no Vazdru abstraction),
"where now do you dwell, diligently perform ng w ckedness to pl ease your conception of destiny?"
"1 do nothing now, | am nothing now. Neither w cked nor virtuous. And | have no | ook of who | was,
no powers, and no nane."

"How is it that you know of ne."

"I do not. It is you who know of ne."

When Sovaz woke, the sun was setting. She called the winged lion, and they sped up into the
sunset, which turned their pal eness bl ood-red, and nade the hair of Sovaz a stormcloud. And they
fl ew over the desert and over all those |lands, toward a far-off shore where two seas ran together
and were one.

She had announced to hi m she woul d never seek him never obey or pay honage, until seas were
fires, winds seas, the earth glass, "and the gods conme down on |ladders to lick the feet of nmen."
And Azhrarn had said no nore.

Now Sovaz stood on the seas' shore and she sumoned illusion to her, and illusion hurried to
attend.

Inside an hour, a terrible sight was to be seen in that area. The two seas which joined had becone
an ocean of raging arson over which lightnings flashed and crackled. Wile fromthe east and north
had flown two wi nds, and they were salt waters, and waves curled through them and they swept

agai nst the land in breakers, roaring, with thin green fish whirled in their nmdst. And the | and
itself chipped and splintered, for it was glass, and under the surface you mnmight see through the
m neral trenches to laval pits and the bones of beasts and nen sone centuries old, all caught as

if incrystal resin. Last of all, in the center of the frantic scene, a glow ng | adder seened to
144
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uncoi | between the lightning and the tenpest, and drop down until it touched the glass of the

earth. Here stood sone ragged dirty savage nen with their nmouths open in astoni shnent, and out of

the heavens cane flitting beings neither male nor fenale, shining facsimles of the gods. And the

pr et end- gods, reaching the nake-believe nen, bowed | ow and busily | apped their filthy toes.

Near noonrise, though the noon was not to be seen in the confusion, a dark snolder m ght be espied
rushi ng upward through the crystal ground. Sovaz kneel ed, crossed her hands on her breast, and
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bowed her head, in the attitude of an extrene docility.

Suddenly some of the glass shattered, and a pillar of black fire burst out. For a nonment it
towered there against the flames and torrent of sky and sea, and then it died down and a nman had
filled its place, folded in a black cloak. He gl anced about hi m sonme m nutes.

"I acknow edge your joke," he said. "You are truly Vazdru. You will go to any |length, however
sunptuous or cataclysnic, in order solely to avoid the words: It appears | amat fault."

Sovaz, kneeling, hands crossed, head bowed, said clearly, "It appears | amat fault."

Azhrarn snapped his fingers, and the winds let go their water on the ocean, which was quenched to
sea again. Freed, the winds sped away to the north and east corners of the world. The earth grew
solid and dense. It put on sands and grasses and rock. The figures of gods and humans di sappear ed,
and the heavenly | adder becane a silver necklace wound in the veil of the rising noon.

Sovaz still kneeled, her head still bowed.

"You were clever enough to engage ny attention," said Azhrarn "Wat do you want?"

"I will do your bidding," velvetly said Sovaz. "I will atone for ny insults. I will revere and
adore you. | amyour slave."

"Changed heart," velvetly said Azhrarn, "tell ne why."

At that Sovaz | ooked up and gazed at him but not into his face, with unvelvet pride and

unfriendliness. "There is no escape," she said. "You nade nme for your purpose. | will fulfill your
pur pose. "
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"You have grown to hate mankind."

"Those | would |ove or hate are beyond nmy love or hate. | hate none, and | |ove none. But | am
respectful. | ama dutiful daughter. | cut ny hair and left flowers on ny nother's grave. And

kneel to you."
"Get up," said Azhrarn
And he turned from her and beckoned to the air, and out of it cane the winged lion. It had taken

refuge fromthe nmael stromof illusions so high up in the ether, its ruff and tail and w ngs were
trickled by tinkling essences of the stars. O else sky elenentals had thrown these coll ected
essences over it, like a bucket of slops, in order to chase the big cat out of their yards. It

made | andfall beside Sovaz, and regarded her with its grave w se eyes.

Then a chariot cane, up fromthe earth. The edge of the sea seemed to catch alight again at its
com ng. O bronze the chariot was, but inlaid all over with silver, with pearls set in and stones
of clearest blue, thickest black. Three horses drewit, and they were jet-black with a bl ue
stream ng frost on themof manes and tails, and the bits, and the reins and shafts, and the
chariot-pole, all ran with silver things and things of dianond, with noonstones and col orl ess
beryls like ice. A Vazdru held the skittish team making them prance, and then making them grow
still as stone. He did this with panache, flaunting his skill. And when once the horses were
stones, he |ooked |ong at Sovaz, marveling and startled, charmed and irritated. Then, having
rendered Azhrarn extreme obei sance, he tendered the woman an exqui site bow. She had seen not nuch
of this upper caste of the denbns, her own kin. But the Vazdru, all of them |oved beauty, and
were envi ous of anything favored by their |ord.

Azhrarn entered and stood in his chariot; it could be no one else's.

He said to Sovaz, "Though you have no power over the sea, you have pressed an illusion on it which
m ght convince the credul ous that you had. The sea-folk may be incensed at this. Also that you
seened to fill the air with their waves and fishes. It is prudent to go far off."

"Does ny lordly father, then, fear the sea people?"
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"Salt water," he said, "has done ne a service now and then."

And far out on the nmoon-spun ocean it seemed for an instant phantons rode, a youth on a m dni ght
horse, and these ghosts pursued in turn another opal escent ghost |ike a shi p—but the inages

di ssol ved

"I have heard that story in the taverns of nen," said Sovaz. "Sivesh, and the fading of his dream
A lover you tired of and destroyed. It would appear that those who win your |love are greatly
unfortunate.”

"Do not let it trouble you," said Azhrarn. "The m sfortune is not yours."

There cane the flicker of a dianmond whip. The chariot sprang away and al oft—+tower-high fromthe
earth, horses and wheels, the Vazdru prince and his Prince—and was |lost in the night.

But Sovaz sprang upon her lion. "Follow"

They ran then, one behind the other, sone hours. A wld sight for those who saw, a racing chari ot
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above the trees and a winged lion going after.

The nmoon, which had been rising, conpleted her clinb and turned her pal e snoky mask toward the
world's western limt. What did the noon spy there, over the brink? Chaos clained her with every
descent, yet chaos did not harmthe noon, or the sun, only enriched themso they cane up fromits
arns |ike brides.

Certain aspirations of the wi nds, too, bounded after the |lion and Sovaz between its w ngs, |ike
puppi es eager to resune the earlier play with water and fish. But eventually these zephyrs tired
and fell back. Then a nightingal e sang below in the gray-purple shadow of a lilac tree, and

another froman ilex all black jade. Many nightingal es were passed by beneath, singing, or silent
in perplexity, and nany geographi es were crossed over, both magnificent and pestiferous, nany,
many mles.

And sonetines (it is said) he called to her and bade her be dutiful as she had vowed, and there
was a village or a town, or sonme tenple, or canp of mal contents, and she should work some wonder
on it to anmuse him subm ssive daughter that she clainmed to be.

And so that night (they said) was riddled with roofs
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turned to porridge and cheeses to topaz, with owms which cried in human speech, and nen who nade
noi ses like ows, or donkeys. Wth, too, a dread voice that whispered in sleepers' ears: "Beware,
for I know your terrible secret, and it shall be told to all." And at the phrases of this soft,
awful voice, a thousand hearts m ssing a beat, and thousand nen and wonen scranbling up in horror
And everywhere lanps lit, and shouts raised, and screans and bl asphem es, and servants runni ng and
horses fetched, and some at prayer and sone at a gallop with torches to fly the spot, and sone
taki ng up the neans of suicide, and sone sneaking out to kill their neighbors. Wile, in a very
smal | nunmber of dwellings, a very few turned over and sl ept again, muttering in surprise to
thensel ves or others, "But what terrible secret is this? | have none."

Al'l the night, therefore, was a riot (if what they said was so). Many many niles, and after those,
many many mles after, till Azhrarn, letting the chariot of bronze and silver idle at |ast,
remarked to the girl on the lion, "Yes, that is fair. You have a cunning mnd, though you are yet
a child, a denon's nmind. A dutiful and obedi ent daughter for sure." And his snile froze to hai
the fringed icy beryls and pearls along the reins, and the very dew that was beginning to form
upon the | eaves bel ow, that froze too.

Soon after this a city swelled before them There had been several such, but this one was m ghty,
and lay along a river, anong fields of flowers. Aninals of stone guarded the quays and the city's
two gates, and even here and there stood up on a roof. They were white as salt. The river itself
was white, kissed by the sinking moon, and on all the spires of the city, the nobon had set, in
parting, silver rings.

"And here," said Sovaz, "what mnmust | do here?"

"l have heard how you deal with a city by a river. Shudm of the ghouls may speak for you in that.
Let this place be. O shall | give it you to be a goddess in?"

"Am | to want such a gift?"

"Ch, dutiful daughter," said Azhrarn. "You are to be a goddess sonewhere, for | would teach this
world the nature of gods."
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"And what is their nature?" she said.

"Indifferent and cruel. And |oving not mankind."

"I'n Bhel sheved," said Sovaz, "I have seen a notion witten on a rock: that the kind gods saved the
people there froma nonster they call in that |and Azhrarn. Nor did the gods save them only once,
but tw ce over."

"It is by such notions they have earned the lesson | will teach," said Azhrarn. Then: "I have not
rebuked you for your discourtesy,” said Azhrarn. The dew which had frozen turned to steel and
dropped down the trees to concuss little slugs. "Do not forget that | do not forget | have not."
"I amrebuked," said Sovaz, "by the very life you gave ne. And since it is an inmortal, never-
ending life, | shall be rebuked by it forever."

Then Azhrarn reached out to her and put his hand upon her head, very gently, and he said to her
"The Vazdru do not weep."

"Who weeps? Not |."

"Each word spoken was a tear."

But, though he gazed at her intently, when she turned her eyes to him Azhrarn | ooked away from
her, out over the night. Watever he mght say, she could not help but recall for him Dunizel. The
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first sight he had had of her, this child of his, an adult wonman, had gone through himlike a
sword, and there can be no doubt of it. And he could not help but dislike her, too, perhaps; since
he had created her to do his work upon the earth, she was his own w ckedness, externalized and

i ncarnate. And had Duni zel, nmaybe, caused himto question his wi ckedness, his character, as it
seened she had neant himto?

The chariot, and the lion, hovered in the air, and the city noon-gl eamed bel ow. Azhrarn renoved
his hand fromthe girl's hair, revoked his caress (the lion shuddered), but said to her, "What
now, then, is your nane?"

And she replied, "Azhriaz."

The nmeaning of which is nerely this: the Sorceress, Azhrarn's Daughter.

The Story of the Station's

THERE WAS a king who ruled the city and | ands of the white stone cats, the name of which was
Nennafir. H s nane was Qurob. The very day that he was born, a witch-woman cane to his nother

even as she lay swooning with fatigue on her bed, anmid the fans of her handmai dens. "Your son,"
said the witch-wonan, "shall be king of Nennafir, in health and bounty, and no nan will raise a
weapon against him and no ill happening conme near to him and his name will be well renenbered.
Unless . . ." And here the witch hesitated neaningfully, and the handnaids held their breath, and
their fans were still, and only the nother of Qurob sighed. "Unless," continued the witch, "when
once he is a king, he should ever chance to ride upon a stallion's back. For if he does that, he
shall | ose his kingdom and he shall die."

At these tidings the nother of Qurob rested upon her pillows, and she said no word at all for sone
whil e, though she m ght be seen to be thinking. Finally she did speak. She said: "Wll, this is
wonderful fortune, for I amnot even the present lord' s wife, but only his concubine. It is a
smal |l matter, surely, that my son keep fromriding on a stallion's back—he will have gel dings and
mares in plenty for his use, if he is to be king. Come now," she said to an attendant, "pour wi ne,
and you shall all drink with ne to this good |luck, and the seeress with us—and in every cup | wll
| et drop one of these pearls fromny necklet, but for the wisewoman | will let drop three pearls."”
There was nuch approval at this decision. The wine was poured in the cups and each passed to the
not her of
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Qurob, who, as she had pronmised, let fall in each a costly pearl, but into the cup of the witch

she let fall three. Then everyone drank, save only the nother herself-she was too weak to taste
wine as yet. And in a nonent or so, everyone but her tunbled over with a groan and died. For in
every cup, along with a pearl, the mother of Qurob had let fall a drop of deadly poison froma
ring she wore, but in the witch's cup she had let fall three drops. And this was because she had
thought to herself: Only | nust know this thing, | and nmy son. If any other knows, he may seek to
trick himinto just such a ride. In that she nay have been sensible. She was altogether a clever
woman. No sooner were the witch and all the attendants stretched lifel ess than Qurob's nother
began to scream Wen help arrived, she told how a vile sorceress had entered and offered to nake
the new nother, a nmere concubine, into Nennafir's queen, if only she would work evil agai nst her
lord. This she sternly refused to do, at which the sorceress cast a spell upon the wine, so it

sl ew everyone who had drunk it—save only Qurob's nmother, who had been too weak as yet to drink
And then Qurob's nother had herself recited a charm agai nst w tches, taught her |long ago by a

pri est—at which the | oathsone sorceress hersel f expired.

All marveled at this news, as well they mght. And presently the tale was recounted to the king.
"Here is one who is steadfast,"” said the king. And in a while he went to visit Qrob's nother, and
was rmuch taken with her beauty, as he had been that prior night he got her with child and gave her
pearl s.

Affairs then went as they mght be expected to go.

The king raised Qurob's nother; he made her one of his | esser queens, awarded her | ands and
jewels. Then Qurob's nother becane a conpassionate and admring friend to each of the three other
| esser queens and to each she said, "Wiy, nmy son is nothing to yours." O, if no son yet appeared,
"Way, ny son will be nothing to yours." And she said "I ama nonentity, but it is my joy to be
near you. Always | have noted your |oveliness and virtue, and indeed | will confide in you, I
believe it is you yourself the king | oves best—+truly, even better than the high queen of Nennafir,
for of course that marriage was arranged when
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he was but a boy. | suppose that he woul d cast her down and put you in her place, if he were
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able." And that said, next she diligently advised each | ady against the other two, and told how
she had heard it rumpored that they night wish to poison the favored one, or the favored one's
child, or the favored one's child-to-be. And shortly, Qurob's nother did the service, and poi soned
the two | esser queens who were | east susceptible. But the night before she did it, she sought

audi ence with the hi gh queen herself, and Qurob's nother fell on her face, and then being
pernmitted to kneel, warned the high queen how the | esser queens plotted agai nst her, and of one in
particul ar (the nost susceptible), who would probably nurder her rivals. So when the two bodies
were come on next norning, everyone knew who was to bl ame, and the | esser queen, the susceptible
one, was taken and fl ogged and hanged, and her corpse left on the gi bbet where the three white
cats of stone lay by the river

And after that the high queen rai sed Qurob's nother and had her as her confidante and spy. This
went on for thirteen years, during which the boy Qurob grew, and was taught by his nother to be
canny, and to flatter and dissenble, and to be cruel, too, for she assured him "There is a secret
you must tell no one. You are king here," And Qurob snmiled, and said, "Am|, Mther? | shall be
glad of that." But to each of the sons of the high queen he said, "I am nothing beside you, but

|l et me be your slave, for | have always admred you beyond duty, nore as | would worship a god."
And then he kindly advised them each agai nst the others and told them plots he had heard of, and
gave them access to evidence which he sinulated and paid others to sinulate. And during his
thirteenth year, the high queen died of a wasting disease induced by Qurob's nother's having

i ntroduced into her food tiny toxic granules. And then the king's sons fell out and quarrel ed, and
sonme killed each other. And one night Qurob, a strong handsonme | ad of gracious bearing, knelt
humbly to the king and infornmed hima plot had been laid against the king's life, and though it
broke his, Qurob's, heart to speak, all nust be reveal ed. And next nmorning the two el dest of the
king's sons were torn apart by horses, and their remains left in
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the square where the white cats of stone overlooked the river. And Qurob becane the king's heir
Now t hree further years passed, and the king, who had grown old and sick, |ooked I|ovingly upon his
adoring heir, and that year Qurob was sixteen, he murnured to the king, "Magnificent Father, |et
me speak to you in your chanber." The king willingly conplied. Wen they were cl oseted toget her
Qurob said, "Father, have | served you well?" The sick old king nodded, and with tears enbraced
him "O all ny sons," said the king, "you alone were faithful." "Then know," said Qrob, "

al one, of all your sons, was false." And then Qurob expl ained everything he had done, and rem nded
the king of what had been done through his lies. And the king started up in angui sh, and his heart
burst and he di ed.

Wien the diadem of the city had been set on the brow of Qurob, his nother cane to himprivately,
in a shadow robe of nmourning tear-sprinkled with pricel ess gens.

"Now attend to ne, my son," said she. And she apprised himof the prophetic witch who had cone to
her the very day of Qurob's advent in the world, and said he should be a king. But when he was
king, he nust not ride upon a stallion's back, for if he did the ki ngdomwould be | ost to him and
he would die. "I have told no other living soul," said Qurob's nother, "and all who knew, | have
made certain they are eternally silent. For if any are aware but us two, they may turn the chance
agai nst you and trick you into just such a ride."

"Ch ny nother," said Qurob, "I amblessed in you. Ch nost sagaci ous of wonen, and best. | will
heed your caution. None shall know save you and ne."

Now it may be thought strange that Qurob should distrust his nother, who had all this while kept

t he dangerous secret flaw essly. But nbst nen neasure nost natters by thensel ves. The wonan had
weaned her son to trustlessness, and the trustless seldomtrust another. Supposing he had one day
been at odds with her over sonething, or even that, growing older and infirm she nuttered the
story of the stallion's back in a fever or in sleep?

So Qurob kissed his nother and gave her presents, and when she was in her own apartments, he sent
one after her
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to drown her in her bath, so it should seemto be an accident. For had she not taught himfor

si xteen years to be prudent?

The length of his lifetinme and hal f again, then, Qurob ruled in Nennafir, till he was forty years.
He ruled in prosperity and health, no nman stood against him and, though he was harsh and
tyranni cal, none spoke ill of himbut called himthe Bel oved King.

And be sure, for all the fine horses he selected, as if carelessly, to ride upon, in all these
years he never once took a stallion
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One day, Qurob went hunting. Beyond the flower fields that garlanded the city there was a green
plain with waters and spreadi ng trees, and here lived raisin-blue boars and shining white gazelles
prized for their skins. Nevertheless, on this day, the party started nothing, and the king becane
sullen, in which hunor he was feared. At |last the sun was westering, and there in the tall grass
by a pool, Qrob beheld a gazelle drinking, white as the word, and with a black star between her
br ows.

The hunt at once gave chase, and the animal |eapt away fleet as a spear. This was thought
excel l ent sport, and every man shouted for gratification—and relief, seeing the king would now be
in a gentler nobod. And on and on the gazelle sprang, passing like a wind over grass and stone,

| eading themtoward the eastern sky, with the | ow sun at their backs.

But ride as they nmight, and cast spears, and shoot with the bow as they m ght, they could not get
near to her or wound her and bring her down. And they left the hours behind them under their
horses' hoofs. The sun went on to the western gate and knocked to be let forth.

The horses flagged. One by one the horsenmen drew rein. Only the king surged on. His courtiers
dared not suggest to himany other course, but each man but him to save his nount, now dropped
back to follow at a wal k. The gazelle they left to the king, and she and he were soon gone from
sight into the clear dark dusk

Qurob did not like anything to elude him His gelding | abored, but he thrashed it and spurred it
to greater efforts.
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He | ooked to see the white gazelle tire, but she did not. So he called to her coaxingly over the
echoi ng darkening plain: "Sweetheart, | admire you and wi sh only to be near you. Let ne cone
close. Let nme protect you from others who nean you harm"

After a time, it seened to Qurob he heard the gazelle cry back to him "Do not try those lies on
me, Qurob. It was | taught you them and | remenber how you repaid nme!"

At that the hair bristled on Qurob's neck. He went first chill then hot then clamry cold, for it
seened he knew the voice of the gazelle; it was like his nother's.

Just then the gazelle reached a stand of trees and darted in anong themwith a white flash. But
she did not come out of the trees on the far side. Going in after her, Qurob did not find her
"Sorcery," said Qurob in some annoyance. "Or that bitch's ghost. | will take offerings to ny

nmot her's tonb tonorrow. "

He had scarcely spoken when the gel ding shuddered and fell dead under him

Qurob rose bruised, and kicked the gelding' s carcass one final kick. Then he shouted for his nen,
knowi ng they dared do nothing but follow him But they were too far off, as yet, to hear, and
Qurob did not wi sh, suddenly, to be solitary in that spot, the Bel oved King of Nennafir.
Accordingly he left the cover of the trees, and stepping out, what should he next see down the

sl ope, but a cot with a lighted doorway, and the eveni ng cook-snoke going up. And nearby was a
pasture in which a horse was feeding. Going closer, Qurob saw this horse was a splendid nare.
Noting it, Qurob, generally so lucky, strode to the open door of the dwelling. He said to the man
he found within, ' 'Down on your knees, oaf. For | amthe king of Nennafir." At which the peasant
sensi bly obliged, leaving his nmeal to burn on the fire.

"What is your will, mghty lord?" timdly inquired the peasant.
"G ve ne your horse. That is ny will."

"Al as," said the peasant, uneasily, "if you mean the
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mare in the pasture, 1 should not recomend it. She has had such dealings recently she is
fractious, and will not like to bear you."

"What do | care for the whinms of the brute?" exclained the King.

"I have, though," said the man placatingly, "a noble stallion who is currently content and
doci |l e—=

King Qurob swore a dreadful oath. He had detected sounds wi thout of spurs and hoofs, and
understood his courtiers were now approaching. And he was thinking this: // / decline the
stallion, this dolt will question in his mind ny insistent preference, and so will they that
arrive now, ny court. Besides, there are stallions ridden with the geldings for the hunt, and
may be offered one of those and nust refuse. And they nay wonder at, and may recall | have never
sat upon a stallion, and so divine | have sonme secret reason, and guess it means no good to ne,
and trick me one day, just as ny nother told ne.

So Qurob drew his sword and | opped off the peasant's head, and going out he went after the nare
and got hold of her, and when his court came up the king said, "Go fetch ny saddle and the rest of
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the gear off the dead horse in the trees. | have taken a fancy to this plunp mare and will ride
her home to the city."

And that he did, though the stallions of the party were troubl esonme at her presence, and she
herself unwilling, as the peasant had declared, and Qurob beat her

For all that, she was a lush animal, and Qurob inclined to keep her for his stable. Having
forgotten her in other business, it was a while later that, recollecting, a norning cane when he
called his chief groomand asked for the mare.

"Alas, mghty lord, she died. She was in foal, which foal she dropped before her time, and it came
out of her feet-first, having stood all its season in her belly. And, had the foal lived, it would
have been the jewel of your yards, for already it was in every particular the nost choice of
stallions. And it is a great shane that only once you rode on his back, and that unknow ng, when
you rode over the wonb of his nother."

Hearing these words, Bel oved King Qurob went gray as
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ash. He lifted his hands and took off the royal diadem and fromhis fingers he pulled the rings.
"My sins have hunted ne down," said he. "My nother's curse, for certainly she cursed nme, has found
me out." And he called his trenbling attendants and had themstrip himof all his ornanents, and
his rainment, and even his shoes he put off fromhis feet. And he took with himonly one sharp
dagger, and wal ked from his pal ace naked and al one, astounding the city, and down to the brown
river, where the white stone cats of Nennafir gazed away fromhimw th | ovel ess eyes.

Qurob had no mind to wait for death, for he had often sent death to others, or given them death;
Qurob grasped death mi ght be unlikable. So he cut his own throat and his corpse fell in the river
And those many hundred who had come to see and who watched, not conprehending any of it, were
filled by terror and amazenent, though not, let it be said, by grief.

8

POSSIBLY the tale of the stallion was untrue, or exaggerated. Generally only the warrior in battle
chose to ride an ungel ded horse, and then not always, for they were untractabl e beasts. Perhaps
there was sone other cause for King Qurob's guilty fear and self-i molation

Whatever it was, there he lay still, on his face, drifting downstream and turning the brown water
red.
Several thousands of people watched his corpse on its way, lining the banks to do so, or staring

out from high roofs and bal conies. And where the harbor was, the birdlike ships were lying with
their wi ngs noon-fol ded and di pped, but nen clinbed up to the mastheads or hung over the
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sides, looking out for the throat-cut king of the city. Wrd had gone fast through Nennafir. "And
isit the lordl" they cried. "Wat reason has he to kill hinmself, the ingrate, when |, with so
many good reasons, estimably cling to life?"

But if Qurob heard he gave no answer, as he went drifting by on his face.

And sone said, "He was a bad master. But who is next nmay be worse."

Qurob had |l eft nmany sons, and daughters, lust being his pastinme. Sone of these were children, but
others older. And there were sone of twenty-five years and nore, that he had sired when he was the
heir. These mi ght be expected to squabbl e and the ki ngdomnot to be the better for it.

Then, far down the river, various sightseers thought they caught another sight, that of a man in
an orange robe, wal king over the water where there was no bridge. Still others spied himon the
quays. He was a beggar, a rich lord. He played a pipe of jade, or nerely stood nusing, gazing
downstream . . . Fate had conme to Nennafir.

Afewnles to the west, the river loosed itself into the sea. In that direction the tiered

mer chant vessels of the city were rowed, and fromthat direction they returned, sone heavy-I|aden
sonme light and with the prom se of gold. Now, seaward, westward, there seemed to be a sort of
fierce flash, either on the water, or just above it in the sky. There cane a great radi ance
suddenly, a second sunrise, and fromthe wong place, which brought the people of Nennafir in
hordes to their windows and into the streets—er el se sent themburrowing to hide in fear. And
silence fell, expectant and terrible. Those who had cone to watch the floating of their corpse
ki ng were due for superior wonders.

The light in the sky turns soft and flowerlike. A day-mpon, not a sun. Only look, it is nothing
horrible or fearsome, no sea nonster out of the depths raging inland, no animate lightning. It is
sonet hing lovely and fair, sonething that makes a beautiful nusic, and the glow on it is rai nbows,
and the glimer of colors on the wings of birds and the backs of big fish | eaping.

"A ship!" exclained a thousand voi ces.
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It was a ship. But oh, such a ship it was.

It cane upriver, between the banks of the city, gliding. And as it cane, Qrob's cadaver slipped
down under the water and was gone, fromsight and from m nd

Tall, the ship, seven tiers of it, so it should not be able to stay upright or to nove, and nany,
after, declared that indeed it did not rest utterly on the water, but a little over it, on a cloud
of bright air. Yet seven oar banks turned, and the tips of their long spoons stirred the river.

It was the shape of a colossal lily, the ship, with a nyriad down-folding petals, but the prow was
the head of a slender dragon which came out fromthe flower with | ooking eyes and parted jaws.
What woods had gone into the making of the ship it was not easy to tell, for every inch was plated

by poured silver and hanmered gold, so it blazed on and dazzled everything that gazed at it.
Transparent bubbles Iike ghost-suns hung over the ship, and rays rang fromthe gol den oars.
Mul ti hued, the birds came and went through the sheen of it, and the fish sported in its wake. It
had no sail, and no one on its decks, and no cry fromw thin of any dkecting the oars. Only nusic
pl ayed, with no source. It soaked into brain and linb. The listeners felt a deliriumfasten on
them they longed to spring about and dance, and quantities did so, clapping their hands and
shouting joyfully, although there was no reason for joy, nore for suspicion and al arm

"Only see,” said children in the crowds of Nennafir, "there is a lady on the ship."

It was a fact; the only living thing to be seen was up in the prow. A crown of gold spiked from
the dragon's head, and there in its circlet stood a beautiful wonan, also clad in gold, small as a
dol I, her long black hair about her.

"That is a mighty sorceress,"” said the crowds, to their children

But ot hers kneeled. "A supernatural thing," they said.

Up in the fence of gold, the golden woman did not nove, yet her eyes seened to touch every face
and m nd.

Then she lifted up her left hand—enly that, a gesture renote, out on the river, high in the air
And the ship stilled, the oars lay like teeth in a burning conb. The birds settled, the fishes
sank, and the nusic died.
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But the architecture of the city shifted, groaned, and cracked. Tiles scattered fromthe walls.
Nennafir trembled, with fright or pleasure. And fromtheir places there rose up the white stone
cats of Nennafir, yawning and snarling in their carven throats.

Junping fromtheir high roofs and slinking off their plinths, they | oped through the panic-
stricken streets. At the river's edge, where the people shrank fromthem they gathered with
creany fire in their stone eyes, bowing to the ship.

Then the light of the ship went out. Were it had been began a huge wave, brown for the river
with crystal veins and swirlings of gold and silver, and it swept over with the dragon's head
still staring in it, and the golden crown and the supernatural sorceress, and curled down on the
land. The nultitude fled scream ng before it, thinking to be drowned or broken

Thus, on the enptied river quay, Azhriaz stepped out of the burning wave, and stood in a circle of
bowi ng stone cats.

The poets and scholars would say this, that there she waited, her eyes blue as the sky, her hair
the night, dressed in the sun, her skin the moon. And the city fell on its face to worship her
knowi ng at once that a being of Upperearth had descended.

She was plainly a daughter of heaven, of the etheric regions.

Her name, when they learned it, carried a strange echo, but they would not decipher it. And the
ways of gods were beyond the questioning of men

As she wal ked up through the streets of Nennafir toward the pal ace (where already certain of the
heirs of Qurob had set to, to stab, strangle, and poison each other), her footsteps indented the
pavi ng, which thereafter shone. For decades these footsteps were one of the marvels of the city,
and worked miracles. They faded in the end. She had no attendant on her wal k but the white stone
cats, thirteen of them which hedged her round jealously. And the awe-smtten people deliriously
foll owed, sone yet singing and cl apping their hands, sone pale and in a trance, sonme flushed with
anxi ety.
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The soldiers at the pal ace gate were noved to throw down their spears and kneel. They under stood
no nman opposes the will of heaven.

The doors of the pal ace opened of thensel ves.
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The gl eaming footprints of Azhriaz passed over the court and up the stair and into the halls

wi t hin.

So fair she was, the poets wote, who could | ook at her and not know her for a goddess?

Azhrarn had said: "I will give thema god to adore. Let themdiscover what it is to be ruled by
such. "

BOOK TWO

Azhriaz: Qoddess

PART
ONE Matters of Stone

I N A BONEYARD of a desert, nen were |aboring to uproot the slimtall stones the winds of tine had
scul pted there.

The desert was all of stone, pale and faceless. Its dusts had turned to dust and to a dust of that
dust, until they vanished altogether. Now there was a |ight white powder fromthe chiseling, and
as each of the pillars fell, though the pulleys steadied h%tiny shards flew off into the air.

A road ran over the desert yard to a city which, being a vassal, was about to nake its septennia
tribute. Precious netal and jewels, herds of beasts and slaves, these were the offerings of this
city. But it was requested to send also naterials of building, so a forest of trees had been cut
down, and here the forest of stone was tunbling |ikew se.

"Behold this pillar now," said the overseer to his newest gang. "One of the oldest in this haunted
nasty place. The wind has how ed by it a thousand years, | should not be surprised. And now it
must fall to please the Wtch-CGoddess. Well, they do a ot of building there, | gather. Strike
away. "

"What is that mark there, high up, |ike a huge black eye?" asked one of the gang, a conely youth
desirous the overseer should notice as nuch.

The overseer did so. "Well, ny boy," said he, "there are holes in some of these stones, and
sonetimes sonething fills up the hole. And then time passes and the filling marries with the

stone, and turns to a stone itself. Some animal,"” said the overseer, taking the youth aside,
"crawed in there, centuries ago, and died, and becane one with the
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stone. | never knew a hole," said the overseer, inviting the youth into his tent, "that did not,

usual 'y, eventually get filled up with sonething."

The rest of the new gang toiled on in the heat of the day. Their mallets and axes bit into the
stone, and their saws ate away at it. In the mdst of the afternoon, the stone swayed. The ropes
tautened as the pillar teetered in their grip; it swng sideways and plumeted, and the ropes
pulled it up before it could beat on the ground and shatter. Wen the stone was | oaded on the
cart, two or three men clinbed in to | ook at the black opacity that curved out fromit. They
rapped on the darkness, to see if it would yield some interesting thing, but it did not oblige
them Their utensils made no inpression

To the city then, this stone, with the others. And then into the caravan of tribute, and away
eastward, a journey a year and a half in length, to the wide |lands of the Wtch-CGoddess. O whom
the city heard much, though she had never been seen there.

She had risen in the east like a second sun. Three decades this city had known of her. She was
eternally young, the Wtch-Goddess, always lovely. Cruel and pitiless she was too, and warli ke,
and a magi ci an. She descended from heaven, and the seas and rivers divided thensel ves before her.
She | anded at a place called Nennafir, the Flower of the River Bank, and nade it hers in three
hours. And then, in three nonths, she turned the arm es of flowering Nennafir outward to conquer
the world, in three thirds—and in three years it seemed she had nade a good begi nning. From coast
to coast, isle to isle, the nountains, the valleys, the towns, the cities—ene full third, perhaps
somewhat nore. Only the wastes, or renoter |ands, had she, so far, ignored. Were her legions did
not go with their brazen tranp and bl oody steel, where her magic did not fly |like a honey-
throated, jet-black bird—kissing blade, killing song—the word of her went, the gossip, and that
was enough. There had been others like her, it was true. There had been a witch-queen once who
subdued many of the |lands of the earth and seduced nany ot hers, Zorayas, who was now a | egend. But
Zorayas, for all her night,
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glory, villainy, beauty, was nortal. This one was a god. To defy her was not nerely death, but
bl aspheny.

A hundred stories were told of her, or seven hundred, or seven thousand. Sone were |ies, or other
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tattle (of such as Zorayas and her kind), which were caught up like flotsamin a tide. Some of the
stories were real enough. But the deeds of conquest and ommi potence have a sameness, as does the
exposition of nost evil

The caravan of tribute ran on, through its initial nonths of traveling, eastward, and soon the
tales lay so thick about it the wheels of the carts and wagons could hardly nove for them and the
carriage animals stunbled and perished—stuck and stifled in the swanp of a living myth.

In the third nmonth of the journey, the way becane physically congested, by other caravans from
other places, all foanming into one enornmous channel, as if the dans of countless waters had given
way.

Al'l roads now | ed to Az-Nennafir.

Mere city it was no nore, but a nmetropolis covering so vast an area, thirteen gigantic kingdoms

m ght be sunk in it. Acity large as a country, and thereafter a country sprawl ed through one
third of the discovered earth: Enpire

Men sickened, too, coming even to the periphery of that spot. The emanations of its sorcery,

t hough 1 ong nonths and endl ess mles away, filled nortals with wild enotions. Sone nen fel

subject to fits and to fevers—they danced in their sleep, slept as they wal ked. The hal e declined
and the sick grew well. There was a vapor of nadness everywhere. And the | and changed.

Fi rst came a passage through mighty nountains, and the nountains were bald and shone in the

di stance like pale silver. Nothing grew on them no tree, no blade of vegetation. Those that
passed up and over them saw they were of a grayish granite that in sonme parts had turned to a kind
of mirror. The sun pierced through them or the noon by night. Beyond the mountains, rolling

pl ai ns of savage grass, the stens of which were thick and green. The grass was sweet, and brewed
in a vat nmade a green wi ne which, drunk too often, turned nen's wits, or blinded them Birds
drifted over the grasslands on enornmous wi ngs, flying parasols of darkness. Sonetines they stooped
and t ook
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sonme animal fromits cover, or a child—for herders lived on the plains, in huts of grass, clothed
in grass, playing on pipes nade fromthe grass stens, and strange in the head from breathing

al ways the grass scent.

O her lands foll owed, steep and steepled, |ow as trenches, desolate, populous. There was a sea
over which a bridge had been built, and supported partly, it rmust be, by sorcery. Its |legs were
sunk down deep into the bedrock under the water. Many days on the bridge the caravans nust go,
seeing only ocean on either side of the high parapets, or the spurting sea-sky overhead. And
seaf o rose before the caravans in a white wind. O sonetines huge creatures were sighted in the
wat er, sw mming by.

In the sixth month of the |Iand voyage east, the towns and cities lay on the ground as thick as

| ocusts, each with .only a short stretch of free |land between, and over this land the cities
fought for possession, but the caravans passed, inviolable, since they carried tribute to the

Wt ch- Goddess. There was not a city now, a town, a village, that did not have a tenple dedicated
to her, and her |oom ng statues arose on the highways. They were all unalike, yet all simlar
white as snow or ice, the hair of black—ebony, agate—the eyes of blue—great sapphires, or blue
eneral ds—and the offerings made before the statues |lay there and decayed; even the birds of the
air would not steal fromher, or the coneys or the foxes. Heaps of fruits, and vials of perfune
and anmphorae of liquor, and on the white stone altars the bones stuck up |ike drawn swords through
the rotting carcasses of sacrifice. The dizzying stench of all this filled the atnosphere
everywhere around. Sonetinmes priests were at the altars. Ranes burned and snoke lifted, through
the I oud hymms of praise. It had a blue robe, her order, blue for the eyes of the Goddess, a blue
like no other blue on the earth. By night in those |ands, you saw the fires of offering burning on
every side, dotting the darkness, which otherw se glowed faintly with the | anps of the crowded
cities, or glared where one of themwas on fire.

AMt. *$ta. ittttki TtKnthi tfi :to ~awtJaHg, *fe«/ wvxitiiltti 'nfiifihi

carried the desert stones—along with those other caravans which had traveled a snaller while, or a
greater, but a trek
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of nine nmore nmonths still before themall—anme to the edge of the country known now as Az-
Nennafir, the heartland of the Enpire of the Goddess.

No nan had ever gone on this expedition nore than once in his life. Once was enough. And in nost
famlies, the onus of the adventure was passed fromfather to son, a destiny that could not be
avoi ded.
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The outskirts of the heartland of the Goddess, |ocked in sorcery, were nostly enpty. Here were
deserts, of a sort. After the teemof the cities, it seened all life had hidden itself. There were
many differing accounts of these regions, and probably they did differ vastly, fromone sector to
anot her, for of the |arge nunbers of nen who approached, each saw only that |andscape he travel ed
t hrough, and, undoubtedly, so much was sufficient for him

The stone-bearing caravan, with its conpani ons, then, came in over a rocky precipitous height, and
down into a hollow snooth as burni shed copper in the dawn. Long pans of metallic ground |lay before
them some with pools of netallic water in them where none would drink, not even the thirsty

ani mal s. Days they noved on the face of this geography, under a sweeping sky. Wen the nights
canme, there were curious shapes in the heavens—ot to be confused with clouds; vague m sty fornms
that went to and fro, ghost-giants, or phantom gods. Stars shot fromtheir noorings—f they were

stars. Sonme crashed on the |and, rushing over the encanpnments of the travelers, lighting the sky
with dreadful colors bright as noon, nmaking a sound of screanming, or tearing cloth. Were they
fell, over the dimmetallic hills, there would come thunder and a blast of fire, and out fromthat

pl ace woul d roar a sudden brief gale, hot as a furnace, blowing the tents fromtheir pegs and nen
off their feet, and snelling of essences that had no nane.

A nonth or two then, in this odd environnment, unsafe with falling stars. And then the desert of
nmetal gave onto a desert of blue sand under a drenched blue sky. Fountains wtanj, here, from

boul ders, of violet quartz. The water and the bl ueness refreshed and did no harm-er seened to do
none; who could be sure? (No man, they said, goes that
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road and returns as sane as he went. They were resigned to it, nostly, having no choice.)

Anot her month or two in the blue deserts, track of tine already being sonewhat approxi mate. And
then a white desert, where streans of nilk ran from boul ders of al abaster. And next, black
pastures running bl ack beer—er ink; best be careful when drinking. And then pure water, a |and of
it, a lake going fromthe foot's edge to the horizon, with here and there tangl e-haired water-
forests or prineval trees in which fish nested, flopping fromout the lake to tend round eggs |ike
opals, sitting upon them and panting gently, with solemm wintry eyes. A causeway |ed over the

| ake. It stopped at a wall

The wal | had becone visible sonme nmiles off, and even those who had heard of it had stared. It was
a wall of tiles, enaneled with wi nged beasts or tailed beasts—+t went up and up, and up and up. It
seened to hold off the sky.

The caravans crowded the causeway, piled against the wall. The day had nelted into the | ake, and
the fish dived fromtheir nests and played, gleaning, in the water. The nobon had cone up, unseen
beyond the wall, in the east. She lifted higher and hi gher until she could crest the wall. Wen

this happened, the tiles whitened, and a door appeared, unlocked by noonlight seemi ngly, gradually
gapi ng wi de. The caravans went through, to the | ast wheel and pack aninmal, and the last man. After
whi ch, the wall closed itself.

It was pitch dark inside the wall, for the nmoon had now got over the top of it and lay outside to
pl ease the fish in the |ake.

But a glowing road lay on the inner side, a road |ike golden fire. They saw it coil and w nd away
before them Waried out, yet obediently they took this road, and were laved in its flam ng aura,
whi ch seened to give no |ight above or to either side, but which nourished themfuriously. The
exhausted ani mal s pranced and trotted and gall oped. The tired nen | aughed and cried them on

So they raced toward the city thirteen ki ngdons vast, and entered it.
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There was an opinion it was not, after all, sorcery, that nade Az-Nennafir the way it was, but
rather the fantasies of nmanki nd concerning the place.

Those that returned (not all did so) murnured of size and hue, and the manner in which things were
contrary, and; too, of a beauty which had upset them driven themforever insane in little ways.

O huge ways. Dull nen sonetines becane poets, or hanged thensel ves, after Az-Nennafir, but that
was the least of it.

The sun there is blue, they said. It is like shimrering dusk at nidday. This is due, they said, to
a canopy of sapphire which overpanes all the kingdom+the Goddess-dom O it is a gargantuan | ens
set in the sky. Or plain nmagic. Here and there a hole has been nanufactured in the canopy, |ens or
magi ¢, and under this the sun is to be found in an oasis of fiery brightness.

By night, there are seven noons, of various |argeness and shade, and varieties of stars—they are
cl ockwork, or sorcery, or both, and they nmay be seen to nove, slowy, in wonderful formations,
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occasi onal |l y passing each other, when—f they touch—they nmake a nel odi ous chining.

Al'l growi ng things excel there. They attain uncanny burgeonings, and tower in the air. There are
rose trees whose roses are so great a girl may recline in them The petals are waxy, but they
exude a perfunme sufficient to render one unconscious. Cedars there are which reach the height of a
hill, or small mountain, and the | ower nobons, passing through them at night, scatter their boughs
to the earth, frosted with peculiar incandescence. The buil dings, neanwhile, are as tall, or
taller. There are stairways which it requires a whole norning to ascend. There are spires which
vani sh from sight into the blue sunshi ne—+hey have stai ned-glass wi ndows in them which stretch
down to the ground, as broad as three gateways, but above grow ng narrow as a beaded t hread.

And while the returned travelers speak or wite or screech or babble of this, soneone or other
not properly fearful, may ask: "But did you | ook upon the Goddess? Did you gaze at Azhriaz, the
Daught er of Upperearth?

And one who had returned might answer in this way:

"After we had journeyed sone nonths through the built
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country of the City of Az-Nennafir, we cane to the bank of a little brown sinuous river. Ch, it
was a good quarter mle across, the river, yet all the things about had dwarfed it utterly.
Nevert hel ess, on the farther bank, there went up an edifice which was a tenple-pal ace of the
Goddess. The priests came, and we |laid down our tribute. It was wei ghed and counted, but | hardly
heeded what went on. | stared only at that edifice, which mght contain her, she that holds us in
thrall. Now, she is cruel and pitiless and indifferent (which we have | earned, through her
teaching, the gods are to nanki nd—and i ndeed, have not the | essons of our lives ceasel essly
inforned us this was so?). W know she may strike us dead with a | ook, or send any one of us to a
hi deous torture, which has happened in the past, yes, to those who fear and reverence her. Wile

to ask her for anything is without point; she will not grant the boon. And as for pleasing her by
prayer or by oblation, the gods take no note, nor any pleasure in such, though om ssion they nmay
puni sh. Yet, she is supernal and she is anbng us, and none, | think, stands at the entry to one of

her pal aces and does not dream he may catch a glinpse of her

"Well then. Certain of the towers of the palace soared so high they dimed fromny view On
others, the blue sunlight trickled Iike rain. Three of the white stone cats of the city, big as
el ephants, prow ed on the farther bank, before a flight of steps nore than three hundred in
nunber, and every tread laid with a m neful of sapphires. And above the sapphire stair was a

gol den terrace, and above that were two gol den doors—each itself the height of a king' s house,
cellar to roof, out here in the ordinary world. And on the doors was witten her name in synbols
so beautiful one could not bear to | ook at them

"By now the crowds on the bank, where the tribute was bei ng wei ghed and counted, had swelled to a
nmllion persons or nore. Suddenly a trunpet sounded, out of the very ether. Such a silence fel
that a man mght think hinself deafened, save he hears the tunult of his own heart.

"There cane a perfune, then, that all the swooning roses of that nmracle of cities could not
rival, and the waters of the river turned to gold and silver, and fishes of
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jade sprang up in it, and azure lilies blooned. The great doors of gold with the name AZHRI AZ upon
t hem opened softly as two butterfly wings. And there was a blue fire burning between them And out
of the fire, she cane.

"Perhaps | may find words for all things in the CGty, but for her | can find very few There is
needed a new | anguage to describe her. She is very beautiful, as the statues show her, dark and
pale, with eyes of the sky. But she is the Goddess, and so human words can never be enough. She
wore a silver garnent, but it was also gold. Such jewels lay on her breast and arns and in her
ears, upon her feet and fingers, at her waist and in her long hair, that seeing them jewels
ceased to nmean anything at all. She wore a high diadem of gold, set with dianonds, and fromit
floated a veil colored Iike a blush, sprinkled too with dianonds as if with water drops. Her arns
she held outward from her body; the nails of her hands were |ong, and white as snow. On the pal ns
of her hands were gold and silver patterns, or they nmay have been infant stars. Her feet did not
rest on the ground, not even on those sapphire steps. She stood in air, and a soft gl eamnmi ng cl oud
curled under her soles. Her hair spread out like rays of a black sun. She was a vast distance from
us, yet by her power she was cl ose enough one saw her blink, and when she did so, there was a
flash of fire, as if her lids struck sparks out of her eyes.

"Then, she spoke. Her voice was |ow, and sweet as nusic. | heard it in ny skull, but not in ny
ears. She said: 'Do you know ne?' And falling on our knees and our faces, we cried out that we
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did, and we worshiped her. Sone thrust knives into their flesh, others slew thenselves, or cast

t hensel ves down into the river, where the fish ate them and we saw it and appl auded. | nyself

sl ashed off ny left hand—see the stunp. That was ny first offering. | felt no pain, only ecstasy.
But it was not enough to give her. | was about to plunge the dagger in ny breast when again she
spoke. She said: 'Renenber, to the gods you are nothing. To Azhriaz, the Goddess, you are only
grains of dust or sand. You do well, however, to scul pt our images fromstone, for stone we are,
we, the gods—stone that cannot be broken, stone-hard-handed, stony of eye and
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m nd, having stones for hearts. Yes, the gods are stones, and you are sand. So it is and al ways
shal | be. What then is your answer to heaven?' And we | oved her and grovel ed down, and swal | owed
the delicious nud of the river bank. That was our answer. And once nore | raised the dagger to
give her ny life, but | felt her whisper in ny soul: Not that. And she told ne what it was she
desired, without desire, of me. And so, | have returned and done her bidding. That which | am
satisfied she carelessly required and has forgotten. Go to ny house; you will discover there ny

wi fe and children, nurdered for a sacrifice. "Blessed be heaven, and the Goddess-on-Earth."

THERE WAS a boy who had traveled with the caravans west to east, and had charge over the pale
stone pillars fromthe boneyard desert. He cane on the journey because his father, who should have
had the nmission, died of the fear of it a nonth before. The boy was not in happy nmood, and worn
down hinself with fright. It was not surprising he should often have bad dreamns throughout the
journey. However, it seened to himthe dreans were worse when he | ay near one particul ar stone,
and that when he slunbered distantly fromit, the dreans were flinsy, or did not cone at all

There was not hi ng renarkabl e about the stone, except it had a black bl em sh at one end. What then
did the boy dream lying near the stone pillar with the bl ack bl eni sh? He dreaned soneone fl ung
himinto a fire, or else he dreaned that it was he who did the flinging of another, and the victim
was one he | oved, though he never saw who it m ght be, nor, waking, had he
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ever |loved any with such intensity. Then again, there was one dream where the pillar stood upright
and becane a sl ender dark-faced nan, in a robe of white, who touched the boy, and the boy nourned,
for he wished to die and he could not. And there was al so a dream when he beheld a city tinted

i ke swans and bl ood, and the sea covered it and turned it to coral

He was an ill-educated boy; he knew next to nothing of the | egends. The living | egend of the
Goddess-on-Earth had, let it be said, somewhat overset the balance in these matters. But if he had
known nore of the old tales, he mght well have said to hinself, "Wy do | dreamthe dreans of
Zhirek the Magician, he that killed Simmu, or meant to do so, and gave Sinmu's city of Simrurad to
the seas of the earth's eastern corner?" But, unknowi ng, the boy only said to hinself, "Alas, this
journey!"™ And noved farther away fromthe pillars of stone.

So the caravans cane in, |like wecked shipping, on the shores of the marvel of Az-Nennafir.

And at last on the bank of the brown river then, with the gigantic spectacle of the tenple-palace
over the water, under the spectral shadows of seven noons, expecting to be mainmed or die in the
nmorning, and all around the tribute of a hundred | ands, and their people—every one of themwth
much t he same thought as he—the boy clinbed up on the supine stack of columms, and slept that

ni ght lying over the very damed stone, from sheer defiance. For what could a dreamdo to him
worse than Azhriaz the Goddess?

But a dream cane which was not |ike any of the others

It seened to the boy he woke, and he lay all alone on the river bank, under a gentle sky with a
single crescent noon and sonme nild singing stars. And nearby, through the blue water flowers, a
wonman wal ked. She was veiled, yet she seened to have a radiance on her. He thought: It is she. But
in that nonent the wonman cane up to him and he | ooked into the deep cl earness of her eyes, and
under st ood no goddess—for the gods were unl ovi ng—aoul d | ook so kindly on a human thing.

"Lady," he said, "what is it you want of ne?"
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"I will tell you a riddle," she replied. "You nust try to guess its neaning."

Then the boy Forgot it all, his father's death, the journey, the place, and the delirious horror
to come. He snmiled and sat waiting attentively.

"There is," said the wonman, and her voice was beautiful to hear, "a casket set wi th fabul ous gens,
glittering and hard. And within this casket is a casket of gold, and within that casket a casket

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...20Delirium's%20MistressUC%20-%20TFtFE%234.txt (71 of 176) [2/2/2004 2:24:40 AM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Tanith%20L ee%620-%20Delirium's%20M i stressU C%20-%20T FtFE%234.txt

of silver. Open these three in turn, and you will find a casket of crystal, and inside the casket
of crystal one of pearl, and within the pearl a box of velvet. And within the velvet an exquisite
jewel. But within the jewel, what?"

The boy thought. He said, "lInside so many rich w appings, only sonething nore rich can lie."

"Ah, you nust read with your heart and not your wit," said the wonan, so tenderly tears started to
his eyes. "How rich is the body of any nortal creature, yet under its fine covers, there is only
bone, and only bone remains when all the jewels of the flesh are gone. Bone, and one other item
better than the rest, but unseen. Now, open the six rich caskets, gaze into the jewel. There you
will find a child, weeping."

The boy sighed, conprehendi ng nothing, save that this did not need conprehension

"Get up now," said the worman quietly, "and cut the rope which binds the stone you lie over. At
dawn, when the priests cone to exanmine the tribute, this one pillar will roll away and fall into
the river. Do not let it distress you. You shall go hone safely."”

The boy turned eagerly, and with his knife he cut the rope which secured the bal eful stone to its
fell ows. Wien he | ooked again for the wonan, she was wal ki ng away al ong the bank through the
flowers. Though it was a dream a night breeze had began to blow, and a wing of her hair was

tossed shining fromunder her veil. And this hair, though young as she herself, was whiter than
the nmoon. But the boy was unversed in the stories. Her white hair told hi mnothing.
Dawn cane, green and turquoise, lifting its blue cornflower of a sun

The river bank roused, the boy with the rest, recollecting nothing of what he had dreaned.

The priests of the Goddess canme over the river to shore on a raft of gold, and the oars rowed by
thensel ves. The priests, in the robes of that blue like which there was no other, chanted in a
shrill groan, and bells rang, and incense snoke, blue on blue on blue, unwove into the sapphire-
|'i dded sky.

The tribute of the many lands was laid out |like a nmarket, oddly quiet, and the blue priests passed
silently anmid the tribute, weighing, counting. Anbng them were both old and young, and there were
fermal e orders, priestesses of Az-Nennafir, but in truth they each wore the sane face, agel ess and
| acking a gender. They had given their spirits to Azhriaz, or to the ethos they recogni zed by her
nane. They had relinquished all identity, and gained in lieu of it no other thing. Pithless
gourds. They worshi ped, knowi ngly, the indifferent hatred of heaven

But all this while, the vaster part of the multitude gazed only across the river. They wondered if
she woul d appear to them She did not always do so. For all the swarns of people who canme to her
Cty, only a fraction witnessed her. The majority were bitter all their lives, cheated by being
spar ed.

Six white stone cats, big as elephants, patrolled the farther bank. The jewelry of the stair
glittered like a glacier. The high doors of gold did not quiver

The boy who had had the dream was al so gazing, his heart in his nouth. He was aware a priest cane
by him eyeing the scores of white natural colums, bundled there |ike huge posts. As the thin
hand of the priest reached out to one of these bundles, its topnobst colum, resting sone thirty
feet in the air, suddenly leapt free. It flew outward |like a live thing, and then cane hurtling
down. The priest, naking no nove to avoid it, raised his arns and shouted | aloud: "Az/zriaz!" And

the colum struck himin the chest; 1 as he fell it ground over himand on, toward the river. |
O her men scranbled to safety; only the flowers were in ¢« the colum's path, and did not stop it.
That stone fromthe | :.--ert one and a half years away dropped into the God-1" .-v s river, and
the water gushed upward and poured
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down agai n, but the stone, having gone under, reenerged, and lay afloat on the surface |ike a |ong
white bone with one black knot in it. The boy, still remenbering no iota of his dream had flung
hinmself flat to wait for death, but the priests took no notice of him One cried in a great voice:
"An omen! The gift itself rushes to neet the CGoddess."

But they did not attenpt to fish out the pillar, bizarrely floating there and, borne now despite
its wei ght—which did not seeminclined to sink it—to drift with the current downstream

And that was all. Presently the boy, shaking with trepidation, got up. The portion of tribute he
had been in charge of was declared in order. The gol den doors of the tenple-palace did not open
and the Goddess did not appear. No attenpt was nmade to sal vage the dead priest who had all owed the
pillar to crush him It was thought offensive to treat the sick or to display ponmp in funerals,

si nce punishrment through illness and death was the casual will of Upperearth. Corpses were dragged
by the heels and hair to pits, and burned there. And in a while, sone did this office for the
priest. Ohers cane to deal with the treasures of tribute, and soon the bank was enpty, but for

all the people and their much-1ightened beasts and wagons, and their hearts—enptied al so.
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The boy stood and sobbed with ragi ng di sappoi ntnent, one of countless others. He wished to swim
the river and i mol ate hinself on the sapphire steps. He shivered with resentful ire that he had
not been asked to nurder or to die for her. Nor was he alone in this seizure.

And it was nonths after, on the tedious journey honeward, that his hysterical craving gave way to
a sul ky gladness. And it seermed to himthen that he had seen her, all alone by night, but that was
in a dream

SOVE QUANTITY of air there nust have been, trapped in the sealed cavity of the pillar stone, to
keep it afloat. Unsinking, it wended through the blue day on the river. The flowers of the bank
brushed it and sought to detain it, but it slipped easily fromeach enbrace, though showered by
petal -tears. Spangled flies pursued the stone, wanting to alight, but found the texture not to
their liking, buzzily discussed it to its detrinent, and flew away. And as the day declined, and
dusk began to purple the river, the pillar cane between great gardens on the shore, and here
arnored crocodil es of prodigious size slunk fromthe reeds, and approached it. "What nmanner of
beast is this?" they sinisterly nunbled. "It noves as we do, graceful and | eaden, but where are
the jaws of it? It has only one dull eye." And they snarled their teeth of white and yellow, and
closed up their lazy-lidded hellish gaze, and rowed away on strong spi ky | egs.

But the bl ossoning rushes of the gardens, whose dusk-colored lily heads stood up fromthe water
had made a net beneath the surface. Here they caught enornous jewels that were sonetines thrown in
the river, unwary fish of startling girth, and the corpses of nen who had sacrificed thenselves to
t he Goddess through drowning. Now, the net caught the pillar of stone, gently, and held it fast as
chai ns.

When the first nmoon of Az-Nennafir's night flew upward fromthe east, and the first dance of the

first stars began across the sky, the stone lay still, white and grave, anobng the crowns of the
purple rush iris.
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And the water sipped and lipped the pillar. The water said: Taste, drink of ne, hard desert thing.
Be wet as never before. The river can dissolve, in time, alnost anything. | will lick you away,
and you will beconme water, too. Taste and drink, as you are tasted and drunk. Soak up the river's
wine as it nelts you. | amfull of death and life. | carry the magic of this nmetropolis like an
artery. | know bl ack caverns where neither the sun nor the noon ever shine, but they are light as
day to those that dwell there. And | know lairs of weed where little creatures swi mabout that are
like tiny lions and horses and cattle, but with fishtails, and where there are tall shells that
scuttle on fringed spider legs. And | know where the crocodiles go to die, and their bones have
made a tenmple of calcium but their eyes only crystallize and beconme | anps of pale green topaz.
And | flow in and out of everything that pauses or that passes here, through its very body, and so
learn all its secrets. Flowers grow far down that no man has ever |ooked on, not even Azhriaz the
Goddess has | ooked at them They have no color, here, but if they were brought up into the light,
they woul d be found to have a col or never seen before on the earth. And there is a place where
there exists an invisible race of insects, who build conplex cities of their own in the sline. And
there is a forest of dead wonen's hair, where ferns grow that sing in femal e voices. Ah, then

said the river to the pillar of stone, when you becone one with ne, we will travel together and
all these things you will see and know. But it may take a short while, a few hundred years. Be
patient. Taste and drink. Soak up the river's wine. . . .

Hi gh as sky, the tenple-palace on the river bank in Az-Nennafir of the Goddess. Few have entered
it, and of those that have, fewer conme away, to tell. Yet the noonlight of seven noons falls now
in through the painted and stai ned wi ndows. What does the noonlight say?

The outer precinct is a hall of jewels. Every genstone of the earth is represented in it. There
are colums built of butter-yellow beryls and beryls yellow as a cat's eyes, or greenish as the
eyes of crocodiles. And there are columms of crinson faceted corundum and poli shed corundum of
dragon-red. There are blue colums al so, of transparent
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aquanarine, that seemto hang suspended, and jade and enerald columms that seemto grow |like trees
or spouting waves frozen in viridescent ice. The walls have scenes depicted on them made all of
these jewels, and others, and the floors are a jewel ed nosaic. The ceiling has seven carbuncles in
it larger than cartwheels, of bloodiest green and nost astringent violet. . . . The noonli ght
spins and grows giddy and hastens through a hal f-open door into an inner precinct, which is of
gol d.

There is a carpet in this room on a floor of gold so malleable it is runneled and pitted |like

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...20Delirium's%20MistressUC%20-%20TFtFE%234.txt (73 of 176) [2/2/2004 2:24:40 AM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Tanith%20L ee%620-%20Delirium's%20M i stressU C%20-%20T FtFE%234.txt

mud. The carpet is nmade of the wool of golden sheep, so it is said. Golden swords, each the
stature of three brawny nmen upon each other's shoul ders, uphold a canopy of gol den disks. Gold,
gol d—+the eyes are nunbed and see all things golden. Even the candles are gold in gol den sconces,
and burn with a sheer gold flane. The noonlight flees through a lattice of gold lace, into a room
of silver.

Al oft, a silver web. Beneath, the floor is a pool—ef fluid silver, boiling and bubbling. Silver
bridges cross the silver pool, but the noonlight falls in love with the silver roomand falls
fainting with desire into the nmolten |iquid.

| magi nati on, or hearsay, nust go on al one.

Up a stair of silver flanked by silver gryphons, to a silver door with a silver keyhole, and
through that into a roomwhich is crystal. Part nmilky the walls, and part lucid. You nmay | ook up
into the sky—so close, for all the while, the enornous roons have subtly ascended. Stars dance on
the roof of this one, twirling their skirts of-tinsel. In crystal colums, which are slimas a
girl's arm crystal water seens to play, and sonetines fish—that have no visible bodies, only
crystalline spines and little crystalline skulls and bright, bright eyes—flit about there.

Beyond and above the crystal roomlies a roomhollowed froma single pearl. Heaven al one knows (if
it bothers) what nonstrous oyster could have been afflicted by what horrific boulder of grit to
produce a result so large. Snooth, the pearl room and slightly flushed, but with no furnishings,
save another |ong stair—each step of which is, too, a single pearl, but, of course, infinitely
smal l er. The stab- ends at a pearl-crusted door; these pearls
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are only the size of hand mirrors. The door is firmly shut, and will not yield to pressure, to a
demandi ng cry or to a courteous knock

So far, there have been glinpsed no attendants. Sonetines priests may be found on the outer stair
of this sacred house, but they do not enter even the room of jewels, though they have spied it. In
the tenpl e-pal ace, hordes of human sl aves of all the peoples of the conquered world-third may be
supposed to conme and go. Yet, in this succession of chanbers at |east, they have | eft no evidence.
Nevert hel ess, by the door of pearl, sonething waits. It is not to be | ooked on, has no form nakes
no sound, gives off no odor. But it is there. A guardian. And by night, surely other things cone
to pass within the door of pearl?

They say she has supernatural handmai dens and pages nore beautiful than any nortal. Gorgeous, as
she is, and with black hair, though they do not have her eyes. They tend her only after sunfall
bei ng children of the night.

But by day or by night, oh what splendors nust nanifest inside that inaccessible room—

The roomwithin the jewels, the gold, the silver, the crystal, the pearl-—was bare. It was built of
not hing inmportant, it would seemto be constructed of wattle, and the floor was wood. Fat candl es
burned prosaically on iron spikes. There was a window half a nmile up fromthe ground, that saw
only sky, but the wooden shutters were fastened by iron bolts, and the sky, also, was shut out.

A girl of seventeen years sat on the floor, drawing on the wood, with a wand of ocher, strange
synbols. She wore a gown of vermilion velvet, as if she were cold in the hot night. Her black hair
made her veil and di adem both. Her eyes were sapphires; she had no other jewel that was to be
seen: Her beauty was enough.

Three and thirty years—at the very | east—she has ruled a third of the earth. And she is seventeen
still, the immrtal Goddess Azhri az.

Azhriaz finished her work with the wand of ocher, and taking up instead a wand of brass, she
struck the near edge of the drawn synbols three tines.

Snol der burst there.
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In the snolder stood a man of brass, with brazen hair and batlike wings. Hs feet were the claws
of an eagle and he had one eye only, set at the center of his forehead.

"I am here," said he

" Speak, " said she.

"There is nothing new," said the brass man. "I have searched about and | ooked diligently and | ong.
Cities burn and nen die, as ever. And, as ever, they call out your nane and worship you." "Go,"
said Azhriaz.

And the snol der perished and the brass man with it, draining dow into the floor

Then Azhriaz took a wand of |eprous turquoise and struck the synbols three tines with that.

And a second snol der shot out, but nore |ike water than snoke.

There was a bl uish man-being, with two alligator tails for |egs, and he was horned |ike the young

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...20Delirium's%20MistressUC%20-%20TFtFE%234.txt (74 of 176) [2/2/2004 2:24:40 AM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Tanith%20L ee%620-%20Delirium's%20M i stressU C%20-%20T FtFE%234.txt

noon.
"l am here," he said.

"Speak, " she said.

"There is nothing new," said the bluish nan. "I have searched about and |istened and pri ed.

Harvests are reaped, of corn and flesh. And nen sing always hymms to the Goddess."

"Co," said the CGoddess.

And he went.

Then she took a wand of ivory and snote with that.

St eam bl ust er ed.

A white horse with the head of a wonan cavorted in the draw ng.

"Here | am" said she.

"Speak," said Azhriaz.

"There is nothing new, " said the worman- headed horse.

"Go," said Azhriaz—

—-And the apparition went.

Then Azhriaz the Goddess took a rosebud, a bud of Az-Nennafir, large as a caldron, and threw it
anong the synbols. There came at once the slow explosion of a rose, the bud unfolding, the flower
like a flanming torch, blooning, full-blow, stretched on its veins |like a sunshade—till the |ayers
of it shattered.
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And fromthe heart of the rose there stole a coil of rose-red incense.

From behind the incense appeared a beautiful mamiden child, clad only in saffron hair, but her eyes
were the heads of two snakes.

"Am | here?" asked the child with her rosy nouth.

"You are," said Azhriaz. "Now tell me of my love."

"Ch," said the child, "your love. | have seen himfleeing over hills when none ran after. | have
seen him scream ng at the heat of the noon and |ying parched under the sun to be cool. | have seen
hi m pl uck thorns and dress and garland hinself in themtill his blood made streans on the ground.
| have seen himeat poison and vomt it forth. | have seen hi msquealing and hoppi ng through the

years, and nen curse himand shun himand fling stones and bl ades. And after the sun goes down,
sonetimes sone come to himlike slender dark shadows, and tease and torture him setting the night
flowers to sting himand the forest hares to bite him And | ater these shadow ones spit in his
face, and their spit is like a holy blue flane."

"I would spit upon him too," said Azhriaz, but she held her side as if a knife cut into her. "And
does he renenber ever that he is a prince?"

"Yes. Then he is worse. Then he nakes hinself crowns of rusty nails."

"And does he ever renenber the lovers doru and Sovaz?"

"No. Once he passed two lovers in a field, a man and a girl, he fair, and she raven-headed. But
they started up in fear of him Then he only clinbed a tree and tore the | eaves with his teeth,

| aughi ng. He does not renenber A oru. He forgets Sovaz."

"Co," said the Wtch-Goddess.

But the child Iingered.

"Gve ne a night of time to wander the world," said the child with snakes for eyes.

"I will give you nothing. Go, or I wll blast you, and with those powers you know | have."

"Yes, you are very powerful, exalted m stress. But give me only then one half of the night to
wander, for | amweary of that region wherefromyou sunmon ne. | watch
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mad Prince Madness at your bidding, and | glinpse the world and | long to enter the world with al

my essence, not nerely with that little waith of me that is your servant."

"I ampitiless," said Azhriaz. "Have you not heard of it? | ampitiless even to the pitiless. You
shal | have no night and no half night in the world."

"G ve nme then but one hour, Mstress of Madness and Delirium and | will |ead you to a spot
downriver where lies a white stone froma desert that the rushes have captured fast. And the stone
shall charmyou, for it holds the dream of one who once spoke al oud a curse against the Prince of
Denons. "

Azhriaz lifted her head. Her face was a dagger. She said, carefully, "Azhrarn, Lord W ckedness, is
my peerless father, and | his obedient heir.'

The child shrank at the voice of Azhriaz and at her |ook, but still the child said, "I heard the
river singing. The river sang as it caressed the stone. | only tell the truth."
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Azhriaz rose. She stood and gazed upon the child, who said plaintively, "G ve nme an hour in the
world, and | will guide you."

"l need no guide," said Azhriaz, and she cl apped her hands.

At once the ocher markings on the floor blewin the air and the child with snakes for eyes was
caught up by them and dashed away, back into the psychic junkyard from which she had been sprung
Azhriaz stood alone in the bare roomhigh in the sky. In her ook were thirty-three years at |east
of arrogant domi nion, of the sea-waves of war and enconpassi ng unki nd-ness, and of an unremtting
chastity. Denon wonen had no wonbs. The wonmb of Azhriaz, also a nortal wonman's daughter, was now a
closed dunb winter fruit of ice. She had taken to herself mage-craft, battles, an enpire, but no

| over, since Chuz.

Yet she was seventeen years still, as on the eve of their parting. And still she was a weepi ng
child, within the sparkling jewel of sorcerous m ght.

She gl anced at the shutters and they clashed wi de. Azhriaz took on the formof a somber noth-she
was | ong since accustomed to such changes.
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Bet ween t he nount ai nous peaks of the City she beat her way, past the stupendous col ored w ndows
with bold lights behind, and the darkened panes that reflected back the nmoons. To such cal umi es
as were practiced all about, she paid no heed, as she paid no heed to the suicides and butcheries
perpetrated in her nane, and seemi ngly at her instruction.

Her parchment wi ngs were strong, but presently she settled on the water of the river, a black swan
wi th one hyacinthine ring of plunage at her throat.

In this guise, she caught the strand of the river's song which pertained to the pillar of stone.
She followed then that strand, and came to the net of the rush iris.

One by one, the nobons were going down in the west, and they lit bright pathways on the river. In
the shadows the iris crowns showed bl ack as the swan hersel f, but the stone was pallid.

Azhriaz nmoved up along the length of it, until she reached the curving bl ackened bl em sh. Here she
felt the pul se of sonething pounding slowly and insistently on and on.

It is a heart, the heart of Azhriaz informed her

The sorcerously enbued water, washing the pillarbone, stony dry so long, had al ready worked nagic
on it. There had conme about a | oosening, the rock letting go what lay in it—er what lay there
letting go the stone of its hiding place.

Li ke an insect prisoned in white anmber, the being in the stone. Yet alive, in certain ways, since
unable so far to be dead.

And there was the scent of a madness grown | um nous and cal mthrough its brush with eternity.

The swan cane cl ose and touched the eye of the stone with her nacre beak

There was neither crack nor crunbling. There was a sigh. In the water a further darkness fl owed
like blood. A cavity showed in the white, and the stone, |osing bal ance, turned over.

It lay face down anong the irises, and then, its buoyancy and its soul quite gone fromit, nourned
by a storm
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of bubbles, the pillar dropped down and down to the river's floor

And the last of the sinking noons was able to describe, adrift in the rushes' net and three
handspans underwat er, the naked body of a man, white as the stone, but for the black hair
flowering at his loins and pillow ng his head and shoul ders.

H s eyes were shut. The lids of themsaid, Do not waken ne, clear as if it had been printed there.
The lips were firm the nostrils waxed and waned, breathing the water with no trouble.

He had known the depths of water before, and perhaps recalled it. But he did not stir

And the last noon fell, and when it had fallen, Azhriaz took her own form and stood in the dark
on the river.

There was a desert place, where even the powders and the dusts had ground away to nothing. This
was the site he had chosen for his exile.

He had clinbed one of its pillars of stone, and entered a fracture there. He sat down on the bone
floor and he bowed his head, and so he stayed for nany years.

By day the sun beat in at him by night the blue winds. He ate only what cane to him which was
the air; he drank the dew, the infrequent rain. He |ived because deprivation could not kill him
any nore than a spear or a sea or a flane. But he becane a bl ackened wire and his beauty left him
Men visited him and birds of prey. Both stubbed their intentions on the walls of his

i nvul nerability and despair. Death came to himonly in sleep, those fearsone sleeps the Lord

Uhl une had granted himin return for erstwhile service—slunber like a tonmb. And this way of
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sl eeping wi ped his brain clean of everything at last. Even guilt and angui sh and agony of nind
were gradually spent, and al nost forgotten

Then one ni ght denons cane to taunt and seduce the hernmit in the fractured stone. And in their

vi ci ous play, perhaps only by accident, he discovered a curious redenption fromblane. The
splinter of steel he had driven in through his invul nerable heart was, he discovered, only a

ni ght rare. Where he had spread venom gardens flourished. H's curse became a bl essing.
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Then he wept. He wept away the final vestige of hinself. And when that ended, he curled hinself
within the stone. The bl ackness of the deeds he had done sealed himround, but it was charred and
vitrified, with all the energy gone out of it, though it |lay heavy on himas nost rubbl e does.

I nvul nerabl e, stone-dead, he lived, lived on, while the hurricanes of centuries blew by.

Till they hacked down the pillar and brought it to Az-Nennafir, and a boy dreamed Duni zel cane and
told himto cut that one stone free, and the stone rolled into the river and anong the rushes. And
so lay there until Azhriaz cane upon it.

The boy who dreanmed had not known the | egends. But Dunizel, the priestess of Bhel sheved, had known
esoteric lore, and nost myths, both veritable and false, and she had related stories to her child
in the wonmb. Azhriaz was school ed.

Azhriaz stood on the river now, like a tall lily. She wore after all one jewel —a square of
anethyst inside a little silver cage, fastened on a hair-fine silver chain. It reposed and warmed
bet ween her breasts, but now she had plucked it out, and held the jewel to her lips, as if she

ki ssed or requested council. Then she let go the jewel again and the velvet covered it.

"You may sleep no longer," she said to the pale, dark nan under the surface of the river. "That is
over."

The closed lids of the eyes said to her: Wat is over? | nmay sleep for ever. | am unknown.

"You breathe the water," she said. "Any peasant who ever heard the tale, would know you. You are
the one made a pact with the people of the sea, and broke the pact, but not before you had | earned
their magic.”

Then his eyelids raised thensel ves.

They had been once but were no nore the sky-reflecting color of the oasis, those eyes. Now, they
wer e bl ack.

He had shrivel ed and shrunk and becone a rock. Rebirthed, he had again the youthful physical being
of a man, but though this was a handsonme man enough, stil
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the beauty of his first Iife was gone, with the green-blue of the eyes.

"/ did none of those things you speak of," said the man, perhaps truthfully, sitting up in the net
of rushes, cleaving water to breathe air. His thick wet hair streaked himnow like ink, and water
drops flickered on his |lashes. But his eyes were hard stones, well tutored how to be. He was,
ironically, of the racial coloring of the denons he had once attenpted to serve. But as unlike
denonki nd, even in his handsoneness, as dead coal is unlike the Iit vol cano.

"Then, if you are not who | say, say who you are," nockingly pronpted Azhriaz.

At that he sniled, though he did not |ook at her

"I amthe one who is stone-born," he said. "And unwillingly."

"So be it," she said. "Then who am|?

"Sone worman," said he, "fromthat king s house | see upstream

"You have been a long while out of the world in your pillar,"” said Azhriaz. "Tonorrow you shal

meet with the king of this city. Do not seek to evade the honor."

"Everything is nothing to ne," he said. And now his open eyes al so appeared closed. "I shall not
evade, | shall not seek."

Then Azhriaz burned brighter than a noon—and was gone into thin air.

But he, who had naned hinself, in one of the seventy tongues of nen, Dathanja, waded up fromthe
river to the bank, where the flowers overtopped himand the trees flared thousands of feet toward
stars that danced in patterns. And paying no heed to any of it, he sat down there and bowed his
head, as if nmeaning to stay so for nmany years. But that was not to be.

AT DAWN, a detachnent of the soldiery of the Goddess canme to the flower gardens by the river. They
were clad in the blackest mail, every scale of it limed by white-gold. In the hel mof every man
was set a precious stone, and great plunes poured upward as if fromthe war-snoke of their brains.
Their eyes glittered also fromthat fire, furiously enpty. Like the black horses, the manes and
tails of which were dyed to red, puce, white, and bronze, they had been bred for conbat and for
little else. They waited, in their |ofty barracks, day and night, for the sumobns to go out and
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take another third of the world. They told each other how it would be, who should be killed, what
cities would fall. Now they rode down on the naked nan in the garden, and grinned at himand

gat hered hi mup anong the plunes, caparisons, weapons.

They carried Dathanja al ong the banks where pilgrins and tribute-bringers—such tribute cane

endl essly—stared in awe, or failed to notice. Sone were inbibing the water of the river, thinking
it acure-all, which sonetines it was, or it gave strange abilities, or hallucinations, or sent
men witless. O it did nothing to them and then they sul ked.

At the sapphire stair by the tenpl e-palace there were priests, who progressed with the soldiers up
onto the golden terrace, and around it, and so to a ranp of pocked and pitted marble which slid up
into the sky along with the pal ace roofs.

At the foot of this ranp, the priests stopped still and chanted. (The naked nman seened to frown
contenptuously a nmonent, before both the frown and the contenpt faded.)
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Then the soldiery made a dead set at the ranp and cantered up it, the brass-shod hoofs of their
horses screeching and striking fire. In the mdst of the charge one of these nen was unsaddl ed. He
whirled to his death on the gol den pavenent far bel ow without a sound, his arnms opened wi de as if
to enbrace fate. The pitting of the nmarble ranp had been occasi oned by countless rushes of this
ki nd, and many warriors died, both ascending and goi ng down. This was one of their means of
sacrifice to Azhriaz, when battle was unavail abl e.

At the top of the ranp, high above the City, there was a platformlaid with alternating bl ocks of
ebony, nalachite, and orange jasper. And about this checkerboard there waited human and bestia
exanpl es of the countries of the conquered. The nen and wonen were of surpassing beauty, fair, or
copper color, or black, and arrayed like princes. And there were | eashed ani nal s of unusual sort,
canel s white as milk and having three hunps, two-headed |izards, w nged serpents, turtles
carapaced with shields fit for giants, and older than the oldest hills. Braziers burned with
scented fire—+to which the winged serpents were sonetines taken to drink. Dansels plucked nusic
frominstruments |ike sickle nmoons.

WAl ki ng their war-steeds through this living forest, the soldiers who bore the naked man cane at
long last—for it took nmost of an hour to cross the platform+to a pavilion nade of polished bones.
Wthin it was a chair of cut glass, snmboth as water, and guarded by two adanmant wol ves, havi ng
each three golden living darting eyes.

In the glass chair sat Azhriaz the Goddess.

Her robe was scarlet, and spinels burned in her hair. Gold was strewn on her like fallen bl ossom
and she was gloved in gold. It had been noticed |ong since, curious phenonenon, that the gold worn
by the Goddess, however, would insidiously alter over a period of tine, becom ng harder, cooler
more |ike silver.

The sol diers gazed long at her, then staggered away, drunk on the sight. Sone ran across the
platformand flung thensel ves down, falling between the sky-scraping towers with cries of
satisfaction. They had | eft Dathanja at her feet.
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"Look up, Dathanja, OUnwilling Birth of the Stone," said Azhriaz. "Look up, and see the woman
fromthe king' s pal ace.™

Dat hanj a | ooked up.

"Quess now," said Azhriaz, "who is king here."

And she raised her hand in its golden glove—already silvered as if with the faintest frost—and al
the slaves, human or creature, fell prone to reverence her. And to the sudden stillness of that
hi gh place canme drifting the praise song of all the thousands of priests of all the countless
tenples of that metropolis, even froma hundred niles off.

Dat hanja | ooked at her for a great while. There was a quality to his |look that denonstrated a firm
concentration of the mnd. The gl anour of what he gazed on did not distract him And seated before
her now on the rugs of the pavilion, naked as he had come fromthe pillar, he neither vaunted nor
sought to conceal his body. He wore it as a garnent.

Eventual |y, he said: "They call you a goddess. But you are not of the generation of Upperearth, |
thi nk. You have about you the quality of another race whose land lies in the opposite direction
Yet they shun daylight, and here you sit, blue-eyed under the sun."

"How wi se you are, Dathanja," said Azhriaz. "Do you hear the name ny priests are crying?"

"Yes," said Dathanja. "By your nane then, | know you are his child."

"How wi se, how wi se," said Azhri az.
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"He got you on a nortal, or you could not endure the day."

"Ch, a blue-eyed nmortal, with day in her very flesh and soul. But now," said Azhriaz, "enough of
she that | am Tell me of himyou are.”

"I have told you. I ama newborn infant. | am an unnarked stone sloughed by stone."

"Zhirek," said Azhriaz. "The Dark Mgician. Invulnerable, terrible. Simmu's |over and Simmu's
nmurderer. Zhirek who | earned the nagic of the sea-fol k. Zhirek who offered ny father his service

But ny father said to him 'l need no service of yours.' "
Azhriaz: The CGoddess
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"That was a forner life," said Dathanja in a | ow and al nost silent voice.

"Let us see.”

And renoving the silvered gol den gl ove fromher |eft hand, she showed hima dagger, which next she
threw into his heart. But the dagger fell broken on the rugs. He was unharned. Then she took a cup
standi ng by her and gave it him "Drink this poison." He took the cup, and drank, and set the cup
asi de. Azhriaz kicked the goblet, and where the wine in it ran out, a fearsone scorch seared al ong
the ground. But the nan was not affected. And then Azhriaz took the glove fromher right hand and
touched the head of the three-eyed wolf at her right knee. It cane alive, every inch of it, and
padded to the man and gaped its jaws for his throat. But sonething pushed the wolf aside, and it
rolled away and went back to the chair and grew instantly rigid again, all but its three eyes.
"Behol d now," said Azhriaz. "This way Zhirek was, for his nother had him seethed in a sorcerous
well. . . . And this way you are. How is that?"

"Azhriaz," he said, "it is to me a nenory—tess visible, far |l ess actual, than the glass of your
clever chair. For | amdone with Zhirek."

"The earth rings yet with tales of his arrogance and w ckedness, neverthel ess. In renenbrance of
that, you are well suited to my City and nmy Enpire. And now | amsure of this: Unless you had
consented, the soldiers would have had some problemto bring you here. Thus. You were willing."
Then Azhriaz rose and cl apped her hands.

The pavilion dazzled into the sky and vani shed. The crowds of beasts and humans al so di sappeared,

either spirited el sewhere or cancel ed, never having existed at all. The checkered platform

remai ned, void, with the snothering gentian sky hung over it, and the Cty round about too bright
to gaze on, and the towers going up as it seened to very Upperearth, to illustrate how the gods
wer e nocked

Then two huge creatures cane flying, |ike doves.

"They are ny slaves, as all things are in this place," said Azhriaz. "Go with them if you w sh.
For if you do not desire it, | will not tussle with you to see if ny nagic
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can crash yours—between strong powers such fights are so tiresone," said Azhriaz, "even Lords of
Dar kness do not engage in them as | have w tnessed."

The dove things alighted, and cooed to Zhirek who was Zhirek no nore, gesturing how they woul d
bear himkindly through the air to sone wonderful prospect.

"And if | go with them what?" he said.

"You shall be a prince here. You shall enjoy the |uxuries of Az-Nennafir; its learning will be at
your disposal, and its dower of curiosities.”

"And by night, the living image of Simmu will be sent to ne, perhaps?"

"If you desire it."

"I do not. Sinmmu is no nore, and no nore anything to me. But it would be a denon's trick."

"I am no denon," she said, "but a Goddess-on-Earth."

Dat hanj a, who had been Zhirek, regarded her. He said, "Yes, you are a goddess. So strung wth

ri ches and enchantments you might as well be destitute. And so beautiful you might as well be
facel ess. ™

"You are wise, as | said," replied Azhriaz. "Do not be too w se."

And she was gone, but for a second, a slender dragon filled the whole sky, and the Cty whispered
inits stones.

Dat hanja |ived then sone nonths of his new life at Az-Nennafir of the Goddess. He had been once
before in a tall, tall city, the prize of a woman, but that was in the former life, and besides,
beneat h an ocean. It may have seened to Dathanja that Azhriaz put no watch on him that he ni ght
proceed where and how he wi shed. But he nmust know al so that since every person and being of the
City, its every brick and tile, even the waters and dusts of it, were hers, she mght at any tine
have news of him if she was inclined. But it was a place of wonders, and sone of these he

i nspected. He wal ked the thoroughfares Iike other men, and for weeks wandered far afield on its
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hills of marble and through its obelisk woods. He spoke to travelers who cane there, and no one
stayed him He watched unhi ndered, and uninvited, the orgies and revels, the sorceries and dranas
and festivals that were its daily and
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nightly fare. The extravagant sacrifices he saw, and how easily death clained them He canme to be
known by sight, hinself, for some mark of hers had been left on him to protect himfrom
annoyance, or only in the way a favorite dog is given a collar. For hinself, he remained grave as
the stone, and though the | ensed sun tanned his skin, no other hue of himwas altered. Black of
hair and bl acker of eye, and in plain clothing of black, this way he went. Yet he wal ked bar ef oot
as Zhirek had al ways done.

None, asking or learning his current nane, addressed himby the old one, and perhaps they did not
know it. Neither did the deterninedly |ascivious wonren and nmen of Az-Nennafir approach him nor
any tricksters, nor any sage or scholar or poet. And this was not solely the mark of their CGoddess
on him but sonme branding of his own. Dathanja did not entice lust or hate or |ove, as Zhirek did.
No one begged conpassion of him or sought to adore him or cast himdown. And when, rarely and in
seeming error, some mght speak to him his cal mstony eyes drove themoff, as once his

i nvul nerabl e fearful flesh had driven off the spears and |ions.

There was an avenue of statues, each representing the Wtch-Goddess, and to one side of it, high
up, was a grove of olive trees, higher thenselves than a house of ten or twelve stories, and with
| eaves |i ke tarnished water. Dark ferns flourished bel ow, whose heads woul d brush the ears of

el ephants. Golden fruits scattered the ground that had fallen fromno tree, and which, after a
space, hatched out butterflies.

At the center of the grove had been built a shrine to the Goddess, where every dawn young wonen
and young men woul d conme to pour, fromvials, the blood or tears of those they had injured during
the night. The butterflies fed on these substances, and i medi ately turned bl ack, and fl ew awhil e,
then drifted down and died. But fromthe little corpses would presently spread a gol den stain
that, as the day wore on, hardened and rounded, until by night it had becone once nore a fruit of
gol d.

To this grove Dathanja found his way, and here he canme to sit, day after day, and sonmetinmes to

sl eep on the grass under the ferns. He watched the eternal circle, how the
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fruit hatched, how the butterflies flew about, how the blood and tears were splashed on the shrine
of Azhriaz and the butterflies fed and bl ackened and fell down. How there cane to be again gol den
fruit, and again the fruit hatched butterflies. On and on, the cycle toiled, around and around,
and never ended.

One twilight just before the dawn, Dathanja took up a golden fruit fromthe earth, and, at the
warnth of his hand, a butterfly straightaway hatched itself. It flewup to sit upon his shoul der.
Soon the sky bl ooned and there cane the notes of a reed, and singing. Into the grove, preceded by
a piper, strolled three youths of great attraction, who nodded to Dat hanja and passed by himto

the altar. "Here, heavenly Goddess," said one, "is the blood of a man who died in a tiger's jaws
because | asked it of him" "And here," said the second, "the blood of a girl who paid ne to kil
her since | cared for her no nore." "And here," said the third, "the tears of a fool who weeps on

my feet as | caress ny new friend." Then they |linked arns, and struck the piper to make himresune
the song. And so they lilted, singing, away.

Then at once cane three young wonen in garlands of poppies and orchids, and they poured out the
contents of a single phial between them gaudily large as a bucket. "Behold, O Goddess of
goddesses," said one, "here are the nmingled tears and gore of those who have worshi ped at our
shrine through the dark, and whom we scored with our nails and our knives." Then they kissed the
altar and each other, and two coupled like Iionesses under Dathanja's very eyes, while the third
wat ched him but her face was shut like a fan. And then the three of them went away.

The butterflies which had hatched in the grove lifted in a spangled spray and settled on the

shri ne.

Al but the butterfly which had hatched in Dathanja's palm and this crept into his hair and hid
itself.

When the others had done feeding, they bl ackened as usual, and flew up to hang |ike thunder under
the trees. Then the one butterfly which had not fed left its shelter and fluttered out anong them
The black butterflies, seeing
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its difference, turned on it and tore it in pieces, for they had claws in their nouths.

The fragments of the butterfly lay in a bright heap beneath the fern, but when the bl ack
butterflies flopped down, the fragments, al so, began to issue gold, and by nightfall, a fruit |ay
where the one bright butterfly had lain, as with all the rest.

Dawn returned; the golden fruit opened and the butterflies flew and played about the grove. Then
there arrived young men and mai dens, who nmade joyous and foul confession at the altar, and the
stone was given its libation. But when the butterflies settled there to feed, three flew another
way, to the spot where the man sat watching them and they gathered instead on his robe, and he
sheltered them So bright they burned, like little papers witten by the sun. But |later, when the
other butterflies rose fromtheir feast, black as if burnt, the bright butterflies flew anong them
and were ripped to bits. Wien these bits were on the ground, they issued gold, and turned to
golden fruits.

And this happened day after day, for seven days, or nine, or nore. But each day nore butterflies
abstai ned fromthe nectar of tears and blood, although they were then sl aughtered by those which
had not.

One norning, a handful of mnutes before the dawn, as Dathanja sat in the grove of olives, and the
butterflies were just beginning to break free of the fruit, a girl stole into the grove al one, and
stood at the man's |eft shoul der

She was a poor girl, dressed in rags, and with neither a precious stone nor a garland on her hair,
but only a nmean cloth to hide it and nmuffle her face. Dathanja had seen many destitutes in the
Cty. Cenerally they stretched dead in gutters, having brought thenmselves to ruin with excess in
pl easure, sadism or ill-conceived rnagic. None would help them it was not religious. Nor did
they entreat. This girl might be one such, on her descent to the crematory pits. But still she
murnmured to Dathanja in a | ow dul cet voice, "Wy do you stay here, lord, to watch butterflies,
when there are so many narvels in the Cty?" Since he did not answer, she continued, "Today there
is a celebration. Mages will fly with wings and wonen will dance them
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selves to death. Eastward, a new pal ace has been erected. The casenents are of colored rain, but
it has, too, its own tame sun, that lives in a cupola of cedarwood—which every day will be

incinerated by the heat, and so will have to be replaced every day. Westward there is a bull of

el ectrumthat has trapped a noon between its horns; it speaks awesone prophecies. And south there
is a garden grown fromone seed. It is only seven yards in length or breadth, but whosoever enters
is lost anong its wal ks and arbors for days on end. And north there is to be a marriage between a
virgin and a statue of chal cedony. And there are other matters. Wy sit here and stare at
butterflies?"

But at that instant the sky lightened and there was a noise of bells and tabors. The butterflies
rippled on the ferns. Youths and mai dens ran between the olives and poured their libations at the
altar, relating what they had done, then |aughingly went away.

Presently every butterfly in the grove fluttered upward, and cane to rest about Dathanja, and sone
to sit upon his shoulders and his hands. Every butterfly—but one. And this one butterfly rushed to
the altar and fed on the blood and tears, and turned black, and then it soared about the grove and
alighted on the bough of a tree. Here it folded its wings, and trenbled, for it seemed to see at
last it was al one.

For a while, this stasis. Then the one black butterfly shot into the air, and thrust itself upward
t hrough the | eaves, and battered itself and nangled itself, and floated down dead to the earth.
And where it fell, gold spilled and hardened and rounded and becanme a fruit, all in a few nonents.
And then the fruit burst wide and fromit canme the butterfly |like a paper the sun had witten. And
when this had happened, the butterflies flew in ones or twos, or scores, upward into the trees,
and left the grove behind. They vanished into the sky like a trail of sparks. But the |ast
butterfly cane to Dathanja and | ooked into his eyes with its own that were |like jewel ed pins,
before it sped away.

"I see it is a parable," said the poor girl to Dathanja. "But | cannot read it."

"' Azhriaz,'' said Dathanja,' 'put off your silly disguise.’

And sure enough the del usion dropped fromher like a veil. There she stood, N ght's Daughter, and
she said, "But still | cannot read the parable."

"I am not priest or teacher or magician any |onger."

"Al'l three you are," she said, "and will ever be."

He sighed. He said, "Each finds his own synbols, and can therefore read them But to another they
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are the | anguage of a foreign country. So with this grove."

"I have said to you," said Azhriaz, " '"Be a prince in ny kingdom' and you have spurned the role
What next, Dathanja?”

"I shall leave your City,'
"WIIl you? Do | premt it?"
"Yes," he said.

he said.

Azhriaz said, "I have not told you so. But if-1 did, where would you go?"
"Where | amable."
"To wander, like all madnen."

Azhriaz went to the altar of her shrine. She | ooked at the

liquors there. She spoke a word, and the shrine split. Qut

of it sprang a bush, which | ashed and spat, for every twg

| of it was a serpent. "Let themoffer here now " she said.

Dat hanja | aughed. It had a bitter sound, before the |laugh and the bitterness both faded. He got to
his feet and he wal ked fromthe grove. Azhriaz stood in his path, before him though she had been
at his back.

"H myou woul d have served," she said. "Serve ne.

Azhrarn's nmurky ichor is mngled in ny blood. There is

not a man or worman in these |ands," she said, "who

I woul d not give their lives for three hours' such service as |

I propose to you."

But he | ooked at her at last with his blackened eyes. ! "No," he said.

"I can bewitch you," she said. "Your nagic you have renounced, and in any case, | doubt it would
match my own."

"You can," he said, "bewitch the world. Were then is the victory in bew tching nme?"

"It is true," she said. "CGo, wherever you will."
Azhriaz: The Coddess
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IF 1T WAS the roomof wattle, how it had changed. Perhaps the luxury was illusion, or illusion had
been the poverty before. There were fountains there that were cascades, of scent not water. There
were rugs that were |awns of flowers, draperies that were mdnight sky. ... In the midst a dragon

lay asleep. It was a couch, and on the cushions of it, Azhriaz lay in turn, awake, while her

mai dens conbed through her long, long hair with conbs of silver. Entirely lovely, these maidens.
They were Eshva. And Eshva played nusic on the nmoonlit hills of this room such nusic, |ike
starshine rippling over glass. N ghtbirds cane to the opened casenents of the valley which was a
chanber, insomiac ow s, dunbfounded ni ghtingal es. The noons of the City passed and repassed the
wi ndows |ike pale |ost ships.

Cccasionally now Azhriaz allowed the Eshva to soothe her, like a drug. But the Eshva nal es who
came to her now and then, and whose touches were—+o nortals—a life's desire, these she turned
uncivilly away. Some of the Vazdru princes had al so cone to her, every one nost profoundly
handsone, but she had | aughed at them coldly. She was prejudiced, she said, against her own race
And coldly snmiling in return, they left her, the rings glaring on their fingers and the daggers in
their belts. A nunber made mischief, but it was nothing agai nst her powers. Their malices wthered
at her doors |ike dying bouquets. They dared not do much—-she was Azhrarn's daughter, and fulfilled
his wish in the world. There was a sentence spoken in sonme crystalline darkness below Surely she
198

couples with our kind. It is with her lordly father she lies down. This unnovelty reached the
hearing of Azhrarn

He I eft his palace and went slowy through his city underground. He said nothing to any of those
extraordi nary subjects of his, as they bowed before him but a shadow fell, and in the faces of
sonme he | ooked, and their Vazdru hearts turned to water. Finally, one of the magnificent princes
of the Vazdru canme out and net Azhrarn's chariot in a thoroughfare of black ruby.

"Lord of lords," said the prince. "I amtold you take exception to a jest of ours. But you are

W ckedness. Wiy does w ckedness perturb you?"

Azhrarn said, "Do you question ne?"

The prince said, "By philosophical nortals, who are ants, incest is not counted a sin, Lord of
lords, when willingly performed and i nducing no mishap. Is it that you are ashanmed, O Terrible
One, to have caused so little terror lately? Is it the slightness of the sin which angers you?"
Azhrarn | eaned fromhis chariot and set one hand on this prince's shoulder. The whol e street
turned chill as if snow had fallen. "Let nortals," said Azhrarn, "err or phil osophize as they

wi sh. She that was born of ne is not ny lover. | amnot the clay of humankind, and their nuck does
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not stick to ne."

Then the prince said softly, though he shook, "Do not be angry with one who | oves you."

"Love?" said Azhrarn. "There is no such commodity. There is carnality, our plaything. There is
worship, and there is obsession. Death you may see wal king the world, and Fate, and Del usion, too,
ina forml have kindly lent r.im But no nman sees |ove, and no denon sees it." The rnnce who had
accosted Azhrarn cl osed his eyes. Azhrarn took his hand fromthe prince's shoul der, but the prince
remained as if turned to ice, there in the ruby street.

Later Azhrarn cane to the shore of an ironine |ake

-here the Drin forges dully thudded and infrequently :mred. Activity was sluggish. The Drin,
recently dislik-..-.e the sorrowful clinmate of Underearth, spent nuch tine inroad on the earth
above, in the enploy of the forenpst

* r~erers, whomthey tricked and wheedl ed and ultimately
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wr ecked wherever possible. But some Drin came now and rubbed agai nst the chari ot wheel s of
Azhr ar n.

"There is a runor," said Azhrarn. "Wo began it?"

The Drin squeaked and squabbl ed. Several made up fantastic lies to gain his notice only for a
perilous nmoment. But one crept near and touched the bl ack-and-silver sole of Azhrarn's boot. "An
insect flits about the gardens of your city, and sonmetines it makes a small sound. | can never
understand the voice, but some do, and fromthis source all kinds of runors start. The insect is
green in color, and on its wings is the synbol which, in the Vazdru Hi gh Tongue, is the letter V."
Then Azhrarn went up to his palace again and into a tower like a silver needle. Standing in the
eye of it, he summoned her, and she came. Vasht, who had been herself his | over once, Vasht

bl asted to the shape of a tiny green-winged leaf, at the transmitted nenory of that other |ove of
hi s—by the one who now said: No nan sees | ove, no denpn sees it.

"l discover," said Azhrarn, Night's Master, one of the Lords of Darkness, "that Vasht is green-

wi nhged not only through her pain, but also with jeal ousy and ignorance."”

The butterfly shimmered in the air.

"Do you still inagine that we nmay be reconciled in |ove, Vasht?" said Azhrarn. It was a fact, his
voice had no love init.

The butterfly started toward him It paused.

"You | ove ne," said Azhrarn. "How nuch?"

The green butterfly cane to him it brushed by his hair that shone |ike m dnight waves, it lit
upon his hand, strong and pale as a carven stone. Then it lowered itself until it reached the
paving by his foot. There it folded its w ngs, and waited.

"Truly, Vasht," said Azhrarn, and his voice was softer than the nap of velvet and it lanced to the
bone, "you have learned love's lesson well. For if any do see her walk the world, love is a hag,
worse than plague or fami ne, or even Death with his ghostly show. Love in her robe of rags with
her heart torn out and sewn on her breast, love with her eyes wept out and only the blind sockets
staring. Love is a bitch, but she suffers, and so she knows best how to nake
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all things suffer that she kisses with her sickness. Vasht, | thank you for this |ove of yours |
do not want, and | give you love's reward."” And he put his bootheel down on the butterfly and
crushed it.

Now not hing could die in the Underearth, it was said. And denpons were nunbered anong the
imortals. Yet only this renained of Vasht, after Azhrarn had left that place: an inpression, as
if of the thinnest jade, seared into the paving—ef a butterfly's two wings, |like the two pieces of
a broken heart.

But in Druhim Vanashta they said, "As he did with her, so he does with his kingdom" And sone of
the Vazdru, a great nmany of them put on yellow clothi ng—which color to themwas the shade of
mour ni ng, being like sunlight—and they stood beneath his walls, and |l anented in the seventh
tongue of the denons, out of which their chants and nel odi es of sorcery were nade.

But Azhrarn paid no apparent heed. And they did not then dare approach himnearer, renenbering the
reward of Vasht.

They spoke together. They nockingly said, "Were is Azhrarn? W has seen hin?" And sone of them
took the shape of black lions, but with yell ow eyes, which eye color, again, was a sign of unease
or sorrow or extreme outrage anmong their caste. They prow ed the black | awns of Azhrarn's pal ace
going in over the walls, and snapped the bronze fish out of the trees, mainmng them so they
flopped horribly in the grass until the fantastic air and emanations of that area heal ed t hem

At the center of Azhrarn's garden a fountain played; it was conposed not of water but of fire,
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scarlet fire that gave neither light nor heat. But the lion-Vazdru dug deep in the strata of the

| awn, and they cast the turf and soils in upon the fountain, tirelessly, for nore than a norta
month. Until at last the flame was choked and | ay under a bl ack conmpost, which yet snol dered stil
in parts like a cold red coal

But even to this, Azhrarn seened to pay no heed.

The lion-Vazdru | eapt back across the walls and resumed their nale and fermale forms. Then they
rent their yellow clothes and cried in anarchic voices, "Azhrarn
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where is Azhrarn, the Beautiful, the Bringer of Anguish, N ght's Master?" And they answered

t hensel ves stonily thereafter: "Azhrarn is dead."

But Azhriaz lay on the dragon's back, and the Eshva conbed her hair and sang in wordl ess voices.
And she heeded themnnearly as little as Azhrarn heeded the Vazdru, niles under her feet.

Years ago, in the first decade of her reign over nmen, Prince Wckedness had sonetines paid a visit
to his daughter.

In those nights, she had lived in the nmarble apartnents of the forner palace of Nennafir, nerely
with Qurob's luxuriousness. Two of Qurob's sons had, in that tine, attenpted to make war on her,
but she had destroyed their arnies as a hurricane breaks a branch. And one of Qurob's fenale
progeny, who had laid a plot to nurder the new Goddess, Azhriaz had fastened to a wheel of silver
that was sorcerously flung about the sky over the city all day, and hung above the tallest pal ace
tower after sunset. The screams of this wetched woman becane faniliar to the ears as the cries of
particul ar indi genous birds, for, by nmagic, she was not permtted death. Eventually the victim
went mad. Then Azhriaz had her taken down and sent away into sonme handy wil derness, with the
reported words: "Go seek your prince." Various had been the cruelties of the Goddess in the early
years of her reign. At Azhrarn's instruction she performed nmany deeds in order to educate the
earth in the viciousness of the gods, and, nore inportant, their indifference to all human
suffering.

Mostly, the visits of the lordly father to the dutiful child conprised such instructions. Azhriaz
had placed for hima silver chair intricately nolded, with a canopy of silk, and with inlaid steps
| eading up to it. She kneel ed before him arms crossed on her breast and head bowed. It was a
parody, and soon bored them Now she was polite and now he had got his way, they had nothing at
all to say to each other. And to be sure, they were like many a nortal father and daughter in

t hat .

Probably, at the beginning, he tested her, to see if she was faithful to his edict. Once the tests
were accom
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plished, he let her alone. Next, some of the Vazdru were sent to her and taught her denonic

magi c—er they refined her skills and | essoned her in the proper rituals and occult |anguage that
shoul d ornanent such art. (As callers, the Vazdru were proud. And she, the hostess, prouder.) But
the nmellifluous Eshva cane at her whim to please her. And the Drin came, to fawn and bring gifts,
or to fashion, out of the tributes of the Enpire she had begun to establish, diadens and coll ars,
cl ockwor ks, nechanisnms. They built that pillared roomof gens (of course), and the gold room and
those of silver and pearl. And the Drindra she fetched up, too, the dregs of the Drin, and spoke
to themin their gabble, and found access through themto the bizarre supernatural tips where such
weeds and fl owerl ets burgeoned as the four things she sunmoned to tell her of her worth in the
wor | d—+the man of brass and the nan of alligator |egs, the worman- headed horse, the snake-eyed
child. Meanwhile, her human legions milled nmore and nore | ands for her bread.

So in the end she dwel |l ed al one, surrounded by everything a third of the world could bring her

and played at appalling sorceries, while, in her sprawing Goddessdom men did incredible mndless
evils, each in her name.

For herself, she had done directly very little evil. And what she had done, nostly, at Azhrarn's

i ncentive, was her duty. For the rest, accepting her as a goddess of w ckedness and carel essness,
men | et | oose all the rubbish in thenselves for her sake. They supposed she cane to themin dreans
and vi sions and requested of them slaughter, rapine, and sacrifice of aninmal and nan, suicide, and
other itens | ess succulent still. But this she did not do; they nanaged it all thensel ves nost
adequately. And the deliriumwhich fell on themlike a ravening panther at the invocation of her
bei ng—that was their creature, too.

But Azhrarn, who had made her to chastise the earth, he m ght have been said to be satisfied. Yet
it appeared he was not so very much concerned, having set the toy in notion. Once before he had

i nadvertently unl eashed havoc, and gone el sewhere, to sone other interest, and not seen the mess
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till almost the last hour of mankind. Now there was no other interest, but regardl ess, the mighty
endeavor
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pal l ed. He, who had invented this play, in which nillions were overwhel med, continents tottered,
men perished as autumm | eaves in a forest—he had turned his head away.

And for Azhriaz, the fount of the pandenonium she lingered on her couch-dragon, and let her City
go about its riots under the high windows. And lingering in the flesh on the couch, otherw se she

passed through a mirror she had been staring into, and stood before Dathanja on a hill at her
ki ngdom s edge.
Brown and barren the hill, even the sky was brown, and a tannic rain fell, with sonetines a brown

frog or two init.
But Azhriaz cane clad in lights, with stars in her hair.

Dat hanja, who sat on the hill in the rain, glanced up at her.
"I's your journey charm ng?" she asked him
"Per haps," he said.

"And do you think of me?" she said.

"I't now and then chances that | think of you, for you nmanifest now and then, do you not, to rem nd
me?"

"What have you seen since |last you | ooked on nme?"

He said, "M sery and want, and fear, and death. | saw a beggar beggi ng help froma nuddy stream
He told ne it was as much use to do that as to beg help of heaven. And | met a girl who |ay down
and said that | should rape or nurder her at once, as | w shed, for she could expect nothing el se
of me. And | nmet a priest who danced in deliriumfor the Goddess under an altar piled with the
dead pilgrinms he had given her. But he found he could not seize ne, since | amyet invul nerable,
so he ran away in a poor tenper."”

"By day," said Azhriaz, "you set your face to the sunrise. You travel always eastward. Now what
lies in the east, O Zhirek?"

"I am not Zhirek," said Dathanja, and his black eyes burned cold, before the fire and the col dness
f aded.

"Simmurad lies east," said Azhriaz, "under the ocean."

But the rain and the frogs snote down, and Dathanja bowed his dark head, rather in the way she had
bowed her darker head before her lordly father. So she returned to herself through the mirror
Fromthe room of |andscape and scent, once wood and wattle, the Eshva wonen had all gone, |eaving
behind a gl orious wafting inexplicableness. Soneone tootled on a pipe, out in the air below the
wi ndow, where the nopons were sinking.

"Kingly Kheshnet," said Azhriaz, "it is a long while since | saw you. Wy are you here?"

"To offer a warning," said Kheshnmet, integrating in the mdst of the room and putting away the
pastel pipe. He was arrayed solely as a king, and blared so bright that the roomfil nmed over and
reverted to wood and wattle.

"You have warned me previously. Is it sensible Fate can give warnings?"

"You see he does so," said Fate. "Besides, you are sorceress enough to divine your likely destiny,
wi t hout any clue fromnme. My apparition is superfluous here, though here, as everywhere, | pay mny
respects fromtinme to tinme. Therefore | appear to you as a king and present the warni ng nodestly,
as a keepsake."

"Warn ne, then," said Azhriaz.

“In one direction, the sea," said Kheshnet. "In another, the sky. Though you may conquer all the
worl d, the seas have their own nasters, who may be your equals. And the ether is the floor of

ot hers who, stepping there, begin to notice you."

Azhriaz | ooked at Fate with sone attention

"I beheld the building of Baybhelu Tower," said Kheshnet. "Few saw ne, so circunspectly did
conport nysel f, and such florid cousins there were about besides, Lords of Darkness thick on the
ground as beetl es when a stone has been di sturbed. Neverthel ess, the Tower rose, to breach heaven
and heaven bethought itself, and stirred, only as a feather stirs on a pigeon's back when it

sl eeps. But because of that feather, Baybhelu fell down with a crash that rocked the world."

"1," said Azhriaz, "do not build so high. | excavate rottenness, digging downward." Her face
expressed di sgust as she said this.

Kheshnet said, "You are a goddess, and adored as
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such, and you have the powers of what you claimto be. What will the gods think of that?"

But, rmusingly, she said, "In the east, Simmurad ..."

Kheshnet cane close. "Not east, but in your eyes, | was wont to see Chuz like an anber figurine.
Now | see Zhirek who is Dathanja, like a figurine of black basalt. Wien will the blue cone clear

again in your blue eyes, CGoddess-on-Earth, Soveh-Sovaz?"

But Azhriaz reached out, and with a | augh she plucked the tiny chanel eon from Kheshnet's sceptered
staff. It cane to her a furiously growing orange, then |lay upon her pal mwhite as a dove, making
a purring noise.

Kheshnet smiled; he allowed her to fondle the lizard. He was an uncle of sorts to her, after all
and the rest of the fanmly did not seemto have been too famlial wth her.

In a while they went up, King Fate, Night's Daughter, and the chanel eon, to observe sunrise at Az-
Nennafir.

The sun rose like a bud unfurling.

Fat e snapped his fingers, and against its disk, the glory of the great nightnare of a City
crunbl ed, and only its skel eton remai ned, the heights snmashed, |i ke Baybhelu, the tall tenples and
mansi ons roofl ess, and gaunt dragons noved over the desolation, and carrion birds with dusty eyes
bl ew out of a desert that had been parks and pal aces.

"Where the gods shall wal k," said Kheshnmet, "perhaps netaphorically. But at each footfall, another
tower falls."

Then he nmoved his hand across the scene, and the City returned, quite whole.

"It seened to ne once," said Azhriaz, "that | mght one day die."

"Ah, Soveh-Sovaz," said Kheshnet, taking the lizard up onto his staff in the nonent before he

vani shed, "for nore centuries than you could ever dreamof, so, it has seened to ne, shall I."
PART TWO

The Ttfar with Sea and Sty

AS USUAL, it was a clear winter nmorning in Upper-earth.

Not hi ng ever changed there, or very little. The ground of heaven was sky, and the sky of heaven

was sky, and time, |like the sky, hung everywhere and did not nove and did not stay still. Tonorrow
m ght be yesterday, and next year three nortal centuries ago. But to the gods this gave no cause
for concern—and nmen never cane there, or would never come there, perhaps. . . . Thin blue norning,

lit crisp-to-brittle by an unseen sun which neither rose nor set, never shifted, yet shone from
all sides. Not cold, nor hot, that endless day. It described the Wl of glass, containing the
fluid of Imortality, which Simmu once had contrived to borrow from and in which, once, Azhrarn
had spat —+mking the |l eaden liquid sparkling and beautiful for a second or so. Against the Wll,
the two fearsone one-eyed Quardians slept, in their gray cloaks. The story went there had been

I ong before, or would be long in the future, three Guardians. The third had been, would be, |ost,
in sone curious naneuver, defending the Well (unnecessary), or falling in the Well (unlikely), or
falling through the fl oor of heaven (less likely), or by incurring the displeasure of the gods:
unt hi nkabl e.

For the gods were far off—both in their unphysical physicality and in their supernal spirit-mnds.
To that limted nunber of beings, of whom Azhrarn was one, who had wal ked the Upperearth, it was a

form ess and nostly markerless country. It had its Well, and here and there sone evidence of
possessi on night be descried
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by those with exceptional vision—the harpstring dwellings of the gods, for exanple, eons
abandoned, the various esoteric intellectual exercises, such as checkered squares of unknown
colors, pavilions of indescribable structure, a flight of steps, waterfall or archway that neither
word nor pen would or can award any idea of. Distantly on the horizon were nountains, or the
frozen souls of nountains, the shade of the sky, outlined by delicate snows of inpervious adamant.
Even shoul d you wal k toward t hese nountains for seven years, you would not reach them They

remai ned al ways that exact distance on the horizon as before. To the gods, however, these

i naccessi ble crags were easily to be gai ned.

Awhile then, in this region, sone of the gods had been congregated. Since the |ocation was
otherw se never entered, it can only be conjectured upon. But there they were, the |ords of
Upperearth, who had all genders and none, transparently robed, translucent of flesh and aflow with
the palest violet ichors. In high excitenment, glassy flutterings would sonetinmes erupt fromtheir
garments, hair, or brains—and now continuously did so. For the gods, this was a nost savage
clanor. But their polished eyes gave away nothing. And they were voicel ess as Eshva, nore so. Yet
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it has to be supposed, as on other occasions it has had to be, that the gods did comrunicate with
each other, and that a dial ogue was in progress. Wich, to render it in sentences and phrases,

went somewhat |ike this.

"Ages past," a portion of the gods stated, "we were volatile. W dressed ourselves in heavy skins,
and descended to the earth, and there indulged in uncouth adventures, and |l eft behind a selection
of | egends, and even, in some instances, progeny. \Wich |ast were counted as heroes or nonsters by
manki nd. And indeed, it was in those foolish eras of our extrem st youth we first nade man, to
anuse us, and for a little space he did. But later we grew out of him and out of ourselves, and,
purged of all such nonsense, we retreated to our upperworld to spend the rest of tine, as tinme is
now reckoned, in contenplations, and other astral athletics. Let us, therefore, only continue as
we are, ceaselessly purifying our purity. And let the world
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also go on until it destroys itself by its gross randonmess. The earth is no | onger any concern of
ours. And as for nman, he is a mstake we nade. And if we notice him he will naturally offend us,
as one's m stakes al ways do."

"But," intoned another portion of the gods, "though for the nost part the doings of man have no
bearing upon us, yet sonetines his willful innovations strike a discordant echo even here. And
this is one such, their newreligion. A human thing, even one of their sorcerers, investing

hi nsel f with godhead is only ridiculous. But this wonan, being ab-human, has vast powers, and may,
through their stupidity—n which state all men perpetually are—be taken undeniably for a god. It
is true, when we roved upon the earth in our adol escence, we behaved quite often in such ways, and
the I egends we |l eft support the woman's claim And this resonance of our past, and this affront to
our present (though neither past nor present any longer trouble us), is a hindrance to our inward
seeking. Therefore we may not ignore the discord. It rmust be silenced.”

Then a solitary god speechl essly spoke, and said this:

"One ascended to our country and wal ked here. He was no nortal, for such cannot ascend or enter

He was of an immortal race nmen call denons, and these we did not make, and therefore they may not
be bound by us. And this denbn, who was their prince, is a magician beyond all inmagining. And when
he had tal ked insolently to us, he kissed ne, and | remenber still the kiss." And the god | owered
his head (or her head, or its head), and flying crystals sped fromevery fold and pore and hair
"It is a fact," continued the god presently, "that this worman manki nd call a goddess is none ot her
than the offspring of that demon prince. Such an adversary may be said to be worthy of our
attention, and deserving of a suprene conflict, and we. inescapably, nust offer war to such."”

Then the gods stared, or did what anounted to that action, but there is no source which reveals
what that might be. This one god had now (unvocally) uttered the very concepts of their youth. So
there came a pause, which undoubtedly lasted nany nortal years. After which the gods affirnmed that
this one of their fraternity should take on for themthe onus of retribution. He should do all—-and
210
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it did seemthat he was now nmascul ine, though how it seened so is not told, nor was it probably by
any straightforward neans. And in this way, too, the rest of the gods punished him for the
vestiges on himof outgrown things, not to nmention for having been kissed by a denon

Thus, the god—who carried within hinself all the gods, though a rogue nenber; they were at heart
intrinsically a single entity—thus, he set forth. And crossing Upperearth he arrived at a place
like every other, but here he grasped the invisible substance of the air and wenched it free and
nol ded it, invisibly, between his hands—then cast it fromhim where it broke invisibly into three
shards.

These the god breat hed upon, one after the other, and next gathered them up again, though stil
they were not to be seen

He spoke then, or he made sone positive, audible sound. It was a phonetic the |ike of which no
sorcerer of the world had ever conpassed, nor, let it be admitted, any denon nagi ci an-prince under

t he ground.
And the blue of Upperearth split, a small vent, and through it, nmles anay and a little bel ow, was
a raging thing, like many mllion furnaces nmelded into one, fromwhich rays and streaners and

breakers of flame reeled and expl oded. Then the god, who had breathed his divine breath into the
three invisible shards of the fabric of heaven, flung them down yet again, one upon the other
into the core of the sun

The first shard struck the sun. The second shard struck it. And the third. At each inpact there
canme a surge of light and heat nore dreadful than those which the sun already shot and flail ed
about itself. But when the third fire spasmguttered and died, there was only the flanm ng mass of
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the sun disk, terrible enough, but not nore terrible than it had ever been

And then. Wth a violence that caused the upper airs to judder in a skyquake, the sun disgorged.
Once, twice, thrice, a torrent of scalding natter reared upward and soared over heaven in a
roaring arc, led by a dot of brilliance unbearable to |look on, if any had | ooked, a shooting star
of cosmic arson—which, ending its flight
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suddenly in md-ether, stopped still and hung there, slowy cooling nonent by nonent to a stab of
di anond. Until

They stood high up, between earth and heaven, like three stooping hawks, their feet upon the w nds

and their wi de wings spread. They were the Mal ukhim the Sun-Created. They were nade to be the
scourge of nen, the warrior-priests of the gods, their nessengers and envoys, the shining
sheat hl ess bl ade of that which had outgrown battle.

The first who sprang fromthe solar fire was Ebriel. He stood on the right hand, and he had been
calcined to yellowgold. His skin was the nmetal of a king's goblet, and his eyes |like topaz, and
his hair was a lion's mane of the hue of the tasseled wheat in the field. His garments were of
that pal e cream ness of the asphodel, and the sheen of his flesh shone through with a gol den
radiation. Hs breastplate was hamrered gold gazing with blond citrines. H's wings were whitely
gold as those of a young eagle. He was like the spring sun at noon

The second who sprang fromthe fire was Yabael, and he stood on the |eft hand, and he had been
seethed for a greater while, and his was a gold dark as darkest bronze. So the nmetal of his skin
but his eyes were like tawny anmethysts, and his hair a stallion's mane the hue of the scorched
rufous | eaves of autumm oaks. His garnents were fulvous, |ike honey in beer, and the burnish of
his flesh burned through with a sonber radiation. H's breastplate was of hamrered brazen gold
wounded with copper zircons. H's wings were shadowed gilt as those of a vulture. He was like the

| at e- sumer sun in thunder.

But forenost, and nearest to the world, with the solar disk behind his head, there stood Ml gar
who had stayed within the fire until it seared himwhite. Hs skin was the fairest gold, the netal
of a sacred chalice, and his eyes were kindled |anps, and his hair a sunburst. H's garnments

dazzl ed white as all white things, the newborn snows, the bones within a child, and the sunshine
of his bright golden flesh soaked through with the radiation of a torch. His breastpl ate of
hanmered white gold was sunned with golden beryls. His wings were white as a swan's, yet gol den
whi t e,
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a swan that flew always at the day's rise. And Mel gar was |ike the sun of m dsunmer dawni ng.

But the sky itself turned black. D snmayed by the ethereal disturbance, stornms fornmed in every
quarter. Shocks tolled, and the clouds ran in like tidal waves upon a beach. The whol e roof of
heaven was blotted out; only the sun spiked through like the tip of a white-hot spear. N ght
closed on the day. And in every land of the world, down in the flat earth's dish, they sawit. Men
trenbl ed, and sages and nmges forecast doons. Priests offered to the gods, guessing, al nost
accurately, that they were angry. But in the third of the earth where the Goddess was worshi ped,

t hey woul d do nothing, for they knew the gods to be indifferent, or hating. "They will snmite us
anyway," nmen said there. And so slew thenselves for fear of worse, or ran to hide in cellars, or
el se performed the nost hideous villainies of their lives, frenziedly and rapidly, in order to get
everyt hi ng done before anni hilation swept them up

But in a far country, where the grimteaching of the Goddess had not yet gone, there was a schol ar
who wat ched the stars through a mighty lens large as a pal ace done, nounted upon four scul pted
tortoi ses of brass. And this man, though his vertebrae rattled with terror, stayed to see. Many
hours later, the sky began after all to clear. It was midnight, and a nmoon rose in the east, a

sl ender bow, yet fever-flushed. Then the schol ar-astrol oger was summoned to the house of his king,
who asked questi ons.

"My lord, | can only say this. That | saw three arrows of light fired out of the sun, and from
these |ights cane three wi nged nen, one gold, one brazen gold, one white as gold that is nolten.
They stood in heaven, and the darkness followed, but yet they blazed bright, and rode upon the
clouds like great and awful birds. And then it appeared that he who stood to the right of the sky
drew a sword with a blade which sizzled |ike yellow lightning, and he in the left of the sky drew
a sword which dripped red, |ike blood. But he that stood forenbst with the sun behind his head, he
drew a sword like white flame, and he raised it high, yet with its edge down-pointing to the

eart h.

"And | would venture to suggest,

added the schol ar-astrol oger, "that this bodes no good for us."
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THEY HAD neither mnd nor soul, the Ml ukhim They had no heart. They had spiritual will and

pur pose, but these cane fromthe gods' own. Though they were beautiful, so are fires and | eopards.
Sonme ni ne days they were, falling to earth, so leisurely and so fraught with neaning their
descent .

The passage nay have been heeded, but, closing with the vapors of the world, they had shuttered
their brightness. Those gol den feet, naked as swords, touched initially the bare shoul der of a
mount ai nt op. An enblem the choice of l|anding. The nost high to the highnost. And three days they
paused upon the nountain and frommiles off nmight be glinpsed there, glinting like jeweler's work.
But none saw it save some aninmals thereabouts, or envious ravens.

Bel ow the nmountain lay purple deserts with rocks of quartz and gullies veined by costly minerals,
and here and there a long-arnmed tree that turned to flint.

The warrior-messengers came down fromthe nmountain. It was enblematic also that they should wal k a
short way, that they should inhale the air and tread the back of the world. For they scarcely
needed to.

At sunset, they paused again on a high place, and | ooked down, and Az-Nennafir |lay before them
the City wide as an ocean, twinkling with the first buds of its |ights.

Gods do not soil thenselves with deeds. That requires angels.

Yabael took up a pebble, and hurled it toward the Gty.
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It flewso fast for so far, it caught alight, and a sparkling tail went after it. Over the City,
over the river of the Cty, it raced, and crashed through a tall w ndow of glass that had stil

the bl ush of dying sun upon it. Below, anong pillars of incense, a nultitude started and shouted
But the pebble flashed into the mdst of themand tore downward through the body of a man, from
craniumto instep, and buried itself in the floor beneath. The slain man burst in flanes, and fel
across the altar. He was a priest of Azhriaz. He had been offering the thirteenth human victi m of
the evening, it having been thought proper to give thanks, since the lifting of the storm Now the
wor shipers wailed in their tenple, blessing Azhriez for her disdain. They believed, of course, the
t hunderbolt was her doing.

"Ch kind is she in her unkindliness, And lovely in her evil. Let us be worthy of your hatred,
Azhriaz! Azhriaz!''

Yet, whol e ki ngdons! |engths of streets and concourses away, three strangers now stood at one of
the large gates of the City.

It gaped al ways open, night and day, the gate. The |leaves of it, in any event, were made of gl ass.
Wien the three strangers passed beneath, galvanics scored the atnosphere. But only a sick man
lying in the gateway noticed this.

They were cowl ed and cl oaked, the strangers, one in singed cloth that took shadow, and one in
blond cloth that took Iight, and the third in blanched cloth that sang on the eye.

Fool s, thought the failing one under the gate. (He had been a nagus once, exalted and proud, and
stayed arrogant though he perished of hunger and di sease.) "Ch, wise masters," he cried al oud,
"give alms to a wetched destitute." He did this to see if they were idiotic—and irreligi ous—
enough to do it. And at his words, to his surprise, contenpt, and hope, the traveler in the bl ond
cloak turned and cast down to himsonething that gl eaned. The sick magus scrabbled for it eagerly,
then cursed, for it

|

was only anot her pebbl e, and besides, it had burned his palm Then, fromthe burn, there fl owed
through hima frightening sensati on—+t was health and vigor |eaping back on himlike two rabid
tigers. Soon he got up and ran away in horror, |eaving the pebble to blacken in the gate.

Al night long the three strangers went through Az-Nennafir, and sonme beheld them and sone
attenpted to detain them But a great heat played about them and those who caught the sl eeves of
their garnents felt a touch like a desert wi nd, and those who plucked their flesh seened to have
di pped their fingers in scalding sand. And though they were seen in several parts of that gigantic
metropolis, both on its nountainous heights and in the chasmic | anes between, they did what no
mortal could do, traversing the whole City in that single night.

Near dawn, they cane to an inn on the river bank. It rose story upon story, like a coiled dragon
with wi ndows of prinmrose green. And in the court, which was strewn with the petals of bruised
white nyrtles of unusual size, there posed a statue of chal cedony, a man in form that held

cl asped close a beautiful dead girl whose hair streanmed to the ground. Her body did not nortify;
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she too was altering to a chalcedon. At their feet was a nessage witten in silver, which read:
Such is | ove

The three strangers approached the inn door, which, |ike the gates, gaped wide. The hall within
was | oud and busy with carouse, despite the weary hour. Caged fires enlightened riches and riot,
in the mddle of which a chai ned beast crouched, that had the face of a wolf, .the hind I egs of an
enornous hare, the figure of a serpent, the breasts and tresses of a wonman.

The white-cl oaked stranger tossed down a | ast pebble, anmong the couches. The pebbl e chinked and
grated, bounced agai nst a wi nepot, and spun to stillness. There was no other sound anynore in that
room Every man and every wonman stood or |eaned or sat or lay in the attitude adopted at the
instant of the pebble's flight. Sonme had their arns raised aloft in dramatic gesturings, others
hunped in crazy positions, suspended in the fiercest performances of lust. But the fires in the
cages were also notionless, every flane glistening |ike a dagger. And a nunber of cups had
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been spilled, and hung in air, with the wine half splashed fromthemlike beads of tinted gl ass.
The conposite beast al one was not affected. Nevertheless, it deened it prudent to cower down and
how , and when the three travelers noved by it, it crawled away until its chain groaned and
creaked and suddenly snapped. And then it crawled on into the dark beyond the door

Upward through the notionless inn the travelers took their way. Over every formerly vociferous
floor they wended, and were gone. In the top tier, at the very peak of the new silence, they sat
down, and under their cloaks stirred an uncanny restl essness, as great w ngs were fol ded.

It happened that a magnet began to exert its influence in the City of the Wtch-Goddess.

They were drawn, the citizens, they could not help it. Sonetines there was a dreamthey coul d not
renenber, or explain. O it was only a nute desire. Sonetinmes they did not even wish to go—there
But there they went. They left their conforts, mageries, and their studi ed wrongdoi ngs. Wrship
and sacrifice they left also. They abandoned the luxury trades of Az-Nennafir that had nmade them
weal t hy, and its debaucheries that slowy killed them They left off even ritual nurder and

sui cide. They trooped along the wi de roads, steered along the river, under the blued sky. They
came to a building, once an inn. But the i nn had becone peculiar, putting out oddly gracefu

pr ot uberances, galleries, spires . . . growing |like a heavenly vegetable. Wthin this inn's

radi us, which seened to increase with every hour, the wi nds came by and did not nove the grasses
of the lawn or the |eaves of the nyrtle shrubs. Flowers lay on the ground and did not fade.

In the courtyard, a chal cedony statue had toppl ed over and broken into chunks, none of which had
been pilfered. A clean fenal e skeleton was mngled with these.

Mostly, the benused arrivals sat down about the inn and wondered and nurnured. As days and ni ghts
wore, sorme would fall silent, and presently get up again and hurry away. These mi ght subsequently
be seen dashing through the City toward one of the several gates—a journey of weeks, or nonths.
But others lay down and slept, and did

Azhriaz: The CGoddess
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not waken, though the whole area sighed with their concerted regul ar breathing.

A few ascended through the inn. Fromthe top tier of it, which now resenbl ed a gorgeous di adem of
filigreed lettuce, a quantity of these, in a short while, threw thenselves off. Qthers cane down
by the stairs, and yet others did not come down.

"What is there!"

"I . . . cannot say."

"Or will not? Is it sone fresh magic of the Astonishing One, Azhriaz? She has been unseen by us a
| ong while."

"No. No."

One man stood in the courtyard and said, "The sun waits three times over in the upper room Six-
wi nged is the sun, with golden feet and hair of fire. Evacuate this kingdom or die here."

"A puni shnent of the gods? Then we are honored by their attention."

"W are nothing to the gods, as we are told. It is for the Goddess they cast their shining net.'
Then the aesthetics narveled. Did the gods seek to upbraid one of their own?

Still, some went hone and got their goods together in a rush, and soon were to be seen, like the
others who had done so, dashing for the exit points of Az-Nennafir. But the nmajority stayed where
they were, and the streets around the erstwhile inn, and the river bank and the river, were thick
with them while far and near whole sectors of the city were deserted. Yet, so popul ous was that
huge place, it teenmed on around each vacuum And there were plenty of persons so stupid, or so
erudite, they never felt the nagnetic force laid upon them

Azhriaz: The Coddess
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AZHRI AZ t he Goddess was wal ki ng westward, by the river. It was traditional, when she roanmed abroad
about her own business, for the vicinity to be enptied by her soldiers, a duty they cherished. The
living and the corpses then renoved, no human thing was there to annoy her. Only peacocks spread
their fans along the avenues and uttered their soulless scream and the ibis and the crane | owered
their long necks to drink fromgarden pools. Wile two cats of white stone turned their heads with
an unnerving rasp to watch their m stress going by.

The Goddess-on-Earth went down in the sunset to the harbor basin, where once, nore than three
decades ago, the nerchant ships had ordinarily cone and gone. Now only one vessel lay there. The
bark of Azhri az.

It was not that half-delusory ship in which she had first plied upriver fromthe west. This was a
seagoi ng galley, resting on mghty chains at the center of the river. A man-nade ship, or nostly,
with enanel s bl azoned upon her, and bannered with furled sail. She had three terraces of decks,
and when once her ports should open to let out the oars, they would quill her like a porcupine.
Solid, the ship, if nameless. And not quite natural. Those that had seen her assured you she could
vani sh—+i ke her lady—at a word. Only those who had toiled to nake her truly knew of

her —shi pwri ghts, joiners—who had been struck dunb for the duration. And, too, certain unnornal

bi peds summoned general ly by night. Al though the denons had not been called on, not even those
genius netal-smiths the Drin. Azhriaz had not, it seemed, wi shed to
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informthe Underearth of this venture, despite the fact that she woul d know not hing coul d be kept
from Azhrarn her father should he | ook about for it. Maybe she had beconme assured of his

uni nt erest.

Now Azhriaz, having observed her fine galley, stepped on the water. She wal ked over the river

past the sun as it sank, and lifted in the air to attain the highest deck, under the great rolled
cl ouds of sail.

What was the ship for? Wiy, the sea. And why the sea, then? Standing on the deck, Azhriaz traced,
for nonentary amusenment, a nanme on the air in watery letters. Sinmmurad.

But i mmrediately, the letters died. Now she poised |ike

an orphaned child, this fabul ous woman-girl, dwarfed by

the stature of a nere ship, her |ong-lashed eyes downcast.

Was there not a futility in everything? Wiy then attenpt

anyt hi ng?

But she nust rein back these thoughts. There was all tinme, and she damed with it. Best not to
dwel | on the centuries, or the mnutes.

Just then it seemed to her she heard a strange nusic, or some other stranger sound, reverberating
fromthe depths of her Gty. Had she perhaps heard it before? Attuned to the auras, notes, nuances
of the thousand spells that went on here, she had paid this oddity slight heed. Yet, it did not
harmoni ze, it was di scordant.

The sun had set behind the sapphire lens; ,he afterglow lay along the mirror of the river. Azhriaz
rai sed her eyes, and saw three golden stars fly up the sky.

No sooner did she see themthan extraordinary feelings welled in her. She was not accustoned to
excitement, for her powers had, inevitably, deadened her enotional senses. So, for a nonent, joy
clawed at her heart. Yellow gold and russet gold and gold that was white, the three stars sliced
through the firmanent. Could she not, putting on such w ngs, too, soar upward and meet with them
in confrontation?

Yet all about a weird npaning began fromevery side, the | apping of the river—a npan, the rushes
nmoani ng at the water's edge. The very chains that held the ship groaned as they rubbed agai nst
each other, and the boards of the

220

DELI RIUM S M STRESS

young vessel groaned as if they ached. No fish surfaced fromthe water. The glowing flies that
came to the lum nous night flowers of the garden and made |l ove to themin error—thinking the
flowers to be flies—put out their lights. An assenbly of cranes took the air and fl ew | ow al ong
the river and away, away. What perfune was this? A soft attar of fear

Then Azhriaz was angry. Not in the manner of nen, or wonen either, in the Vazdru way, flaw ess
clutterless rage, with a razor's edge. Her lips parted to speak words |ike drops of bane. But a

hand, light as a pane of the darkness, was set upon her head.

"No," said the voice, black catspaw silk, out of the night where nothing had been

"You have nmade ne a goddess," she said, as silken. "Is there then sonmething a goddess dare not
do?"
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"I't may be so," said Azhrarn. "Wiit, and be still."

And so they waited, shut in under the unbra of the sails, while the flanming stars quartered the
sky on their wi ngs, then drew away together inland, over the river

"There is after all a novelty in nmy Cty," said Azhriaz at |ength.

"Do not be charned by it, little girl. | did not make you to be spoiled in fire."

Azhriaz turned, and so beheld her father, the Prince of Denobns, and even she for a noment took
breath at his magnificence. He had conme there as prince and |lord indeed, clothed in the arnorings
of midnight, a mail glass-black as dragon plates, girt with battle ornaments of bone and jewel and
staring silver. Even a sword at his side cased in black and itself all blackness, with a blue
tongue running on it. About each armthere twi ned serpents with bodies black-arnored as his own,
eyes |like curses, teeth for swords. Behind himand the halo of his clarified |light were seven of
the Vazdru, dressed after his fashion, their faces masks, their hands wi cked on the gracious hilts
of blades. But his face was |ike the sword stroke, so beautiful it was, so steeled, so sovereign.
"Which fire is that?" said Azhriaz. She spoke haughtily, and upon her the rainment of a queen began
to bloom She did not like to be hunble in such conpany.

Azhriaz: The Goddess
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Azhrarn told her which fire; of the angels with their flam ng swords hanging high up Iike three

t hought s of gol den death burst fromthe brains of the gods.

They say he knew by having wat ched in one of the magical |ooking glasses of the Underearth. But
they said, also, that perhaps a ghost passed over sone |lawn before his palace, and glinpsing it,
he went to find such a gl ass.

Azhriaz may now have said to him "I amnothing to you. Wiy cone to me with this? | have had a
warning. My darling un-uncle, King Fate, brought it sone nonths ago." Azhrarn woul d then have
answered, "I amnot here to warn you. | will do nore than that. | have told you endl essly, as |
told another, you are mne, and what is mne will be chastised only by ne."

"So you have cone here arned to fight?" she said.

Nei t her he nor those who followed himreplied.

In a second, Azhriaz was clad not only as an enpress-queen, but |like a prince.

"I will fight too," she said. "It is ny Enpire, ny godhood at stake. Those gifts you gave ne that
I hold so dear."

Azhrarn ignored her irony. He said, "They are sun-birthed. Their strengths flourish best by day,
and the stamina of my kind by night. The sun is down. You, neanwhile, go to the river shore and
wait."

"No, | will fight."

"Did | say it was a matter for war? Do as | bid you."

"Ch inimtable Father, and lordly Lord of l[ords, what name shall | get in the works of nmen if |

hi de mysel f?"

The face of Azhrarn had not changed. It was the countenance he had put on, with the battlegarb, to
come here, and he would not alter it.

"Azhriaz," he said, "not only shall you hide, you shall fly the City. You flatter nme by your
estimation of my power. But the gods are the gods." And saying that, he turned his head and spat
in the river, and the water spangled as if firewdrks raced fromend to end, then went black. "Chuz
woul d not duel with me," said Azhrarn. "Have you forgotten so soon? And heaven is not to be fought
with. It is a gesture, on all sides. But by these
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gestures, nountains are tunbled and | andnasses sunk in the sea."”

Azhriaz turned fromhim

"You are too young and have not |earned to be afraid," he said.

Startled then, she | ooked at himonce nore. "And do you fear?"

But he awarded her only a terrible snile. The night opened, and the Vazdru were gone, Azhrarn
before them

Azhriaz frowned, but her heart, which had the tissue of nortals also in it, quickly beat. She
flickered out in one place and reevol ved anid the rushes of the bank

And does he fear? Wiy then take the risk, why begin it? In order to sanple the fear in its due
season!

The atnosphere was el ectric. Not an awareness in Az-Nennafir that did not feel it, even to the
beetl es under the stones, even to the stones.

And suddenly there canme a wild blunder of wings, and a torrential scurrying—the birds, the
lizards, the rats, comng forth into the night, running away through it. And the sl eek pet beasts,
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those | eashed and caged, these m ght be heard tricking and wheedling their ways to freedom and
next running too. Pads and talons on the streets, the walls, tails and wi ngs, feather and fur and
| eather and scale. And in the river the fish winging west toward the sea, as the birds did through
the sky between the m ndl ess dancing of the sorcerous stars and nobons—

Then the dark was sl ashed open again, and out of it poured an arny of undersized and hi deous
nonstrosities, on whose swart unlovely |inbs incredible adornments coiled. The Drin, who—passing
by—+icked the ground about Azhriaz, then fell upon her ship, the sea galley. And it seened they
tore it assunder.

"Now, " she said, and tapped her foot. One of the Drin approached her, crawing. "M stress of
Fevers and Fantasies, Lady of Constellations, Mon Qeen—

"I am his daughter,"” she said. "One conplinment at a tine will do. But speak of the ship."

"It is to be made worthy of you, Black Dream of the N ght."

Azhriaz: The Coddess
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"So it was, worthy."

"To be nade safe. And wondrous. M stress of Delusions."

" How?"

"Let nme go, and you shall see, Ebony Honey fromthe SOvernost Wasp of the Gardens of Druhim
Vanashta.'"'

Azhriaz kicked himlightly away. And the Drin bounded and squeaked as if he had been fondl ed. Then
hurtl ed down toward the disintegrating ship.

/ have no power. Helpless as a falling star am1, thought Azhriaz as she stood on the river bank.
When has it been otherwi se! And she too spat in the river, and spangled lilies rose which the Drin
nastily plucked, biting and punching each other for possession, as they ripped apart the galley of
t he Goddess-on-Earth.

Ni ght ranged bl ack above a filigreed conber, the netanorphosed inn. It was |ike a jade nountain
where it reflected in the river. No fish rose there, and in the reeds no frogs crackled, the
crickets did not harp

Bl ack night on the roof, then, piercing its openwork fans. And night black in the room beneath,

Ni ght, arnored, mailed, jeweled—the Vazdru. And there, before them nerely three cl oaked figures,
three pilgrins fromsonme other |and.

Not hi ng said. Tine stopped.

Then, to the chall enge of darkness, three cl oaks unfol ded, curved upward, and were w ngs, and a
fount of light flooded the chanber. Sone of the Vazdru turned their heads a little aside at it.

Not Azhrarn. He stared straight upon this nocturnal sunrise, at Ebriel the eagle, and Yabael the
vul ture, but hardest he stared at swan-wi nged Melgar that the sun had seared white, and behind
whose sunburst hair the solar disk seened yet to stand.

"The gods," said Azhrarn, "are the gods. | say nothing of them They are not here. But the rabble
of the lower skies, it seens, has sonme quarrel with nme." Long, |ong since, Azhrarn outstared the
sun. It had duly blasted him Now the twin suns of the eyes of the angel bored into the black and
oceani ¢ eyes of the Denon. One could not dry up the other, nor the other quench that one. "Wo am
| ?"

224

DELI RIUM S M STRESS

said Azhram "Can it be my nodest nanme is known to you?"

The Mal ukhi m did not speak. But the eyes spoke in their own way. And the gol den hand, the sword of
bl eached flanme. And in the hand of Azhrarn, black-gloved, the sword of indigo.

"But you," said Azhrarn. "The sun has sweated off three drops. And there you are. The foul orb of
day was ever mny eneny."

At which the points of the swords touched each other, nearly delicate, as if they kissed.

But brilliance shattered through the roomand into the sky, and broke the clockwork stars so they
rai ned on Az-Nennafir bel ow.

When the first concussion divided the sky, the Drin gibbered, but did not cease their |abors. They
went at themnore swiftly. It had been a while since they had had nuch heart to nake anything. The
magni t ude of this assignnent frightened them filling themwi th creative delight and doubt.

They had one night to do it. The task should be inpossible. Yet denon-tine was on their side. They
could not shift the franmework of darkness, nor keep the sun down in chaos for a second nore than
it was habitually kept. Yet, within the bounds of the night, the scope of time—er its scope for
them—-ight be a little rearranged. So, they acconplished conpl ex feats.

The galley, only slightly supernatural, had boil ed and bubbl ed, and sorcery gushed in. By the hour
the heavens began to ignite and roar, and splintered stardust showered; a curious thing lay in the
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harbor, with the Drin swarning over it.

They must have plunbed the shelves of the seas, to get the nodel right. O they had gone out by
nmoonl i ght and attracted the bl ue-skinned dol phins and the unber whales. O naybe sone had
plunmeted am d the reefs, popping out to scare polyps and to becone anobrous with reserved fenal es
of many legs, and wish to court themin their shells, and not have the space, and so cone back
above the sea bulging with information and unsatisfied | ongings.

Azhriaz: The Coddess
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Sonme great fish had been the inspiration of design. Quite properly, for where such fishes swam
there this ship would go swinmng, presently.

It was said to be glanorous, and nore so than the original galley which had vani shed sonehow i nto
it. For the revolting Drin could nake nothing that was not wonderf ul

But there was scarcely a neans of regarding the new ship at this juncture, what with the river now
in spate, and with the sky every now and then exploding. It nust suffice to say that there it was.
Azhriaz, standing upon the bank, was no |longer clad as enpress or warrior-prince, but plainly, in
bl ack. And but for her beauty she seened slight and small, unfit for a world of such drana
Finally one of the Drin cane to her, and lying on his face, put the tip of a finger to her ankle
The girl | ooked down.

"Suprene M stress, we have done all he told us to do. The sorceries are gelled, wthout and
within. The rivets closed. Al secure. Conme now, board the vessel. | entreat you. There is only
hal f a glassful of the | ovesone darkness left."

"But," she said, and glanced about her, "who is to be with ne?"

"None is needed."

"The City— said Azhriaz.

"Let go the CGity. He will hang cities on your white brow |ike pearls."

"A vast quantity of lives," said Azhriaz. Her face was white indeed.

The Drin, puzzled, gobbled politely at the bank. Wat should she care for human lives, the Denon's
daught er ? Though, even he, once—

"Bel oved of d oons and Shades,"” said the Drin at last, "we seek only to serve you and so him Cone
aboard. "

Then, Azhriaz glanced at the sky, where the |ightnings cane and went and all the cl ockworks had
peri shed.

"\What causes that ?"

"The Great Quarrel, Mstress of Delirium™

"Whose?" she said, childlike.
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"Ch conme aboard," pleaded the Drin. "Have pity on j us."

"You? Have pity on you, but on no nortal? And he is enbattled with sun-creatures? Not for ny
sake," said Azhriaz, beginning to drift toward the netal fish in the river. "It is his gane, of

course, and he does not like to lose.”

There was, in the fish-vessel's side, a round high door. Azhriaz the Goddess went up to the door
through the scalded air, and the Drin chittered. But at the doorway she said, "And where is Chuz?"
Not | oudly enough that they, who were deaf in any case fromall the millennia of hamrerings, could
hear. "And my nother? Where is she? And cold Dathanja, that priest froma wonb-tenple of
rock—wahere? | am al one."

Then she went inside the nysterious ship. The nysterious door shut tight.

It is not to be thought they contended as nen who are skilled with swords. They fought in the way
of what they were, dark and light, earth and ether, though sonething too in the way of dragons,
and sonmething in the way of a tenpest turned upon itself.

The first blows, even if they slew stars, were foreplay. They danced, as |overs do, along the edge
of death, Azhrarn the Denpon, Melqgar the angel. And the strokes of the black sword were lilting,
nearly tender, and the Sun-Created—who had no soul, no purpose but the will of the gods—seened

i nduced by the presence of this adversary to copy and to match him So the Ml ukhi mal so pl ayed,
and the sword of gol den whiteness teased, tenpted, and the | ast agoni zed Stella objects shivered
to bits nearby.

And sonewhere in this terrifying prologue, the inn roof fell away or was destroyed, and then they
moved in the sky an instant, and then they passed into sone place within the night, or beside it,
a second dinension as close to the world as the skin to the skull. And cl ose enough certainly that
the incendiaries of conflict tore through and cracked the noons, now, |ike plates.

There is this to be borne in mnd. Azhrarn had announced: / say nothing of the gods. They are not
her e.
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And in this way, by this pious formality, he made pretense he did not know it was agai nst the gods
he fought. Such then the gods, as he had said, that even Azhrarn was politic. But yet again the
Mal ukhi m though not in precise terms his equals, yet they were sufficiently puissant. And they
wer e sun-bei ngs, while the substance of demon stuff could not endure the sun—

The first and second angels, Ebriel, Yabael, had risen and gone up the sky, sentinel now on two
preci pi ces of masonry, one westward and one to the east. They waited there, and did nothing. Only
they gazed i nward behind their eyes, after the dueling of their fellow For the Vazdru, they also
stood high up, their mailed feet on black air. They kept between the two angels and the fabric of
the ot her di nension, guarding the gate in absolute if inexplicable ways. They were pale as dead
men, the Vazdru. They had not been anpbng those in the underlands who put on yell ow di scontent.
When Azhrarn called them they galloped after himon their steeds of night, w thout one word.

The sky rang and coruscat ed.

Fl ung upward on the form ng cunul us, great shadows, one col dest black, one boiling white.

The two swords nmet now not to kiss or woo. They scraped, rammed, inpacted, naul ed each other
clashed free, spraying fire. The clouds and vapors of that inner alter-place were tattered by the
onsl aught. The two antagoni sts bore no mark of having been touched, either by the other. Yet the
swords thensel ves woul d seemto be living things, containing and sustained by the force of what

wi el ded them Each metal |ength sang and throbbed as if with hidden bl ood. Phalluses of spiritual
deat h, then, organs of ungeneration

Suddenly (mles away, next door through the thin skin separating the dinensions of night and
fight) cane the shining whistle of a silver Vazdru pipe. No less than a signal: The reerected ship
was whol e, and had been boarded: noved. Time was vanqui shed—yet tine conquered. For the pipe said
al so that dawn, invisible, perceived in other fashion, dawn wal ked up the stairway to the earth.
It would appear the Malukhim too, read the nessage. On the towers they opened wi de their w ngs
and turned
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their heads, Ebriel, Yabael, eastward. And Mel gar opened al so his wings, and |like a spear of
smoki ng snow, he whirled upon Azhrarn. The two swords enbraced for the last, and split each other
| engt hways. The dyi ng weapons, fixed together by the bl ow, snashed downward, gougi ng a channe

t hrough the churning dark

Then Mel gqar had grapsed Azhrarn by the shoul der and about the waist. Azhrarn in his turn caught
the Mal ukhi mby his wist and by the rimof one foany sinuous w ng.

They were exact in stature, tall and slender, yet with a strength no nortal could attain, be he a
giant of his tribe. Their features were alike, perhaps, in transcendence. In no other way.

There was no struggle, not a novement now. The nuscular tonicity of each denied any further act to
hi s opponent. They were | ocked, breast to breast and eye to eye, in stasis, but the foliage of
their hair, the very garnents that were on their bodies, streaned back as if fromthe thrust of a
hurri cane.

Agai n—far off, within the holl ow of the ear—+the Vazdru pipe shrieked its urgent summons.

Azhrarn spoke quietly to the angel

"l have gained what | wi shed. It is ny notion nowto depart. AmI| to take you with nme?"

And then the angel also spoke. He had no voice, and so he thieved the voice of Azhrarn, though the
darkness of its notes was altered, pitched fromthat gol den throat.

"Descend with nme," said the angel Melqgar, "and all your kingdomwll be blighted."'

"You are too boastful," said Azhrarn. "Only a little ground will char."

"You cannot take me there," the angel said. "I wll detain you until sunrise."

"You cannot detain me," said Azhrarn. "Take you there | shall."

And then, where they had grappled, was a black whirlwind with a white, a fiery aval anche with an
aval anche of ink. These forces plunged and enw apped, mngled, burst into a colum that spun, that
writhed and ri bboned and was many- headed as a bush of cobras. Then, the tunult
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ended. And there they were once nore, the angel and the denon, |ocked together, eye flani ng upon
eye, unchanged.

"Then," said Azhrarn, "I cannot."

He smled. Gently, he let go the wing of the angel, and next the wist. He stood in the angel's
ar ns.

Azhrarn said, "One bright flower has unfolded in the east."
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The angel said nothing now.

Azhrarn spoke once nore, but to the Vazdru. He said: "Co."

Not for anything would they | eave him They prevaricated there, the other side of the di nensional
partition, until the eastern edge of the sky began to grin. And then, cursing thenselves, fled.
They coul d not bear the fireball of the sun

But he, he had outstared the sun. He had been incinerated into ashes. And fromthe ashes, risen
agai n.

"Here is your nother," he said finally to the angel, but in a tone all music. "That which formed
you, warm and dear to you. For me, she has only hate. You will see."

The angel did not |oosen his hold. He clenched Azhrarn to him and the swan wi ngs beat slowy, and
the eyes burned on and on, the gold upon the black

Then the curtain of that second dinension nelted, and only the air over the city was about them
pi erced below by its towers and terraces. The lens or the sorcery that had tinted the sky, this
had been smashed. The atnosphere swirled with notes, with clouds and steans and enchanted

cl ockwork debris, but through it all, and through the piercing towers, inexorable, cane day.

The horizon overbri med, and out of the |ight stabbed suddenly the sun

Azhrarn and the angel hung in the nmidst of the norning and flamed together—and in that instant,
Mel gar, he the gods made, |oosed his hold.

There was a flash, a spasm of blackness. Azhrarn was gone. Swan-hawk Mel gar wheel ed across the
dawn. Expressionless, he alighted on another high place, the winged warrior of heaven. Hi s eyes
were so gol den now, they seened sightless, opaque as bl ackest onyx.
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In those ultinmate phases of strife, the angel had become a minmic, in the manner of npbst newborn
things. He mimicked the flirting swordplay of Azhram next its violence. Wien he nust speak at

| ast, he mimicked the vocal range of Azhrarn, and facing him was like a mrror imge, a shadow s
gl eam ng shadow. So, as Azhrarn | oosed his hold on Melgar, Melqar, become so imtative, had slowy
been inmpelled also to | oose hold. Azhrarn's strategy.

But. The sun had cone up. It stared upon them—dpon both. In that gale of light, Azhrarn had

bl azed—but was not extingui shed. This was inpossible. It nocked the |laws and the | ore of denonkind
and of mankind alike. It nmust therefore be discounted and reported differently. Thus: Azhrarn had
tricked the angel. He fled as the Vazdru had fled a nmonment before the sun's di sk cane visible.
Truth nust be silent with her cry: Not so, not so, the sun discovered him And he—he flanmed for a
split second as gol den-white as Mel gar—and at this phenonmenon, deceived or amazed, or purely upon
some instinct still ripe in his beautiful and soulless shell, Ml qgar rel eased the eneny. Since the
eneny, shade and shadow and ni ght and bl ack w ckedness—was al so the sun

Truth is at the door, howing and stanping her foot. Truth is not always decorous.

Then best botch up an explanation. Say this: Azhrarn had met with the sun before, and the fkst
nmeeting, which killed himoutright, and from which, being imortal, he resurrected, toughened his
supernatural fibers. A second neeting, since it was so brief, he could by a feather's breadth
endur e.

Besi des, go down now after him into his kingdom of eternal night that-is-not-night-at-all

Behol d. I's Azhrarn kindred of the day?

They were able, the Vazdru, to enter their underworld at any point of the earth above. Yet,
wherever on earth they were, their arrival was always at the same spot, directly outside the three
gates of Azhrarn's territory. It was a matter of discretion. One nay assune Azhrarn hinmself was
not confined by the rul e-however, on this occasion, the rule had had its effect.

He is on the borders of his own |ands, at the base of the

Azhriaz: The Coddess

231

first outer gate, that of agate. He lies like sonme wonderful discarded toy, one arm upflung over
his head. The plates of nmail are cloven fromhis body. There is no wound, not even a scratch or
trace of bl ood upon the peerless flesh. Yet, through the pale clear sheath of it, you see the
glimer of jewelry knives, the bones of Azhrarn, Prince of Denons.

Three of the Vazdru kneel beside himthe others have been |ost, sun-struck ash, or el se have run
farther to conceal their shane at |eaving him These three renmain, snarling, |like great cat that
snel | burning, and are afraid.

AND IN THE worl d the sun, conming to Az-Nennafir, brought darkness.

To the east and to the west and at the center of the sky, now, the angels took their posts. The
day itself was so strange and horrible that even thick-witted nman had ascertained it boded ill.
Over the huge cloud-pointing City, thirteen kingdons' width and length of it and nore, the dawn
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had turned to bl ood and the sun to tarnish

The groaning and the screaning, the prayers—dsel ess and known to be usel ess—the exhortations,
scrabbling attenpts at exodus, the burrowi ngs that would yield no safety, the ecstasies of nadness
and i nmol ati on—each and all occurred: the correct paraphernalia of catastrophe. But, seen fromthe
heavens, what was it but a fonentation in a hill of termites? That which is so small cannot be

i mport ant.

Fromthe fair sword of Ebriel there beaned a |ine of sunflower light, and fromthe rust-tinctured
sword of Yabael a spurting stemlike gore. The sword of Mel gar not being
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about him he spread his left hand, and fromthe very palmof it a white ray pillared forth, and
met the others, and there was a sound, not |oud, yet audible perhaps to the earth's four corners.
A sound like no other, and after this sound, a soundl essness, on earth and in heaven

There came down first a rain of dirt and |large stones, and hail which flanmed. Seen fromthe sky,
the destruction was solely a pretty pattern

After the rain of boulders, filth and fire, a fog nore dense than night; that too went down upon
the lands of the City. And it swall owed them They were gone.

Then the three Malukhimlifted their heads, feeling for the purchase in their unm nds of the

wi shes of the gods, or for that premier wish. For by now who was to say that the gods had not

al ready forgotten what they wanted, the angels they made, the Goddess they had di sapproved of,
everyt hi ng—and, soon to be disturbed, by a vague bang far bel ow, would wax displeased a mnute at
the interruption.

But the Mal ukhim prinmed automata, did not |lose track of their m ssion.

There canme a detonation. There came a brightness. They were one. They cut out a piece of the
subst ance of everything, and were finished.

When the finish passed, there was no aftershock, no aftergl ow. Nothing. And beneath the heavens,
not hing al so. A dull cavity, going fromone horizon's edge to another, with a faint novenent of
dust about it, hard and featurel ess, blank, and void. Not a fleck of interest in it. Not a speck
of life. Az-Nennafir.

Then, in the uncolored sky, the blaze of the angels wi nked out. They had deal i ngs el sewhere.

Only smitten sky then, and the dead pit in the world' s side.

They remarked this of Az-Nennafir

They said, W are rotten and will revel in rottenness. And rottenness was theirs.

Then they said, See how vile we are and how well we deserve puni shnent. And puni shnent heard them
t al ki ng.

And they said, W are hel pl ess before destiny, let us have no hope for ourselves. Let us be

sophi sticated and
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say to Death: See, we are dooned, |let doomclaimus. W are waiting. And Death |istened.

I nvoke and be answered.

And the worst of their sins was the sin of default.

There was then no nore ghastly place than that crater, after the dust had settled.

What of the fish-ship and the CGoddess-girl? Her city of w ckedness had been, in traditional node,
razed by the outraged gods, and in a cataclysmvital enough to dig a hole through the surface of
the world. Could even an imortal thing survive intact this escapade?

Because she had already had built the great galley of decks and oars, and her nmmgi ¢ was woven
through it, a kind of spirit or astral element had cone to be in it, which the Drin were then able
to enploy, and which therefore eased their |abor

The Drin were noreover artificers of genius, the nmagics powerful, while the ship had besides a

ki nd of double life upon and about it.

As the Vazdru pipe gave its warning, the ship already fled. It had two nmeans of notivation, and of
these it used the second, to which the Drin, before they vanished, ordered it. This neans was
solely sorcerous. The ship ran fast as lightning, which was all the speed of which it was capabl e.
It broke through the river at this rate, and had reached the egress to the sea, even as Azhrarn
stood eye to eye with Melgar. And when the sun cane and the duel so oddly ended, the ship forged
eastward through the western sea, and as it went, it dived. It hid itself under the waves, but
even there, it ran

The boul ders and hail fell, but behind it. And the black fog fell. And last, the light. Were by
now the ship had taken itself, that final thud was not heard. There was only a quiver that
hol | owed all the water out, so the nmost abysmal oceanic caverns twanged at it, and the spiny
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corals cracked, and little sea animals, only catching a whiff of the indecipherabl e noise

i Mmedi ately died and | eft the husks of their small bodies fluttering in the currents, like the
| eaves on w nter streans.
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For the fish-ship, it too rocked, its great speed slowed, it slewed, it bucked and rolled and went
hugely toppling downward through those deaf deeps of the waters.

HAVI NG wal ked many nonths and mles, Dathanja, black of hair and eye, and clothed in black, and
barefoot, reached a | and of woods and waterfalls and valleys. He had, as he went by, seen the

peri phery | andscapes of the Goddessdom Various highly tinted deserts equi pped with snashing
nmeteors, a selection of seas with bridges over them plains of intoxicant grass—such as these had
met his gaze. The altars too he | ooked at, and the delirious worshipers. He heard the ceasel essly
repeat ed phil osophy of the uncaring gods, just as in the City. He did not deny it. Menory,
fragmentary and transparent as a painting on broken glass, inforned Dathanja of old rites and
prayers—whi ch had brought only disillusion and grief. It was another life. He did not dwell upon
it, though inevitably it tutored and guided him

In due course he noved beyond the boundaries of that donain. Then there began to be, at long |ast,
only the usual anonalies of human thought and religion. And thereafter, nore prinmitive ground,

| onely of manki nd.

East ward. The dawns out-conbed their yellow hair. The sunsets hurried. The earth had a youth about
it. It cleansed Dathanja's soul, or so it seened to him He had not often tasted cal ma serenity
that was not enbittered | oss of feeling, nunmbness passing for peace. What secret lay behind this
cool and quiet state? So, he reached the | and of watered, wooded vall eys.
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Bet ween one valley and the next, on the hillside, at the mouth of a waterfall, there stood an
ancient shrine. It was not devoted to any particular god, nor, perhaps, to the gods at all. None
tended it. Trees and shrubs rooted in its court. Birds housed and discoursed in the roof. The
hurryi ng sunset had commenced and slid down the waterfall in its haste to be away.

Dat hanja entered the court, and seated hinself on the ground to eat a feast of gathered roots and
fruit. He had been a wanderer in the forner life. He had had no need to prepare hinmself for this
journey. To some, the habit ot itinerance is ordinary.

The dusk cane, the night cane after. Stars unfastened wi ndows in the sky and began their watch of
the earth.

On a paving stone, Dathanja built and kindled a fire. He, who had been a m ghty nmgi ci an once, and
woul d bring the elenments at a snap of his ringed fingers. He who mi ght have produced a pal ace from
the hill.

As the flames played together, Dathanja beheld a woman standing the other side of the light. He
took her, firstly, for Azhriaz, who had met himat irregular intervals on his trek, a thing so
astonishingly fair he did not find her beautiful. (She was a denon, too, and of all the races he
di strusted their kind the nost.)

However, this was not Azhriaz, either in disguised person or projected form This was a human
girl, humanly fair, so he recognized as nuch.

"Do you see ne, Dathanja?" she superfluously asked him

"l see you," he said.

She had the later sumer's hue; roses, malt. Behind her was another, taller, and a man, who said,
"And do you see ne, Dathanja?"

"I do," he said.

The man cane fromthe shadow. He had the hue of kingship; netals and dyes. Behind hi m—

"And that one also," Dathanja said. "I see him"

But the third was wapped in the dark, and he had no hue and did not speak

"Which of us is to begin?" inquired the sumrery girl of the kingly man.
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"I," he said. And she stepped away. "It is not," she nuttered in her hair, "always so."

But the tall man noved to the fire and beckoned Dat hanja. "You nust come with nme," he said. And
Dat hanj a nust .

They were high up then, above the shrine, and the fire | ooked tiny as a sequin.

"Ah, Dathanja," said the kingly one, nockingly affectionate. "You have di sappointed ne." And he
seemed nany nen at once. He was sonetinmes like a priest in costly yellow robes, and sonetines |ike
an azure-bearded king. O sonetines he was denoniac, and took on a Vazdru air. O else he
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resenbl ed Dat hanja hinself, save his features were rather altered and his eyes were blue, or
green. But whatever or whoever he m ght be, he came to rest on a ridge and Dathanja with him
"Such power was yours, beloved," said the kingly one, coaxingly. "Do you not recall? Enperors went
in fear of you. The very oceans did your bidding. Do this! you told them It was done. And your

sorcery is still spoken of. Your unspeakable cruelties, your mighty deeds. Ah, do you not even
recall a mte of it?" "Yes," said Dathanja, in & low, clear voice. "I do recall." "Acquiesce,"
said the man. "I will give all back to you. You shall be again Zhirek the Dark Magiciaa, and rule

men, and make a new | egend. "

And at this, the kingly changeabl e one unrolled the night |ike parchnent, and there | ay—I 1 usion
or truth—the kingdons of the world, its seas. And nmen kneeled to Zhirek, or to Dathanja. And
sorcery cane |like a perfuned wi nd, and cl oaked himround. He nmight do anything. H's brain took
flight with the sciences he had once kept |ike his dogs.

"Acqui esce," the kingly one repeated. And he was now nost |ike Zhirek. He was zhirek, and he

cajol ed zZhirek. "Take your glory back again. Be again a mage and a lord, so that every footstep of
yours is witten of."

Dat hanja | ooked at the illusions or realities of his earlier life, and of his proposed future, and
aterrrible pang, like pain or pleasure, cut through his heart. Before it faded.

"No," said Dathanja. "Ah, beloved," said the tenpter. "Do you reject this sunmit because it is a
sin?"
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"Is it a sin?" said Dathanja. "I only know that this | have done. It is past."

"And you will walk powerless in the world, the butt of every accident, at the mercy of nen? You?"
"I amat no nman's nercy save ny own," Dathanja said. "My apologies | offer you, for you do not
tenpt ne with this."

The man shrugged and he | aughed, and he was gone. Dathanja sat before the fire in the courtyard.
"Whi ch of us, now?" inquired the girl, of that figure still wapped in obscurity. He did not

reply, "Then it is to be ne," she said.

She nmoved to Dathanja's fire, and when she was near, the glow of it was netted in her hair, wetted
her bangl es, and soaked her thin garnment so all the shape of her was to be seen, and she was wel |
made.

"Ah, beloved," said she. And he was in the fire with her

Li ke a drumthe night pounded, red and bright, black and red. Sonetimes her hair was of a watery
sheen, sonetines an apricot shade, she was a sea-princess, she was a girl who danced with

uni corns. And sonetines she was a youth, her breasts flattened to hard pectorals under his hands,
her | oins upflowering where a full-fleshed anenmone had cl osed himround. They withed upon the bed
of fire, and her hair streamed out along the earth. Her linbs clasped him fierce as a |ioness,

yet her fingers cane and went as soft and slight as grass. Her waist made notions |ike a snake,

her mare's pelvis galloped. They plunged together through the fire into another fire beneath. The
stars were whirling through his brain, and at her core a silver star tipped now the spear he rode
upon. And into himin turn the silver sped, and quickened in a shivering wire, along the thrusting
of the lance, through the taut shield of the belly and the striving groin, to the sacrum where
the atom of eternity lay buried in the spine. And he held her fast, though now she sobbed al oud
and struggled and was transfornmed—+to beast, to sprite, to conflagration and to waterfall. He held
her by her snake's waist, by her thrashing |linmbs, drowned in her nouth and carried upward on the
curved wave of her abdonen and her breasts flow
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ered upon their flowers—iding the winged horse of lust, blinded, slain, born, disenboweled by
ecstasies, until the silver probe pierced the atomof eternity itself, and the water of life was
flung forth.

The wi nged spasm fell through the dark and shook Dathanja fromits back. He | ay beside the fire.
"You have betrayed yourself. You have shown weakness and need. Your soul |ay naked as you suffered
the fit of pleasure. You have sinned." This is what the girl said, out of the dark

But it was Dathanja who | aughed now. "That," he said, "is not a sin." And turning his shoul der to
the fire, and the still-waiting, still-unseen, third figure (for the tall nman and the sunmer girl
were gone), sniling, Dathanja slept.

Yet, in the hour before the dawn, Dathanja roused, and sitting up, beheld the third figure seated
across fromhim by the ashes of the fire, against the starless sky.

Robed and hooded in white, handsone bl ack-ski nned Death, the Lord Uhlume, regarding the nortal man
with immortal opal eyes.
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"You nust forgive nme," said Dathanja after a while, "if | say that all this | believe to be a
del usi on. Fantasies sent to aggravate or dissect nme, by another, or conceivably by ny own self.
And this being so, you also, lord king, are a figment of ny mind. It seens to ne Uhlunme, who was
kind to me in his own way once, and once ny master, would not put hinself to the bother of this
visit."

The vision of Deat h—-Pathanja was correct—+esponded.

"I't may be you are wise. Nevertheless, | amyour third and | ast tenpter, and as such, | have
validity and you nust listen." (And Dathanja nust.) "You have lived out your years of

i nvul nerability, that bl essing-curse awarded you by w tchcraft |ong ago. Like everything of the
earth, sorcery decays, or it is altered. Centuries have passed, and you have sl unbered, and you
have woken, and you are not as you were. It is the residue of your own | ost nagery that keeps you
currently fromharm Wile you consign yourself to safety, safe you will be. But the arnoring
enchant nent was sl oughed within the pillar of stone. Should you desire otherw se, Dathanja, than
for confort, now you may be harried and hurt. Now, if you choose, you nay die."
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Then Dathanja sat in silence, looking into the face of Death, or of Death's inmage. At length

Dat hanja said, "Can it be so?"

"A dozen neans of proof lie all about," said 'Death.'

Dat hanj a consi dered. Zhirek, a world of tinme before, had searched a valley for slicing stones, had
drunk fromthe norbific water of it, had sought to hang hinself on its tree and to throw hinself

down fromits overleaning height. To no avail. Now, Dathanja reached out one hand, and taking up a
raw flint fromthe courtyard, he stuck it in his arm And the flint wounded him Hi s bl ood fl owed
crimson. "I amglad of it," he said. And he closed his eyes, and the calmw thin himseened to

flow outward with the blood, to surround him and to confort him as the barrier of

i nvul nerability had not. "Then," said Dathanja, "the last tenptation is certainly to die. And it
is a cunning one. But, Death, | have |earned. Men, too, are as immortal as the gods, and as

i nvul nerabl e as Zhirek, who was dipped in the well of flane. And therefore it does not distress ne
toremain alive a little longer. For he that | was fled w ckedness and did good only out of fear
and then fear overwhel med himand he did only w ckedness. My debts are many, but wi ckedness has no

nmore sway over nme. | have used it up. | amnot, therefore, afraid to live." And opening his eyes,
Dat hanja saw that Death too—er death—had left him and the | ong and passi onate dawn began
Going out of the shrine, Dathanja went to the waterfall, and cupping his hands, he caught the

wat er and drank. Presently a deer approached with her faun, and he offered themthe water, and
they too drank from his hands. The faun allowed himto snooth its dappled head. Untroubl ed, the
not her ate the noss that grew on the rock. And Dat hanja remenbered Simmu, youth and mai den,
calling the deer and the hares to race with him conmrmuning with birds and serpents.

But Sinmmu was no nore, and Zhirek, the invul nerable sorcerer, was no nore. It was Dathanja who
soon strode away into the norning.

DARKNESS had its abode in the depths of the sea. Nor did it dwell alone there. These uterine
cellars teened with life, yet it was a life that existed lightlessly for the nost part, and when
Iight cane upon it, the stranger was unwel come.

Li ght rays entered the upper floors of the great trench in a gentle blush. There cane a swirling
and | ashing, as of a |egion of whips, and larger entities, |ike huge black ghosts, blundered
softly away. But the Iight sharpened. It would not be held back, or avoided. It pushed through the
wat er and the dark, and suddenly the sea deeps burst to visibility. A forest lay along the top
tiers of the trench. It was conmposed of a mllion tendrils, oil-black. And in the forest perched
fish nests of flaxen floss, and their nmakers—finnily sprinting to conceal thensel ves—were each
like a rainbow prism The huge things which had already careered into flight, they were enornous
sl ot hful sacks of billow ng skin, and where the light sluiced over their bodies, they glinmered
aci d-bl ue and bronze. Farther down the steps of the trench the illum nation, striking like a bell
showed beds of oceanic flowers, hot coral and rose, chill nelon-pale or sour nelanic green, al
slammi ng their portals in disnay, and here or there on thema slimstartled creature |ike a gol d-
| eaf worm bolting a | ast norsel of grazing before it dashed from view.

Behind the |ight and the upheaval, a nonster swam

It seemed nmost |ike a whale, of giant proportions. Snooth as a silken egg, and, seen by its own
corona, of a sea-washed silver. The nouth of the whale gaped slowy as it
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e - Jlowed the water. Everything was sucked in, helplessly—.-:.. fish nests, |oosened tendrils,
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grazing worms, and

trying flowers. Yet, fromthe stern of the giant, a crys-:ne defecation al nost spontaneously shot
themall forth ...-.in in a tremendous gush. Wat tales these aninmalcules rr.isht hasten honme to
tell. How they had been eaten by a v-nale. flailed through its guts, and energed unscathed ;e nore
into the nothering ocean. The whal e, nean-

-ruie, never ceased to ingest the sea, and to expel the sea in drafts of purest flatulence.

Above the maw of it, two eyes beamed wi de, both round and bright, but one only with a bl ack
vertical pupil init.

So the unconsci onabl e thing went on, staring and causing affright and picaresque heroics along the
trench.

Now and then its one vertical pupil noved, and even crossed fromone eye into the other. Azhriaz
(the pupil) iooked out upon the water world which the |anps of her ship revealed to her

When the bl ast of annihilation rocked the ship and plunged it downward into these deeps, she was
stunned, her brain, like the ship, whirling. Then she had called on Chuz inadvertently, and even
once al nost cried out a word which had no nmeaning for her (which word was "Father"). Soon enough
the deep-sea ark steadi ed. Then the Goddess arose fromthe bottomof it and shook off her

f eebl eness.

She woul d not consider her City, wiped like dirt fromthe earth by an angel rag. She woul d not
consi der how she rode under the waves. She stood before the casenment eye of the fish-whal e-ship
and frowned upon submarine marvels. Nor would she consider these. She was al one. She was a
Goddess. This was the sea. Wll, well.

The craft progressed, when not by neans of preset nantras, through an engine inits entrails, Drin-
built, which gasped in fluid and expelled it, so naking for a tireless forward propul sion. Wthin
the hub was a palatial suite, to which the Drin had pretentiously added exanples of their finest
or nost obtuse smithery. This included, ringed about :he main chanber, a series of grotesque
silver heads. Like re whale, these breathed. And by breathing, gul ped away
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the stale air, puffed out, suitably scented, the reviving gases of the dry |and.

What ever the subrmarine sailor wi shed, she had only to denand it. A quantity of genies seened to
have been hamered in with the rivets. Should she need a sunptuous repast, nusic, one nore satin
pillow for her couch, these attendants supplied the item They additionally guided the vessel and
mai ntai ned it. Azhriaz was asked to do nothing, either with her magic or her wits. Sonetines, her
new servants mght be glinpsed: tinted wi sps, bodiless spirals of snpoke, protruding delicate
hands, or hal f-seen childish faces. Whatever were they? Effl orescences of Vazdru science, or the
uncouth Drindra in the process of refinement—t was not to be guessed.

The sea had its own masters. . . . Fate had warned her, if she had even needed such a hint. Though
she had cast illusion on it once, now she was the ocean's uninvited guest.

"Why, " said Azhriaz inperiously, to her part-seen servitors, "do these depths have col or? They are
always in the dark.™

A genie flittered forth.

"O Mstress," said it, "the sea-folk are nmmgici ans. They cane beneath m || ennia since and | earned
to prosper here, after a spat with the gods. It was they, then, who nmade the vegetation colorful."
"Agai n, why?"

"Because the sea peoples value lights. They go about with them and then they can adnmire the
colors, which they enticed for this purpose.”

When she sl ept, after her questionings, banquets, on silk and satin, she dreaned of cities
flattened and the death of nen. Not Vazdru dreans, not artistic. She woke scream ng. She called
the genies and had nmusic, or stood in the eyes of her ship, regarding the water, and put sleep
fromher like a faithless friend.

They say she traveled in the sea for a nonth or a year

The oceanic trench continued for a tinme. It was a sort of valley of the region, and nountains
soared above and beyond it, cliffs of aqueous purple granites, out of whose
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«cep caves weird fish-mammal s peered, and nmooed at the sr:p. unheard. The crests of these
stupendous nount ai ns, thousands of feet overhead, might break the sea as little aiands.

The ship had turned already eastward, as nmuch as the valley pernitted. Azhriaz had not given any
direction, but the earlier ship of oars and sail had been bound on an easterly voyage; its spirit,
held in this one, bore the imrress still, and the genie crew hunored the notive. Even-:,ully the
floor of the valley-trench sloped upward. The
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-r.;p accordingly ascended.

Bet ween t he shadowy hei ghts appeared, then, a cup of £ owing water, into which the ship propelled
itself. Azhriaz, ..-. the whale's sinister eye, presently saw she had cone

-con a city of the sea peoples.

There were many of these, and nost of themdifferent. This one lay in a honeyconb of grape-green
sunlight, that seemed to spill straight down through the thick tons of ocean aloft. It was a bl ack
and iridescent city, very tall, with enornmous arches and apertures set stories up. Black shapes
that m ght be sharks hovered in its "skies," and here and there some chariot or other conveyance
sparkled as it soared across the aqueducts.

Beneath the ship, pastures of white anenbnes stretched down toward the suburbs. On the pastures
herds of el ephantine |obsters were browsing. Mernmen shepherds glanced up and nade averting
gestures at the nmetal whale. Fromthe begi nning, the sea kings had bred such slaves. They wore
garl ands of salty barnacles on their weed-wild hair, and carried knives of coral and el ectrum but
they were tinid and i ngenuous.

Azhriaz did not stay her vessel. It swamon, until it hung in the funnel of green sun close to the
city of the sea lords. The bl ack-crow sharks had di spersed, the chariots w thdrawn. Nothing
stirred.

Azhriaz interrogated the genies, and |learned fromthemthat the |ight came down via a system of

| enses arranged higher up to catch and focus the sun. But as they spoke, another genie trickled
out like paint in mlKk.

"O Mstress,"” this genie exclaimed, and pointed with :ts |ong-fingered hands.
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Far across the city an apparatus had el evated on one of the arches. Now it lurched and the water
tore. Burning darkness with a train of bubbling white cane rushing upon the ship. A catapult had
been fired.

"Do not exert yourself," chorused all the genies to Azhriaz. "It is not required.”

At this nonent a pore of the ship sorcerously opened and a levinbolt sped forth. It intercepted
the mssile fromthe catapult some distance off, and hurled it away so that, erupting and abl aze,
the ball crashed back on the black city. Fire and snolder poured into the water at that point |ike
bl ood.

Anot her ball had, however, already been | aunched at them

"We fight no nore," said Azhriaz. "W will run away."

The geni es chirruped.

"It is unnecessary, Mstress. Al that they send we can destroy, and |level their proudest towers
maybe. "

"Just so," said Azhriaz. "And angels do that. We will not fight but fly."

The geni es obeyed her. They seened neither sorrowful nor glad, not even surprised at her curious
whi m

The mantras were activated and the nmetal whale dived fromthe sea-skies of that city like
lightning. The second mssile flung itself harm essly by below, and was | ost in wet green space.
She had cone anong the cities of Tirzom of the eastern oceans. She did not know it, but would

| earn. Bl ack and beauteous were these cities, and between themlay the fertile plains and narine
woods of the shallower shelves. Al which territory the Tirzonmites clained.

Jungl es of kelp and branching coral afforded cover for the ship as Azhriaz stole upon the hem of
each netropolis. She saw the bl ack cupolas and pinnacles of olivine, as the shy fish saw t hem

My father is not here to guide nme, said Azhriaz to herself. / need do nothing. | need not nake
war. And her dreans of battered Nennafir—which had becone nixed with others of the ghoul city
Shudnmwer e eased.

Yet, though she hid nodestly, many in those sea cities
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of magi ci ans knew t hat sonething passed. And sone crept upon it, nore crafty in their forests than
Azhriaz. By their own abnornmal neans, the sister capitals of that country sent news and warni ng of
the thing which trespassed there.

Al'l this time, the ship ascended as the ocean floor itself went up. And soon it was possible to

tell in those waters the traffic of night with day above, as the aquascape faded or grew bright.
One day the waters were very clear and nost crystal green. The subsea ark was nosing anong the
gl ades of a great weed wood, when the shining eyes of it, one with a > ender pupil, saw away over

the plains beyond a tall rock, and on the rock's top a city. It happened that this was Tirzom Jum
Capital of all the capitals in that part of the world.
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Even froma di stance, one could tell it was a city of especial size and inport, while a col ossa
silvery half-nmoon rested over the crown of it, the two points going down anong the walls.

Azhriaz questioned the genies. The genies, their wells of know edge seemngly floorless, replied
that certain of the sea peopl es—though thoroughly acclimted to the ocean—had a nostalgia for the
airs of earth. And these they might distill and set to play in various chanbers or gardens of
their dwellings. It would appear that this city (and despite the floorless wells, the genies did
not, it seems, know enough to nanme it) had given over to earth

¢’ whole sections of its upper streets. They were con-_::ned, therefore, under a done of nmgical
gl ass.
Azhriaz said, "I should like to see it."

The genies told her she did so.

"Closer to hand."

The genies told her the ship would go closer to the city.

"No," said Azhriaz. "I do not mean to make war—this

-ep is taken as a threat. | will go out alone.”

The geni es gazed upon her with their vague childlike eyes. Their incorporeal concentration was
such that Azhriaz asked of them "What now?"

"O M stress, though you are Night's Daughter, and iwigh you are a Goddess-Wtch, yet, these are

t he ki ngdons of the ocean.”
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"WIIl my nage-craft not avail nme here?" "Perhaps,"” they said. "Then, let ne see.”

A pore of the ship |loosed her, like a dark tear. She had nade herself a bubble of air, inside

whi ch she stood. And when she noved the bubble clung about her and went with her. The air of the
bubbl e stayed fresh, renewing itself constantly, and in its wake drifted other slighter bubbles
sl oughed fromthe whole. Delicious with the Va/dru breath of Azhriaz, they danced anmong the fish
and the fish lovingly pursued them

Azhriaz rejoiced in her sudden freedom She had not thought to venture out before. But |ong

i nactivity—as once before—had worn her down, making her depression weigh the heavier. She played
about the passing creatures, and though she could not touch themthrough the bubble, nor they her
she gazed into their eyes and made circles around them chased them allowed themto give chase to
her .

The plains below Tirzom Jum were of the sheerest sand, where lay incredible shells. Striped and
spotted they were, |ike ocelots, creany and resinous as anber, or whoried |like the spikes of
unicorns, or pure as the thinnest porcelain—and of every color imagi nable. Azhriaz paused over
these, and contenpl ated piercing the bubble a nonment to take up sone of the nost beautiful or
strange. But the murnuring of the genies clouded her mind. The ship was her protection. She would
not risk undoing her magic in the liquid element. Could it be she might not then be able to
reinstate the spell? And although it was inconceivable she should drown, the living breathl ess
struggle was a horrible idea. She had never doubted her powers before, never had cause.

Yet she idled on, and soon the rock cliff of the city | oonmed above her

It was a fact, the Tirzonmites were nostalgic, in a scornful way, for the earth. The sun itself,

t hough renoved through | ayers of water and sky, mght incoherently be seen here. On the earth it
nmust be high noon, for a faint goldenness burned in the apex of the waters, and under the rock a
little frill of shadow lay on the sand.

Azhriaz drifted up the cliff with caution, keeping her
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di stance fromthe city. Mdway along its slopes, ornate buil dings began to appear, black as jet,
with | ynx-eyed wi ndows. She glinpsed the nonmentum of vehicles, and sea-bl own cl ouds that were
enornous trees. . , . Like a child she stared at this, and kept away, and would not fight.

One third below the cliffs sunmt, the curious done began. It too was a bubble, transparent,

di scernible only by the crescent gleamof filtered sunlight liming its curve. Under the dome, up
in the air and gilded peridot Iight, were the nassive oval archways of the architecture of Tirzom
and the streets and steps needful where swi nming had no place, the stal king towers and eneral d

m narets.

The Goddess floated, and | ooked her fill. She felt her sadness and her guilt, her confusion in the
face of the wishes of others, of eternity—and one short second. Wat is this city to me? Should
she go to her ship and fire lightnings at it? / slew Shudm She had given the ghouls to each ot her
to gnaw. She was the daughter of W ckedness.

A bl ackness was slowly detaching itself fromthe rocky masonry of TirzomJum It flowed toward
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her .
Azhriaz, interrupted in her guilt, becom ng aware of it, thought it nmundane. It was a beast
resenbling a black bladder, with optics of blue, like a jest at her own garb and eyes. An octopus

with the snakes of its tentacles about it.

"I amnot for you," she said to it, though it could not hear and woul d not heed.

It cane on, and Azhriaz spread out her hand. A glare ripped through the water and rapped the
octopus smartly, so it was packed off in a succession of sonersaults. Inits fury it released a
wave of ink into the sea.

She had nmeant to kill it, and had not done as much. It did not think her very dangerous, only
irksone, and it canme on again through the ink. Then Azhriaz resorted to the magi ¢ which would
vani sh her fromthat spot and bring her out inside her safe ship. On earth, it had been hardly
nore nmonentous, this, than to blink her eyelids.

But she was in the sea

There was a surge that buffeted and slung her down into the sand. And that was all it did.
Azhriaz kneel ed anong the shells and felt the sea on her
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body, and tasted it in her nouth. Her casting of power had broken w de the bubble.

/ aminvul nerable. | am Vazdru. The ocean cannot nurder nme. Yet the salt sea filled her nostrils,
her throat, her lungs, and the agony of it was not to be borne. Then am | |ess than Zhirek? she
wondered in terror and outrage.

And she cursed her father and her nother, sun and dark, for what of thisl

Her sight grew blind. The octopus hauled her up into its nmultitude of arns.

THROUGH perforated screens and |ucid vanes soaked the anphi bi an dusk of Tlrzon1Jun1 It was sunset
in the world above. Lamps were being lit along the upper levels of the city, a nightly ritual
Fire was a specialty here. Slaves gracefully slunk about the palace halls, dipping their tapers to
orbs of vitreous and sconces of verdigris.

Illumned in the sea-dusk lanplight, the court of the king | ooked on the ani mal which had been
capt ur ed.

Like their cities, the Tirzomtes were black, and green. Their skins were pantherish. The hair
that splendored their heads was the hue of apples, and equally so the not-white whites of their
eyes. When they spoke or |aughed (as below water it was not confortable to do, it subsequently
becom ng a fashion up here), the insides of their mouths and their tongues were darkest green
their teeth like pure green pearls. Gther nore intimate parts of them woul d have been seen to be
green, had they revealed them Cut these persons, they woul d shed blood |ike drops of tournaline
They were w se, though, not green that way, the
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Tirzomtes. Educated, clever, and arrogant—and cruel, as all the peoples of the sea-which was,
despite the fashion, no | aughing nmatter

The king hinself sat in his orichalc chair, with his two cats at his feet. They were of a bibred
speci es, cheetahs that had never tried the acres of earth, but rather coursed the floor of the
wat ers. They had the fins of golden carp, and spotted scales for pelts. They had recently hunted
sharks; now they glared at the shackled thing on the carpets below their master's feet.

"It is not ill nade," comented one of the courtiers. He spoke in the | anguage of Tir/om "Yet, so
beautil ess.™

"It is truly quite foul," agreed another. "Yet, it has sone value as a curiosity."

"I't breathes the sea, despite having no gills, and is unharned."”

"It is a female. It may belong to some other kingdom Wth whomare we at war that mght send

spi es?"

"Wth three or four states, as is usual. Though their peoples have just such hideous white skin,
they have other proper characteristics of the ocean races. This creature has none, however hard it
breathes water. Besides, there is the ship. W do not understand the magi cal nechanics of it, and
though it has been surrounded by our soldiery, it lies still in the woods—we have been unable to
gai n access, so strong are the sorcerous protections. W have had word from Vesh Tirzomthat their
catapults did it no damage, but that the ship itself snbte back an exploding nmissile into the
city. While fromTirzom Bey canme the nessage of those who perused the ship when it, or its
occupant, slept. And the nessage told of worknmanship thereon that the forges of nortals do not

pr oduce. "

"Enough," interrupted the king sharply, and the ner-cheetahs growled. "W w Il question the
captive thing. It swoons too long. Go, wake it up."
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"I have awakened," said a voice fromthe carpets, and also in the |anguage of Tirzom

She reclined, Azhriaz, only as if at leisure before them not deigning to stand, let alone to give
obei sance. The king she regarded as if he were sone supplicant she had Dermitted to sit down. The
rest she did not bother with.
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It was a truth, she was a goddess and had grown used to honage, and not to get it irked her. And
she had been besi des conscious always of her beauty, if indifferent to it. Here, her white skin
was reckoned the depth of ugliness, overriding all other consideration or feature.

"How is it," said the king of TirzomJum "that you, a deficient foreign aninal, can speak our
tongue?”

"How is it," said Azhriaz, "that you, so erudite and all-w se, do not know?"

For another fact, her Vazdru training of recent years had taught her every tongue of the earth (of
whi ch there were seven root | anguages, and each of those split into ten subl anguages), and the
seven undefil ed speech nodes of Underearth. The teaching of these had been a relatively sinple
thing, involving touches of nephrite and nacre. . . . Tine hanging heavy in her Goddessdom
however, Azhriaz had summoned the Drindra, and now and then the Drindra had even breached the seas
for her, and brought her relics, including certain stone tablets or sewn books of the aquatic
fol k. The magicianry that pulsed in her very blood had not deserted her; such woul d be absurd. Her
powers were only severely mitigated by the environment. They enabl ed her now, fromthe
linguisttics she had fornerly studied, to piece together Tirzom s vernacul ar. |ndeed, though there
were a host of |anguages beneath the waves, yet they too sprang from nother roots, and were not so
unf at homabl e as the sea | ords opi ned.

Somet hing of that, this sea |lord now seenmed unwillingly to conprehend.

"Then you are," said he, "by the terns of the earth, a great sorceress."

"I am by the terms of the earth, a peerless goddess."

At this, the court of the king | aughed extravagantly.

The king put on a stern face.

"W eschew the gods here, though we respect them You have neither the manner nor the aspect of a
god. "'

Azhriaz met the king's cat eyes unrelentingly, but she knew, with sul ky anmusenment, that this
argunent was irrefutable. Here, the Goddess of Nennafir was not nuch

"I will,"” she said, "out of tact at your ignorance,
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di spense with my holy titles. | shall only informyou of ny royalty. | am Azhriaz, the Prince of

Denons' daughter.”

The king started. The court whispered. And, for their parts, the mer-cheetahs | owered thensel ves
onto their bellies, as if unsure whether to snarl or purr

Presently the king of TirzomJumsaid this: "Azhrarn we know of, and between all our kind and his
there exists a conpact of truce for he is mghty in his way, but we also, as he would hinself
confirm™

"You, " said Azhriaz, "are nmere magici ans, and were human once. It is the sea itself, this el enent
you have wedded, which so swells your power. Shipweck you a few years on the land, there would be
anot her song."

At this the courtiers put their hands to their daggers, and many di scussed loudly killing this
upstart foreign thing at once. O, if it nmght not be killed, of distressing it in other ways.
Then Azhriaz |aughed, not from humor, but because she saw it was idiomatic. "I aminvul nerable,"
she said. "I can breathe the sea, though to nme it is anathema. Wat do you suppose you nmay do to
me?" And she rose to her feet, and clad herself by her nagic in the trappings of her earthly
godhead. It inpressed them this vulgarity, as she had divined it might. "Consider also," said

Azhriaz, "if you attenpt to harmme, ny father may forgo his truce with you. Have you, such bold
warriors as you claimto be, ever fought a war with the Vazdru? Insult ne, and the joy shall be
yours."

Then a man came to the king and nuttered in his ear. This one wore a |ong robe of black, and on
his breast hung a pectoral of green bones.

Azhriaz attended to the nmutter. She waited till the man drew back and then she said to the king,
"Your scholar tells you, if | am Azhrarn's, | nust prove it."

"The request is not unjust.”

"My father," said Azhriaz, "has his own affairs to tend to. | nay call to him and he not hear the

cry, no, not for sone while. Rest assured, nevertheless, that at length he will hear it, and that
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if you have inconvenienced nme, it may not gladden him"

"You have made your threat," said the king, "and your
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boast. W are ready to extend all politeness to you, provided you denonstrate yourself worthy. Any
cunning witch, who had gained an ability for breathing water, m ght conme here and say what you
have said. Should we be gentle with you for Azhrarn's sake, and the parenthood be discovered as a
| i e—such, too, might offend the Prince of Denobns."

"To call to himrequires a spell," said Azhri az.

"I shall set at your disposal my own nage-chanber, and only | and nmy scholars shall be by."

"Let me do it, then," said Azhriaz. But her heart beat heavily, and col d.

They ascended on foot—t was all the rage to walk, since el sewhere in the sea one did not—between
hi gh-pillared roofs of the palace. It was night on earth, and night in the doned city. Stars had
al so been lit, far up in the done, by slaves, who nust clinb bizarre scaffol ding each sunset to do
it, and often fell to their deaths on the streets below. The king strolled am d burning torches,
and now and then paused besi de sone flowering shrub—for the upper city was mantled with plants, to
suppl ement and enhance the air. "Sanple this bloom" he said to Azhriaz, so courteous now it boded
ill, for it seemed he thought he could be lavish with such manners; soon there would be no need
for them And Azhriaz said, "Pretty enough, king. But black flowers rem nd ne of pathetic hunman
death."” "Oh, Death," said the king of TirzomJum "W believe he is a relative of ours, sprung
fromour stock but debased. Hi s green hair and eyes whitened in disgust at his exile to dry land."
"l deduce you have never net the Lord Unlune," said Azhriaz, who had not properly nmet himeither.
"For you are only black as the black nen of the earth are black." "Theirs is a red-bl ackness,"
said the king, contenptuously. "Or a brown bl ackness, or the purple black of damsons." "And you
are only black as jet," said Azhriaz. "But the Lord Unlume, ny un-uncle, is black as black is

bl ack, and no ot her."

The mage-chanber of the king lay a long distance up in the done. It was a sphere of obsidian
stuff, wi ndow ess, and held by three towers in claws of brackish brass.

|

The king, and seven of his chosen scholars, entered, with Azhriaz, and the door was shut on them
No sooner had this happened than soft light filled the sphere.

"All is at your disposal," said the king. "Conmence."

"Stand back sonme way," said she. "Such things may occur as will dazzle or scorch you."

"Pray do not be afraid for M."

Yet, back they stood, and nade eight figures against the curving wall. Azhriaz went to the w de
room s center, and was al one.

Mortals called to Azhram by neans of denon pipes, either given, filched, or come across. Then he
did not comonly answer. Only nyth said that he did. Wth those he | oved, such artifacts were
rarely necessary. Wth Dunizel, in the final nonths of their liaison, a thought woul d have brought
himto her side. And it nust be he had | onged for this thought, but she, for the sake of his child
(for in her own way, she was adanant agai nst his proposed enploynent of it), had resisted. And now
she was dead, and Azhriaz had been put to use exactly as he vowed—

What did Azhriaz need then, his unloved child, to call her father?

Not hi ng.

Yet she stood in the sea king's mage-chanber, and made a vast show. To attract Azhrarn's
attention, to flatter him maybe. O only to delay the inevitable.

She knew her phantasms could not reach her here. So she invented phantasnms, which flooded the
area, nmoping and meow ng, and sone, in psychic fright at being created in such a spot, psychically
made psychic water on the floor. Thereafter, many magic fireworks were let off. And in the wake of
the col orful confusion, Azhriaz summoned the Drindra, that she knew nust cone, for several of them
she had chained to her as her slaves, a deed the Vazdru coul d acconplish

The Drindra cane. What a sight they were.*

*Wiile the name Drin may be roughly translated as neaning "they that have no »ojnen"—the Drin kind
being only of the male sex—the subnanme Drindra would Kmto nean "they that have no wonen—and no
wits." This statenent, while not

enctly veritable, yet provides sone notion of Drindra | ooks and personality.
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Forenost stood a great clod-hopping thing with a lion's body, horse's feet, the head of an ow,
and the tail of a pony—which tail was plaited with ribbons. It nade noi ses harnonious with its
appear ance, but additionally vocalized the gabble-slang of the fellowship. There were al so others,
in the forns of bears crossed with bats or dragons, oxen with dogs, toads with goats and gazell es,
and parrots having long hairy hind | egs.

Azhriaz, seeing the sea king shrink in (laughing) |oathing, addressed the Drindra tw ce over, once
in their gabble, and once in the tongue of Tirzom

"Val i ant servants, you have braved the seas for ne. Say who | am"™

The ridicul ous ow -1ion spoke for the rest, who augnented its oratory by enphatic grunts, burps,
and squawks.

"You are she that is his child."

Azhriaz gl anced at the king, but the king, spurningly shrinking and hol ding his nose, evidenced
ei ther no understanding of the slang, or no belief in its inport.

Azhriaz said to the Drindra: "Know ne then. Now, take me hence."

At this, though she spoke only in the gabble, guessing a trick the king grew alert and his
scholars with him and they too began to weave glimering sorceries in the air.

But the Drindra boiled and burbled. The lion-owW said in a hiss, "O Mstress, 0 Lovely One, it may
not be. These are the oceans, and have other laws. For all your power, and ours, you or we can do
not hi ng here that goes against their plans.”

"Fool s," said Azhriaz, with a |lashing glance, so the Drindra rolled in a debauch of agony across
the psychic urinations on the ground. "Go away then, and tell ny father what you have told nme. And
say to Azhram the Beautiful, his daughter is here in threatened peril, and she requests he wll
cone to save her fromit."

At these words the Drindra entered paroxysm They withed and screaned and raved and hooted and
brayed, until the mage-sphere quaked.

"Alas, alas,"” said the ow-lion, blushing with anxiety.

"Alas? Go do ny bidding," said Azhriaz.

"No, it cannot be done," said the Drindra. "Al as, alas."

And so saying, in a stormof fur and feathers and uproar, they disappeared, and |eft her there.
Azhriaz waited a while in the silent chanber, and the biack-green king of Tirzom Jum gave her
space to wait, out of his victory.

No ot her denon manifested. The Drindra did not return. Wiile their cry of Alas, their cry of No,
these had sonehow an all -pervasi ve nmeaning to be understood by any.

Eventual ly: "It seens he does not deign to come to >ou." said the king. "O else, as you have
said, he :>-busy at other affairs.”

Azhriaz pointed at the floor of the chamber. A bright-r»ess wenched fromher hand and struck the
paving and clacked it. That she could do. But in another nmonent, one of the schol ar-nmages had
muttered, and the crack heal ed, m ght never have been. This they could do.

Azhriaz turned. She went to the king and | ooked in his '"ace.

"Behol d, your captive," said the Goddess Azhriaz.

Sone days and ni ghts went by before they decided her fate. At first they kept her at the court, as
an interesting freak. They nocked her, but she would not answer or seemto hear. O sonetines she
did answer nore cleverly than they cared for. Finding they m ght tether her with spelled cords,
they did it. She broke the cords. They retied them She broke them It grewtiresome. She seened
aloof, as if she lived within a pane of steely glass. They did not know if she was afraid, or
angry,,or in despair. They did not know if she feared them or adnmred themproperly. It seened
per haps she did not. Her equivocal vulnerability infuriated them and her usel ess powers, and her
ugly beauty. She quickly ceased to please. Since such a captive could never be let free, what was
to be done with the wetched thing?

The schol ar in black and bones nuttered again to his king. Azhrarn had not clainmed the wonan, yet
patently she was supernatural. Best be a fraction cautious. Cast her down, yet leave a nargin in
of fense. Do nothing irretrievable.

So, in the end, Azhriaz, the Denon's Daughter, the
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Goddess-on-Earth, was thrown out of the palace of TirzomJum and left on the middle streets of
the city, a destitute forei gn beggar

The mddle streets |lay between the air of the donme and the waters of the | ower streets. Being
neither conpletely watery, therefore, nor aristocratically gaseous, they were reckoned a slum
Here too were to be found the sem magi cal tubes by neans of which the air from above was cl eansed
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and revitalized, and the large cubicles via which it was necessary to journey fromthe wet habitat
to the dry one, or the reverse. And in the mddle streets, about these valves and pipes and the

i nadvertent canals they sonetinmes forned, the outcasts of the city |ived.

Since the sea races were all descended of nmmgicians, even the | owest of the | ow anmong them had
some magi ¢ aptitude or skill. (For this very cause, the slaves of the undersea reginme were for the
nost part sub-breedi ngs between nmen and fish, or stolen human stock adapted to the watery life.
For the mage-aristos preferred the service of beings that could work no spells, and had,
preferably, no true intelligence.)

The rabble of the bottomair levels of TirzomJumwas exotic. There were pride-stung illegitimtes
of the princes, and revengeful lanenting legitimates flung fromhigh places for some crine, or by
t he conni vance of enem es. And there were schizophrenic hal f-blood Tirzonmtes, got by m stakes
with other peoples, sonme even with pal e skins, which nade themtargets for aversion and abuse.
Azhriaz fitted but too well inside the nessy nest, and made slight stir

There was a sloping street that |ay beneath the steep, w ndow ess, back black walls of three

pal aces, whose tops flowered into apertures, and proper existence, sone four hundred feet or so
farther up. High over the street crossed bridges, where slaves teenmed, day and night, on their
onerous duties. Sonetines they also dropped in the street, when falling fromthe nightly star-
lighting half a nmile overhead. The dwellers in the street found it easy to avoid being flattened
by these downfalls. One heard the screaning froma |long way off, and the bothersome sound of a

I
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fleshly object driving through atnosphere. The persons in TTK street took cover accordingly,

t hough sonetines their

-+ -sessions were crushed. The passage of a falling slave

- . 1% never inpeded by any of the bridgework: It repelled : i_n flailing body by magic. The
princes did not wish even :~nr | ower avenues to be spoiled by corpses. Once the
-+ vdy had arrived in the street and was still, there was a

-nversal stealing out to rob the cadaver of any worthwhile L-;ng. And in this way, the street in
which the star-lighters fell so regularly was considered sonething of a prize.

The rabble of Tirzomwas aesthetic. A man might barter a dish of food for a dainty carving, then
the food-gai ner cnange his mind, and clutch the other to him "No, no, netter hunger of the belly
than a starved soul. Retrieve your slops, and return ny valuable." Before the robbery o0? a dead
sl ave, too, the thieves mght pause a nonent to cvxisider the angle of its linbs, if it had died
couthly. The

-acts were related presently to those who had the job of expecting such corpses and di sposi ng of
them Mst were ted to the octopus guards of the city, to help themkeep a taste for man-fl esh.
Presumably those who had expired at a pretty angle fared no better.

Azhriaz built herself a house at the street's nether end. It »as not made of debris, shells, or
the hides of sharks, as »ere the other dwellings. It was made of bricks, and «wank. Wat was solid
she had forned by narshaling her powers, and then dressed it by the sane powers to | ook e%ery way
grander than it was. The house had a white «an, and casenents of painted glass in blue and deep
red—the hei ght of unacceptable unfashion in the greenback city.

"Who is that haughty subwoman?" "She is a hostage-spy fromsone inferior nation. She . .-.nme here
in a ship of netal which is kept in durance, at ; whimof our wonderful dammable |ords, accursed
be ry, and bl essed above all others.” "I have heard it said they could not best her." "Nor could

she them Here she is. She cannot escape. v~.e is trapped here forever."

"She has no gills and would drown in water."

No. There is a tank in her house, |arge as a room and
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full of sea, and she swi ns there subnerged, or dances, and fish accept tidbits fromher fingers.
This has been seen through her w ndows."

"She has said she is Vazdru. | think she lies, for I amnot convinced there are such things as
denons. "

"And | said a spell as | enptied my bl adder agai nst her house wall. The bricks are in reality
bl ack. "

"Al so, however, urine turns to lilies where it touches them"’'

The rabbl e began to visit Azhriaz in her queenly house.
So she entertai ned denoted sages and sacked | ords—who wore tatters and behaved rudely out of
gall. And thieves she received, who preyed on the higher city or the lower wet city, and who
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garbed thensel ves |ike princes and had such sunptuous social graces it was inpossible to converse
with them And there cane also exiles to the white-skinned house (which had every day nore fair
white lilies blooming on it, for insolence provokes insolence, and a great quantity of liquid was
drunk thereabouts). Al the exiles were pale, sone green of hair, some blue, and sone had fishy
eyes, or were scaled, and one even had a fishtail under her |ong robe, though she pretended she
was only lame and her litter-bearers had no tongues.

Azhriaz entertained each and every one with insulting illusory magnificence, like idiot children.
Delicacies of the dry earth were served by unseen attendants. Misics played and the air dripped
with fragrances of |and, sandal wood, bal sam and nard.

One gol den-green mdday, a lord's mistake, aristocratically black, but dun of hair, cane to
Azhriaz and tal ked with her.

"I mght increase your station," said Azhriaz at the fifth bow of illusory but intoxicant w ne.
"Placed as | am | cannot do it. But, when | amgone fromhere ... Do you know of any way | m ght
take a brief holiday out of Tirzom Jun®"

"You say," said the mstake, "you are a denon's daughter. Trapped here hopel essly, as you al so
are, do you long for the vile Underearth?"

Azhriaz: The CGoddess
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"I do not," said Azhriaz, canceling the wine. "The viler custons here intrigue ne nore."

Later, when the greener afternoon began, a pal e-skinned pal e-eyed thief stepped in. Hs face was
pai nted black, and his gills gilded.

"1 have thought over your earlier question to ne, regarding a holiday. That is superfluous, for
have decided to take you under ny protection, when your every day will be a holiday of joy. You
shall be ny mistress. Since we are both blasted with pallor, you do not offend ne so very nuch."
"How generous you are," said Azhriaz. "Pray go and be generous sone ot herwhere."

But in the green dusk of Tirzom a young black nman, with green dusk too for hair, approached the
gat e.

Up aloft the stars were being Iit, and soon there cane the shriek and rush of a slave falling to
hi s deat h.

The princely visitor |ooked about. Several of the denizens of the street were hastening to nove
their val uabl es out of harm s way.

Louder and | ouder the inpending rush of the fall, and thinner and thinner the cries of the victim
al nrost sensel ess with horror

The black | ord noved away fromthe gate of Azhriaz and out into the street's center. The rabble,
who already stared at himfor his hateful prefection, nudged each other. "It is Tavir," they said.
The shadow of the falling one filled the street.

The lord raised his arnms, spoke a word' of power, and caught the slave in his grasp. To any but a
magician it was a feat inpossible. But to a magician, nothing so very much. He did not even
stagger, nor shift fromone silk-clad foot to another. He put the slave down upon the way,

uni njured and gazing at him The rabble were noved to unapproving i npressed appl ause. The lord
took no note of this, and little of the slave, beyond a nod. The fine green head was turned again
to the gate of Azhriaz, and in another minute he had returned to it and entered the courtyard of
t he house. Azhriaz had conme out on a bal cony and | ooked down on him
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He bowed gracefully as a thief. "Madam" said he
door opened and stood w de.

8

1'he. Story of Travir's 'Dream

"I AM TAVIR, a prince of Tirzom Jum Because our high caste is so uniformin coloring and so
symretrical of physiognony, to an alien we are often indistinguishable fromeach other. You will
not remenber ne."

"Indeed that is true, that | do not remenber you. But the lapse is due solely in ny uninterest in
the ways of your kind. You are, however, doubtless an intimte of your king. W shall not discuss
my notion to holiday outside his donmain."

Prince Tavir sniled. In his green | ocks were woven the bl ackest agates; on his black fingers and
in the | obes of his well-shaped bl ack ears burned the greenest agates. His shirt was vernilion
whi ch was not the vogue at all.

"I had heard," he said, "the entertainment in this house was |avish."

Azhriaz clapped her hands. Stringed instrunents rilled, incenses uncoiled from sudden | anps,
pitchers of wine cane sailing through the air

may | come in?" Azhriaz said nothing, but the
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Azhriaz cl apped her hands again. Al vanished.

"You will be entertained better," said Azhriaz, "by your king. Wiy are you here?

"If you will indulge ne, I will speak first of a dream | have had continually since chil dhood."
"Speak on," said Azhriaz, "nmy indul gence being immterial."

Azhriaz: The Coddess
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But Tavir gazed at her and spoke seriously, as to a respected equal. And Azhriaz sparred with him
no further.

Thus, he told her of his dream which was this:

That he, a creature able to breathe both water and air, had drowned. There he stood, his |ungs
bulging with saline liquid and drawing neither in or out, and his skull seening flooded too, yet
not his brain. His mind worked on in a dreany way. And it cane to himhe was a statue, fossilized
to limestone, which had endured there in the depths for centuries, and was, noreover, one of a
conmpany. Like a crowd of petrified ghosts they were, feet planted in an old nosaic, and dinly, on
the shores of sight (for the eyes of these statues did not nove), were vistas of a wecked pal ace.
The ocean bustled in and around, and went off again, and with it fish, and |ong cold sea serpents.
Soneti nes sone wandering aquamte woul d pause anong the statues, and nake its hone in a convenient
crevice—the dip between a woman's breasts, a fold of rocky robe or hair, or the cupped pal mof a
hand forever open. But even these slithery nomads did not renmain. Altogether, the statue-Tavir
concluded, this was no life for an adventurous spirit.

At |ast, the sense that he should | eave his jail becane so insistent that he made as if to run
away. And in that instant he did run, and found hinself at large and at liberty. At first this
surprised him Then he cane to see that it was sonme nental or astral part which had slipped the

| eash. The stony body stayed behi nd, bl ank-faced, and would not |ook at him He was glad to be rid
of it. It .was so good to nove about after the endl ess years, and he darted through the sea,

Il osing all awareness of place or tine, or even of self, flighty as a fish.

How |l ong this spree lasted he could not be sure. But after a while, he began to take note of
things and to reason again, and he grew once nore dissatisfied, and yearned for the expression
and the limts, of a fleshly container.

How to get one? He m ght invade the physique of sone other, but who could guess what battle woul d
ensue? To find some corpse and occupy that was not to be relished. Another neans occurred to him
He cane on a city soon, and that city was Tirzom Jum
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upon its cliff, beneath its done—though at the hour he did not knowits nane, nor care.

I nvisi ble and wei ghtl ess, he ski med about the place, and when he wi shed to, seeped in through the
done itself, and bl ew around the upper streets.

Now it seermed to Tavir, who in the dreamwas not Tavir, that he had been fornmerly a prince,
handsome, and schooled in sorcery. Therefore he concluded he nmust be again a prince, handsone and
a sorcerer, for old habits die hard. And to excuse this sanmeness he remarked to hinself that he
could be all that again and do differently with it—as before, let it be whispered | ow, had he not
rather wasted his gifts?

Presently Tavir-not-yet-Tavir beheld a gorgeous girl carried in a litter. Black as night she

| ooked to him with reseda hair. Such a mold could only make handsome sons—

He followed the girl. He dared even, intellectual air current that he was, to sit in her lap and
mur mur Ch, dear Mdther! to her fromtine to tine. Then, however, the litter came to a mansi on, and
the girl was borne in. Who should greet her in an inner chanber but a stooped fellow, princely

bl ack and green as she, but nissing nost of his teeth and those remaining as black as his hide,
while his hair was streaked by white. Wrse, he |ooked on the girl and said: "Good day, Wfe. |
have been reading in ny library—which is, as you know, ny only pleasure—and the sage says this:
"How privileged the bride that her husband has not deflowered.' Are you not then gratified that |
have | aid not one finger on you, and that you will stay a virgin all your years?"

"What ever you will," said the girl, listlessly.

But Tavir—and so he shall henceforth be called, for so he had now determi ned to be—Favir flew up
in the air like a wax bung out of a shaken bottle, and hitting the chanmber roof, exclained:
"Never, on ny lifel"

The aged pedant sucked his un-nice teeth and squinted at the ceiling. He was a sorcerer,
natural ly, and had detected sonethi ng am ss.

"Can sone air-inhaling fish have got in?'"' inquired he.

"dd fool!" raved Tavir from above. "I will show you
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what a fish it is!"™ And flappi ng down he gave the old man a sound bl ow. And though not corporeal
his shot had the strength of passion behind it, so the pedant |eapt and clutched his nose. Waving
a stick of carved black vitreous from sone submarine |lava flow as cool ed now as his own, he cried:
"A haunt! Sone fiend | et |oose by others' careless conjuration. Have | not warned you before,
Wfe, that you must curb your witcheries. / amthe husband and / will work the magic. Go to your
apartnments in disgrace, and peruse there the inproving books | have sent you!" At which the |ovely
girl shrank and trenbled and crept fromthe room Tavir pursued her, pausing only to inflict upon
the ol d pedant another savage bl ow. Leaving himhow ing, Tavir rose with the princess up through
the house into sone denure little chanbers of great richness.

"Hush, Sweetheart-Mther," he consoled the virgin-wife, flitting affectionately about her. "There
are other nen in this city."'

He remai ned concerned at her dejection until, having | ocked her doors by both key and charm the
bl ack princess proceeded to arrange a spell upon the floor. And when the genie of it appeared, she
stanped her foot and railed at it with sone spirit. "Did you not prom se ne a handsone husband and
a handsone son?" screaned she. "Were are they, pray, and how nuch | onger nust | endure this
wai f ?" The geni e | ooked abashed, but Tavir, ever resourceful, dashed into its open nmouth, and by
cleverly mani pulating the big tongue agai nst the palate and fangs, in proper rhythmwith its
attenpt to speak otherw se, caused it to announce: "It shall be done. By tonorrow s sunset, Fate
shall rap the door."

Then, |eaving both genie and princess dunb with amazenent, Tavir dived out again and so through a
succession of closed wi ndows, and through the city to find hinself a suitable sire.

This deed was not so very taxing for Tavir. He nerely selected fromanong the hi ghest of the high
princes of Tirzom Jumthe wealthiest, best-I|ooking, and nost acconplished specinen, luckily

wi fel ess. This prince was disposed to walk in his gardens, and Tavir acconpani ed him
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"You suppose,” said Tavir, unseen, unheard, invidious, "that you are happy. But you are not. Here
you are, and no one by. Can it be your scholars and your friends now bore you? That your
concubi nes no | onger wake your pul ses? But you are wise. This is safer. Go out into the city, you
woul d find your heart's desire."

Now, though he was a mage, Tavir's father (and there is no use denying that is what he woul d
beconme) was young, and did not always neasure every act or idea. And so, sensing the inport of
Tavir's wheedling, the prince cane to believe these fancies sprang froma sort of sorcerous
intuition. And thus this educated and astute young man let hinself be led like a bull by the nose.
Qut into the city he therefore went, and so canme, in a sea-green sunset, under the w ndow of
Tavir's nother (and no use denying that, either).

"Do not |ook up at that casenent," exclained Tavir to his princely father. The prince naturally at
once | ooked up at it. "Beware," insisted Tavir. "Your heart's desire lies in prison within. See
her, and you are |lost. Best |leave the spot instantly.” Tavir's father accordingly lingered in the
street, beset by strange envotions.

Tavir then flew up the wall and into the roomof the princess. He found her in the process of
tearing to bits and burning the inproving literature given by her spouse. Hastily blowing a white
snmut or two fromher face, Tavir propelled the lady to the window "Do not dare | ook out into the
street. Your fate is bel ow—=

So she reached the wi ndow and | ooked down with a wildly beating heart, and there she saw the
prince | ooking up in nuch the sane condition

Soon she puts her hand to her brow. The prince starts forward. "Madam are you unwel | ?"

"Quite well," she answers. It is a lie. The sword has gone in her heart. As for him never was
fish nore hooked.

Just then a series of appalling crashes, thuds, and yow s shock through the house. Tavir is about
ot her business, chasing the aged pedant around his library and hurling books and scrolls at his
vener abl e head, now and then getting in a hearty bite with incorporeally inpassioned teeth.
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"Save ne!" cries the pedant.

"Madam " says the prince in the street to the princess in the window, "you are the nmoon clad in

bl ack pearl, your casenment is the east and you rising init to give nme light. | would say nore
about this, but | think your household to be in sonme trouble— And so saying, he goes to the house
door and thunders on it.

"Ch, fate," faintly says the princess.
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The pedant's al arned servants have already drawn the bolts and let in the prince, who rushes
upstairs to the old fellow s assistance. Flinging wide the barriers of the library, the prince
strides in.

"It is a conjuration—a fiend— shrieks the pedant, perched on a bookshelf and batting volunes with
his stick.

The prince utters an adnoni shing incantation. Tavir, who is not of course at all affected by it,
with a parting kick, desists.

"My rescuer," says the old man.

"Her father?" asks the young one.

"Whose father?"

Prudently the prince falls silent.

At this nmonment the princess comes hurrying into the room having conbed her glorious hair and
donned an attar of sea blossons, to sink in a helpless swoon in the arnms of the young prince.
"She is my wife," the pedant introduces her

Mich too | ate.

M schi ef -maker Tavir, soul on the | oose |ooking for harbor. Less to do now the wheel is rolling of
its own volition.

But it is a fact, whenever the prince is fromthe house, the pedant is set on. No sooner does the
young lord go fromthe porch than sone servant of the old lord's nmust run to call himback. O a
nmessenger be sent across the city. At any hour of the day or night, the mad elenental is ready, to
break and burn (even instructional books given one's wife), torip and ruin, to trip and tweak and
bonk and bang, and punch and thunmp and slap. And there are tines when the only escape is for the
old man to go out. Yes, out of his own house, for the persecution ends al ways
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at the door, just as so often it begins there. In the streets and parks, in the mansions of
others, there is safety. Wien he returns hone it is uneasily, and with m xed feelings does he find
his rescuer so frequently al ready before him

"I have lain in wait whole hours behind the fifth columm in the annex where it sprang on you with
the hot water," says the prince. "I have gone into each room intoned the incantation, and burned
rare incenses." Doubtless this is why he is so out of breath, and the virgin-wife out of breath
for a simlar reason, having dutifully followed him

But it seenms the young couple have a furtive glance. Wiy has the el emental never struck at then?
Well, Tavir has done a thing or two in that quarter. He has said to him "Do not touch her. One
touch | eads to another." He has said to her, "One touch of his hand and you are will-less. Run
away." And the young prince has touched her and the princess has not run away. And after nmuch

per suasi on, denial, acquiescence, doubt—en both sides—and not even a prayer to aid them since
their kind does not reverence the gods, Tavir has had the snmug joy of seeing them enbraced upon a
couch of spilled potions and unsaid exorcising spells.

And after this, all air and aspiration, Tavir keeps watch. Wiile, all ire and perspiration, the
ol d pedant does |ikewi se.

And one night the princess is agitated, and Tavir peers in at her wonb, as the pedant peers in at
a window. Tavir's gaze passes easily through black pearl flesh and heart-of-appl e bones, and sees
in the sweet and secret inner room a bud no larger than an eyelash's tip. The view of the pedant
is inmpeded by a lattice.

(Mne, quoth Tavir, staking claimto what he has seen, uninpeded by anything, so all the wandering
entities, wisps, and psychic wiggles in the cosmc crowd scene should be aware who owned the
vacant lot.)

But the princess is revealing her delicate condition to the prince, who clasps his inanorata, and
swears to protect her. "By a spell of my nmother's," adds the prince, "I might rid you of this
burden. "

Ri d? Burden? crows Tavir inaudibly, hitting against the ceiling once again.
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Unwitting ally, the pedant chooses this noment to fall through the lattice.

"Villain!" says he to the prince, who is helping himup. "Did I not all this while suspect it was
you yourself set that fiendly thing on ne, to gain entry to both my house and ny w fe?"

And stick awave, he is howing now for his retainers, and so forces the lovers to flee into the
ni ght of sea-murnurous Tirzom Jum Fromone rich house to another, richer, they go. And at the
threshol d of the second, the princess says to the prince, "Long since a genie divined for ne that
| should bear a son. It is fate."
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Whi ch | eaves the way free for love and birth, and the bruised, battered, bitten old husband to
instigate | egal proceedings. And this, after some to-do, he does.

Wrse than all other hurts, that one.

Spitting and choking with rage, the toothless pedant, before nine judges: "I divorce her, the
ingrate. | divorce her, the slut. | divorce her, and the craven thief is welconme to the baggage."
After which he went home to his nansion

Tavir, who was by now Hearing the end of his dream and vaguely guessed as ruch, had intended to
hasten strai ght back to his nother—havi ng decorously overseen the divorce. She was at this tine
big with the fine garnent destined to be his. At any mnute, it seened to the anxi ous expectant
child, the interior call mght reach him Then he nust rush in and rouse the fetus fromits
soul | essness, blend with it, and pass out with it to seek the light of life. Yet, sonething made
Tavir stay awhile with the pedant, to see what he would do, and he had done indeed, only as

i magi ned.

There he sat in his library, huffing and miuttering, referring to this sage and that one on the

i nconstancy of wonen, their worthl essness and wi ckedness. Until, all at once he laid the books
aside and tears rolled fromhis eyes, so the watching soul was astonished at it.

"Alas," said the old husband. "Now | am alone. Was it not enough that | nust suffer the shane of

i mpot ence, which even ny nmagic could not cure, then that | nust neet her and love her in old age
when | repelled her? Yes,
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bad enough, this. And the harsh means and words | used to conceal mny shame and the lies | told her
and the scrolls | nmisquoted, bad, too. But now she is gone, and | am a | aughi ngstock, and will die
| ovel ess. | deserve no better, and no better did | get."

Than Tavir, having had all his own way, was al so ashaned. He approached the pedant quietly, and
even so, fromintuitive nmenory, the old fellow braced hinself for sone pinch or nip. But Tavir
said at his ear, "Hush. Do not grieve. There is no death. In fifty years you will be younger than
you are today, and there will be many |loves to confort you. Let her go; she deserves a life. Read
your books and revel in your |earning. W knows but next tinme you nay be the handsonest of al
men—er," and here Tavir slyly smiled, "the prettiest of all wonen."

The pedant staunchly sighed, w ped his eyes, and selected a book of |ore.

Then the calling sounded for Tavir, and | eaping up he darted away—but even as he did so, he woke.
AFTER SHE had listened to all this, seated with her chin upon her hand, Azhriaz awarded Tavir a
rare courtesy. She drew froma table ajar of sea-colored wine and poured it into two gl ass

gobl ets. The wine was, or seened, quite real. Maybe one of the rabble, who adnmred her as a quaint
ani mal , had brought her the gift.

"Atruth for a truth?" inquired Tavir. "You seemto say that you believe ny dreamis a reality."
"Per haps. "

"Because of this dream" he said, "I |learned the unfairness of treating with others as if they are
only shadows.'
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"And so pity cuckol ded spouses, and catch down-plumeting slaves in the street."

"And reckon none should be held in our city against her will."

"I mght |eave at once," said Azhriaz carelessly. "Save, like you, | begin to dislike the shedding
of nortal tears and blood. | will not make war on Tirzom™
"Nor will your denmon servants, who are no altruists at all. Did they not tell you? You are a

prisoner here."

"Unproven," said Azhriaz. But she poured the wine fromher goblet on the floor, untasted, while in
the gobl et of Tavir the cool liquid began to bubble and snoke.

Tavir put the wine aside. "One other thing," he said.

"1 thought," said she, "you would be all night comng to it."

"Upon your ship, which the | ords here have taken fromyou, there is a sorcerous inpression. O a
journey eastward. O a human city snothered in sea."

"Si nmurad. Where the inmmortal s who defied Lord Death were turned to coral, even as they lived, and
left to brood forever on the fact."

"And in nmy dream" began the Prince Tavir.

"You were at first confined alive inside a |inestone case, in a sea-surged pal ace.”

"Can it be," said Tavir, "ny soul, refusing to be held within the stagnant i mortal body, escaped
it, and canme here for rebirth?"

"What are souls? | have no soul," said Azhriaz. "I am- Vazdru, an inmortal nyself. Nor did the
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imortal s of Simurad, either, have a soul left between them Imortality devours the spirit,
fusing it with the flesh."

"I's such a doctrine fal se?"

Azhriaz said, "Rather say to me what you nmean to say."

Tavir glanced at the bubbling wine in nomentary irritation, and spoke a word to it, at which gl ass
and contents shattered into thin air.

"I amcurious to look on Simmrad," he said. "But though ny parents are entonbed and | have no
kindred to whom | nust defer, the conventions of Tirzom and the edict of the king would not favor
me in such travel. |
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shoul d be prevented, and perhaps taken for an eneny of the state. Yet, now there is your sorcerous
shi p, capable of such speeds our own nmgicians are surprised. Once aboard, who could catch up with
me?"

"My ship will not obey you."

"So | guessed. Nor are you able to approach it."

"I mght," said she, "take on sone illusion and go there at once, unseen by the guards of your

ki ng. "

"There are other guards about the ship than fleshly ones. They woul d detect you. You knowit, and
have not gone there. Only a prince of the city, such as nyself, could subdue the magi cs of

Tirzom'

"l do not know," said Azhriaz, "that | aminclined to leave this charmng domicile. | amquite
confortable. No. Let your princely brothers keep ny ship they cannot use. | will stay here and
live quietly."”

"What is that sound?" asked Tavir, turning toward the outer door

"Anot her hapl ess slave falling to the street? Go out and catch him"

But this was not the fall of a slave. Sonme other thing bore down on them with a taut, runbling
drone. Presently the upper levels of Tirzom Jum qui vered underfoot and all about. The foundations
of the black pal aces were vibrating above, and the street of the white-skinned house trenbled as
if in fear.

Then came a frightful booning inpact. The walls of Azhriaz's building, of which she had just
spoken so nuch praise, collapsed—as did those of a thousand other dwellings. The atnosphere itself
had addl ed. Draperies and cups, things literal and phantom burst through the air.

The outer wall having ceased to be, Azhriaz mght |ook forth, and directly into the street, where
a scene of mingled terror and astound went on, all under a peculiar light. Upward fromthe

t horoughf are the pal ace-si des ascended their four hundred feet; beyond the dearly lit stars within
the done, and after these, and that, the sea, in which soft night had lain but lay no nore.

There instead, plastered and flickering like a nuddy fire all about the dome, was a type of
burni ng neteor dashed from heaven. So huge it was, so ravenously abl aze, for
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some while you did not tell it had the body of a man—a giant man, all burned hinself to bl oodiest
bronze, with darkly blazoned wi ngs that beat, |ike ten hundred vultures, with hair |like the many-

rayed conet, his mindlessly beautiful and savage face pressed so nearly upon the encapsul at ed
city, just as a pitiless child presses and stares upon a jar of ants. Ch what a face it was,
alight itself with the great eyes of a storm But worse than all, upraised through the sea, a red
flame, blistering and sizzling, reflecting bl oodstained glare upon the street and all the streets
of Tirzom Jum the swollen sword of the giant-grown Yabael, second of the Malukhim a sword of

bl ood and snoke comi ng down |ike scream ng thunder on the city.

10

FIRE INthe air, fire in the sea. The earth cratered by it. The gods were angry. O had been. O
had felt that they ought to be. A sword in the world's heart—

Deeper than the earth, however, deeper than the sea, and a little deeper yet, down into the shady
denon country—what swords are glittering there?

See, like a sword, a nale body in the black velvet sheath of a hill

The eyes of Azhram were open, like two pools that had no floor. They mirrored, but did nothing

el se. The lids, the |ashes, they never stirred. He breathed, so slowy, depth-lessly, it was not
evident. The pul ses of denobns, detectable by their own kind, were not detected by those three that
guarded himstill.

Once or twice, in what woul d have been the space of a day, an evening day of Underearth, one of

t hese three
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woul d go out of the deep cave, fromits recess of velure noss, through the curtains of creeper.

Descendi ng through the trees that clad the hill, the Vazdru warrior came to a stream where opal s
bl ushed and sang and sprang in the current |ike fish. Taking sonme of this water in a silver cup
the denon would return again up the hill, into the cave, and rest the cup against the nouth of

Azhrarn. Perhaps, though liquid was not essential to demon life, the waters of Underearth were, to
its inhabitants, restorative. O possibly the act of npoistening the lips, or of accepting the

dri nk—had he done so—was a necessary synbol. But Azhrarn did not seemto drink, as he did not seem
to breathe or to live

They had brought himhere, those three princes who stayed loyal to himin the face al nost of the
sun itself. At the gates of this land, summoning the bl ack-bl ue horses, they had lifted himand
carried himand the skin of Azhrarn burned them He had touched the sun-thing, the Mal ukhim He
had touched sunlight in a nmorning sky and fallen from heaven |ike a severed star—

As they neared Druhi m Vanashta, its slender spires on the horizon, a presence blew upward in their
pat h.

The horses shied. The Vazdru clenched their brows in naddened anger, for they had cause enough
already to be desperate. The apparition was pallid, with eyes |ike cornflowers through a mst, and
its golden hair hung down its back. If it was masculine, or a fenale, is unresolved. Sone say it
was the ghost of Sivesh, or of another youth who had been the bel oved of Azhrarn. O yet that it
was a woman, one he had destroyed or ruined, who spoke in vengeful satisfaction. Others naned rt
for Dunizel. Ohers sajd it was all of these persons, and nore. To the frenzied denon princes,
doubtless it took a form perhaps out of history or the future. O it may have been only a

saf equard of Azhrarn's magic, autononously alerted, in a shape of energy—shapel ess.

It said: "Do not go on to Druhim Vanashta. Azhramis city is his city no nore. They have said of
him He is dead. And now they say, Let himbe dead. Qthers of the Vazdru have usurped him Go

el sewhere, wherever you
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will, but do not go on to DruhimVanashta. H's noon has set."

At this message, the three princes of the Vazdru | ooked at Azhrarn, where he lay, to see hi mwake
at once in coldest ferocity. But he did not wake. So they rode away from Druhi m Vanashta, and into
the dark countryside. They passed by the River of Sleep, where the | eaden flax grew. Through
nmeadows they went where crystal flowers brushed the stirrups, and over water where horses' hoofs
struck like bright bells.

After nmuch traveling, they selected a place which seened to them suitable.

They laid Azhrarn inside the velvet cave, on a slab of rock they found there.

They stood guard thereafter, the three princes, one at the couch of Azhrarn, and one just within
the cave nouth, both with drawn sword; while the third worked magic, a ritual which, wth mankind,
woul d have anobunted only to a prayer. And at certain junctures, he that guarded the couch would
take his turn at constructing this magic, or he at the cave's nouth would do it. And once or tw ce
each twilit un-day, one of themwould go to the stream where the opals sprang, and conme back with
water. . . . And so tinme passed, a great deal of it. Time in the Underearth, tinme on the earth
above, and nothing altered in or about the hill. Till time herself grew weary of making no

i npression there, and even she stopped calling on them Not even the wi nds of the underworld blew
by. And then at |l ast even the three Vazdru ceased to do anything. They let ritual fail. They did
not go out to the stream and the cup was left on the ground by the creeper, and only the dew fell
init with an occasional silver chink. One stood at the head of the couch, and one at its foot.
One stood just within the nouth of the cave. They | eaned upon their swords and bowed their heads.
Li ke icons they becane, the Vazdru.

And not hi ng noved then. The bl ades of the grass, the foliage of the trees, each was static. There
came to be a kind of substance which grew together over the cave's entrance, |ike a nmenbrane.
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Only the streamran on below, with the opals prancing in it.

Once a cup was dipped in nme, sang the stream a cup which had touched the lips of a young god. For
the stream being untutored, did not seemto know the difference between the lords of its own
country and the | ords of heaven, nor between youth and imortality.

Who had dared take Azhrarn's princedom from hinf? Long | ong ago, when he had becone cinders, they

| eft the chair vacant, and | anented himthe earth over. But he had | oved themthen; his cleaving
to manki nd was just a fad. Now, |overs unloved, they grew vicious, which condition was an art
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anong the Vazdru.

He was of the princes of DruhimVanashta, and he had dressed in yellow And later, with eyes of
cold yellow hate, he was a lion and clawed the soil of Azhrarn's garden, and cast in on the fire
fountain there the first clod of dirt that snoored it.

This Vazdru lion sat nowin his man's form beautiful as night's norning at the heart of Azhrarn's
pal ace, which was iron without, marble within

H s nanme was Hazrond. On his hands stared black rubies. No | onger did he dress in the color of the
abhorred sun, but in the sable bel oved of denonkind. Yet the sable was slashed across the breast
with one band of yellow silk, heavily fringed and enbroidered with yellow jewels and netals (al
but | oat hsome gold), topaz and anber and bl eached bronze.

"Play," said Hazrond. And sonme of the Eshva cane into the courts and snote the satin tongues of
their seven-stringed harps. The songs were wonderful, and sad, as befitted the aftermath of a
lord' s demise. The Eshva wept continually and exquisitely. No one stayed them Many Eshva did not
conme anynore into the city, but wandered the outer places, lost in sonmber dreaming, their wild
hair harp-strung with silver snakes. They were the servants of the Vazdru, but Hazrond | et them
be. "They will return in due course,” he said. H's voice was so nusical, the flowers which were
dying, or attenpting to die, in the gardens, craned their stens toward its notes, and started
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i nadvertently to |live again. The Eshva too raised their pale and flowerlike faces fromtheir
harps. Even far off, on the hills as they wandered, they caught the distant nelody of that voice
In due course, they nust, they would return

The Vazdru were marvel ous to | ook on, nothing in that. But of themall, Hazrond was of the nost
marvel ous. Perfection perfected. They said, and it is not sensible to disbelieve them that of al
his caste, after Azhrarn, Hazrond was the strongest, the nost gifted, the nost fair. Like Azhrarn
maybe, as Azhrarn had been in the adol escence of eternity.

Thus Hazrond sat in the chair of Azhrarn, and paced about Azhrarn's halls under the caustic

wi ndows. He rested his |ong-lashed eyes, and tapped his long ringed fingers, did Hazrond, upon the
books and adornnents of the palace. He reviewed the hounds and horses in its yards. He waited high
up in the needle's eyes of the towers, and gazed over the city |like an eagle.

Now there is this to be nentioned too, of Hazrond, that he stal ks out suddenly from anong the
Vazdru, into the nmansion of Azhrarn, and assunes the palace and the city. But until then, nothing
is said of Hazrond. Perhaps it was he that Azhrarn spoke to in the ruby street, pausing in the
chariot to remark that no man saw | ove and no denon, either. And perhaps he had been often, this
one, with Azhrarn, his charioteer even on the very night the Denon cl ai med back his daughter from
the earth. And it is possible that when the yell ow was donned in Druhi m Vanashta, Hazrond had
sought an audi ence with Azhrarn and stood before himslightingly. And Azhrarn, preoccupied, had
di sm ssed Hazrond wi thout conment. And there is one tale, told with hindsight, that when Azhrarn
called the Vazdru to him before he fought the angel at Az-Nennafir, Hazrond sent to Azhrarn a
finely wought sword budded with clear jewels, Drin work, and the sword itself had said: "Hazrond
di spatches nme to you and bids you | ook upon ne as your defender, for he hinself is engaged

el sewhere." At which Azhrarn had cursed. And the sword had said: "Hazrond bids ne say that he

| earned this tactic fromhis lord, Prince Azhrarn, who rules Druhim Vanashta in image only, his
heart and ni nd bei ng engaged el sewhere.'
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Yet one black flame froma black fire, Hazrond appears at once and there he is, upon the tower,
his black hair streamnming, |ooking about himlike an eagle.

No ot her of the denons had opposed him H's nethod was sinple. He wal ked into the pal ace and sat
down there, and—word getting around—-when his fell ows came he nodded, and smniled upon them as if
never another had owned the house. Until there had been the whi sper—What of Azhrarn? To that
Hazrond had replied: "OF whom do you speak?"

Had they resigned thensel ves that the angel had vanqui shed their |ord? Unarguably, no search was
made for himthrough the Underearth, or above.

Sl ow but sure, the sad songs flowed away, and the wandering Eshva on the hills drifted toward the
city. Wiile, down by their sluggish |ake, the Drin forges began to flare hotter than for a great
time, and now and then the noise of squeaks and quarrelings arose there, as they nade gl orious
presents to lay at the new lord' s feet, Hazrond's feet, and then stole the itens from each other.
And as for the uncouth Drindra, they were in a turnoil, for, enslaved by Azhriaz and sunmoned to
her, they had not dared tell that her father, whose aid she invoked, was fallen farther than she
For Hazrond, doubtless he knew her straitened circunstances in the sea, and that the god-prined
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Mal ukhi m had tracked her there. Had he wooed her once, and been rejected? O did he only hate her
as Azhrarn's child, a debased denon, partly nortal ? (Mortal hatred being the fashion now, below.)
Certainly Hazrond did not trouble hinself at the perils of Azhriaz.

"Play," said Hazrond, and the Eshva performed their voicel ess songs, |ike nightingales of snow
And with the black wings of his cloak fol ded about him Hazrond | ooked down fromthe towers of the
pal ace.

11

THE SWORD of the angel Yabael crashed upon Tirzom Jum

To those beneath it was apparent as a scarlet blast that snashed equally both ground and air. The
buil dings of that city tottered and went down. But the done itself, its glass and sorcery riven,
expl odi ng, spewed up the world of atnosphere into the world of sea, amid a mllion pyrotechnics.
Azhriaz was cast upward too in a plune of black water, green fire, red steam and debris of al
sorts. Her instinct had been imediately to nmesh herself within a bubble of breathable air. This
she succeeded in doing, and in maintaining, despite the tumult, and presently she | ocated herself
inside it still, and Tavir with her, for a gallant inpulse had caused himto seize hold of her

t he monent the Mal ukhi m struck

For a minute or nore, nothing was to be seen, or at |east to be deciphered by either of them
beyond each other's outlines and the margin of the air bubble.

The ocean was in fernent. It rocked and col | apsed and upheaved itself exactly as the city had
done. Arrow flights of fish tore by, slabs of architecture, but nostly bl oodi ed snokes. Wile
beyond it all, the creature of destruction showed only as a dull red glare, where even the water
bur ned.

The concussion had tossed them far away, Azhriaz, Tavir, that was the inadvertent hel pful ness of
it. And by this fluke of nemesis, nmany escaped. The angel itself,
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m ndl ess golemthat it was, stood over the blasted nousehole in a long interlude of triunph, and
so the nouse it sought, the denon goddess of all mice, rode in the upsurge farther and farther to
safety. They had been hunting, it would seem the Malukhim at |east two of them Wo knows how
thi s one—Yabael the bl ood-sworded, the vulture, the second scorched-how he | earned to pierce the
sea for her, but learn he did. And, worse than at Nennafir, unreasoning, he took a cleaver to a
mote of light, mssed it, and decimated all the other |ife around.

They swung now i n the bubble, high up am d the greenest water, over which one nmight tell the

di stant earthly dawn was spreading her mantle. Their arns had stayed about each other, even their
hair had coiled and clung, the magician-prince Tavir, the Goddess Azhriaz, for it was a fearsone
thing they had experienced.

The bubbl e bobbed theminto the top fringes of a wood of weed, and here, the sea quietening
somewhat, they were able to rest. They | ooked back toward the city and its cliff, but neither was
any longer to be found. Instead, the sea was full of unnatural scenes. Half a mle away there
sailed by, like a strange ship, the upper tiers and cupola of a tower, seem ngly unscathed, and in
the cage of its long windows, Tirzomite sorcerers and scholars were soundl essly railing agai nst
fate. Amle off, whole stories spun slowy through the water, on the stairways and roofs of

whi ch, or what portions of these renained, |ords and slaves alike scranbled about in fright.
Nearer there passed a succession of islandlike gardens, or the treed wal ks of the city, com ng
unravel ed, the great roots alone like trees. Anmong themthree or four octopuses were forcing a
way, darkening the sea with a panic of ink. And nearer yet cane floating a princely bed with
painted curtains, and lying on it like a black statue, tethered by her long yellow tresses, a dead
beautiful half-breed, who had not possessed either the gills or the spells to survive imrersion
"Ch, alas," said Tavir, staring after her in grief.

"Blane ne for it," said Azhriaz, sullen as a child. "I amthe reason. The sun-thing |unged at ne,
and your city was only in the way."
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"You are not the reason. The gods, as ever, are to bl ane.

"/am a god."

Tavir shook his green-haired head, and fromhis lustrous eyes, tears fell. Then Azhriaz wept al so.

They wept together in their little globe of air, which neither needed, while all around those they
despaired for neandered by, sone dead, sone |live and weeping too, for Tirzom Jum nostalgic for
the earth, had never |ost the knack of tears. But the sea, itself all tears, the story went, the
tears the gods shed eons ago at the evil of nankind, the sea scorned Tirzonmite crying and drank
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their tears and filled their eyes again with its own.

As for Yabael, seen fromthe cover of the weed, he was just visible, for his giant height and
girth seened to have been | essened—voluntarily, or in the expending of power. There he | oonmed over
a heap of clinker and gl ass, above a plain of broken spotted shells, and the snokes and seaborne
ruins revolved around him and his wings rose flightlessly behind his fiery head, his soulless
eyes saw not hi ng.

"Let me be gone," said Azhriaz, "before he wakes out of his dream of death-lust, and his nasters
tell himthe stroke missed.”

"Your sea vessel is exactly here," said Tavir. "Fate was on your side, for the disaster threw you
down in this wood, close by."

"Yes, Fate is kin to ne," said Azhriaz. "One nmay antici pate an occasional favor. Bl essings on you
dear un-uncle," added she, with sone venom And then she whistled, like a silver pipe. And by sone
means not normal, the genies of her ship heard her

It had been captive all this tinme, here in the wood of weed, and had never granted access, or a
hint of its secrets, to TirzomJum But flee it could not, nor cone to the denbness, until, at the
chime of destruction, the guards thenselves, and all their nmagical accessories and provisos with
them fled cityward, or away to nore secure clines. Now, released, and ever sensitive to the
mstress it served, the ship cane quick as a pul se through the weeds.

"I shall accompany you," said Tavir.
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"Once the way is open, | believe | cannot prevent you."

So they swamto the porelike door the ship now offered, and in a few nonents were inside the belly
of it, among the fragrances and breathi ng carvings.

And while the angel still stood over the city's ruins, the great fish flashed away.

In [ ess than an hour, some countless areas of distance |ay between Azhriaz and Tirzom

Tavir sat on a couch and grieved. Azhriaz would grieve no nore. Men are fools, she thought, and
their magi ci ans worse, and denons and gods nore stupid than the stupid. Had | warred with them
fromthe ship, I mght have harned the city, or their city done sone ill to me. But | would soon
have gone fromit, and so the hunter would not have wrecked it for nmy sake. The thing that w shed
me slain slew themand |iberated ne.

The geni es had appeared in large nunbers, as if to greet Azhriaz, or inspect her. She narshal ed
themto create soft nusic and to serve wines and dishes for a feast, all to tenpt Tavir. But Tavir
brushed the genies aside, and turned fromthe food and drink

"These are no illusion," said Azhriaz. "Here, all is real. Or so we nust suppose it."

"How can | drink, or lie listening to songs, when sone thousands of my brothers are dead or

di spossessed?"”

"Co back to them then," said Azhriaz. "I will let you."

"Permit me to stay," said Tavir, gazing at her. "I am an outcast now Permt nme to stay, for your
|l oveliness is sone solace to ne. But pernmit nme also to grieve.”

"To you | amugly," said Azhriaz. "As you are, in ny eyes."

"This | do not credit," said Tavir. "For all the while | told you of nmy dream you | ooked at ne
with excessive attention. And for yourself, any nman not sightless would acclaimyou."

"But you are grieving," said Azhriaz. And seating herself beside himshe found an interest in an
earring of his, which was green agate. So interested in it indeed did she become, she took the
earring into her nouth, and so,
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too, the snooth dark | obe of his ear, and with her teeth she neasured all the balance of it, how
the earring was made, and next how the ear was nmade, and how they fit one into the other, and with
her tongue she described for herself the ear, so finely channeled Iike some black shell, even with
a pure black sea cave in it—and agai nst her eyes lay his sea-green hair so she mght think she |ay
upon a bank of fresh green grass, spiced with the spring of earth. And as she did these things,

her hands found out his throat, which was |ike a colum of black nmarble, but with a heart-sound
drumming in it, and wi de shoulders and strong arns the same, warm marbl e, and hands whi ch caught
at her hands, and letting them go, encircled her. And the hands of each noved upon the other then,
as if they both would formthe other out of water, or fromclay.

Then they | ay down together, firstly he black upon her whiteness and in turn upon the bl ackness of
her hair, but in a while, she Iay above him pearl above jet above jade. Then sonetinmes he was a
bl ack bow upon a white bow reflected beneath him or she a white noon's crescent over the bl ack
crescent of a nighttime world.
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Now he had been an immortal, or thought so, and was at |east a mage. But she was sol ar conmet and
m dni ght, and a denon, her only lover a Lord of Darkness, and for all her chasteness, she was
Vazdru, and the Vazdru had invented | ove.

In the first phase of his pleasure, it seened to Tavir that he rode a chariot of flame toward a
gate of flanme, but passing through the gate, he becane fire itself, and yet rode on. And now he
was w nged, and he flew across the sky. He was the wi nged sun, and he held the earth in his arnms,
and that was the second phase of his pleasure, but the earth kissed himw th perfumed |Iips, and
drew hi m down by her silver hands. He plunged, and was a |l evinbolt, he was a sword that clove a
city to its core, and his hair blew backward in the whirlwind s rush and his w nged body bl ew from
hi mhe cried out in an agony of joy and drove to the earth's center, the third gate, to die
there—but did not die, nor was the flight ended.

Then, he held her still, by an effort of his brain, and he gasped upon that pinnacle, forgetting
everything, even to
282
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his nanme, his nation, his sorcery. "Truly," he said, "you are a goddess," but he spoke only with
his mnd, for he had no breath for words upon that height. "This chase you lead ne is for gods,
not nen. Let me fall, Azhriaz."

"Not yet," she said, and her eyes were cruel with love, all the earth's skies in them and her
hands nmoved on him and at each touch each inch of skin, each bone, became a living separate thing
which foll owed her in frenzy, and he could not remain.

So they travel ed, and clung together, and wept, as in the terror of the city's death. And they
were in ocean and in air, in the heart of the world, and the wonb of fire, and deeper yet they
passaged on, and going in at a fourth gate, and a fifth, and through a sixth, it came to Tavir
that he was no | onger anything, but All, earth, sky, sea, the sun, the noon, the day, the dark

| ove and death and qui etude and war, innocence and erudition, inmmortal, finite, dammed, forgiven,
and delivered. And far away he heard his own cries flying under himlike wild birds, and far above
he felt his shadow smte the gol den roof of his brain—but between, his soul flung free.

Thus to the seventh gate they canme and through the gate they sped, |ocked and silent now, and
scarcely noving in the body, while all else shimered and spun, faster and nore fast.

Tavir, Tavir no nore, felt that his heart had ceased to beat, the clockwork of his flesh had
stopped. And even Azhriaz was gone fromhim or had become for himnot only All and Everyt hing,
but Not hi ng, beautiful and utter

Then came the eighth gate, and in the gateway he was stayed. Before himand within himboiled the
total dissolution of all worlds, all space and tine. He would no | onger resist, yet he was reined,
chai ned, anchored there. He yearned and strove to burst into a mllion shards, into stars and
suns, into new worlds, a cosnps, the |ast scream of ecstasy, which none would hear, half forned
upon his lips—but yet, but yet, the fetters would not |et him go.

Then came a gentle murmur within him a caress far lighter than a |leaf. And he was still once
nmore, ceased to travel, to strive, and only waited. And frominfinity, unsought, the ninth gate
itself came upon him rushing through
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space, |ike a wave which breaks, and he broke, shattered, and the universe was bom of him

Sensel ess, wung and cl eansed, he lay in the arms of Azhriaz and did not know he lived, and was
only a man and a nage. Nor did he grieve any |onger for anything.

But Azhriaz lay quietly, and perhaps she did grieve. For to the denbns, who inparted such

pl easure, pleasure had not the value of the shock it rendered nortal fiber. It could not stun
them nor surprise. And so it was for thema little |ess.

So she lay with her lover, thinking well of him But her tears fell again, with none now to
confort her.

The fish-whal e-ship dazzl ed on, having nowhere else to go but drowned Simrurad, one nore city that
had been cast down.

Through sea and tinme the vessel ran, quick as thought, or only quick as a great fish-manmmal
breathing in and out. And often now its glow ng eyes had each a watching pupil, Tavir being one,
Azhriaz the other. O else the pupils were away, practicing the arts of |ove—not only in the denon
climacteric, but in various delightful human forns. (And the first terrible grandeur was never
quite repeated; such things seldomare, since after the first all nmust be conpared to that first,
and besides, as is sonetinmes the way of the nost acconplished |overs, Azhriaz was thereafter nore
and nore easily bored with ecstasy.) And they di scussed and debated, too, and played ganes of

| earning. And they squabbled. Al of which was of interest to them
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The genies meanwhile flitted about and saw to the | uxurious rudi ments of |iving.

And beyond the skin of the ship lay the sea, always.

But the sea they now went through, Azhriaz and Tavir, began to have an enptiness, not nerely of
fish and aquatic beasts, but of all robust things. Huge forests of weed and coral grew there, it
is true, massive flowers blooned, the currents ran, but each with a kind of deadness. And where
they might glinpse a fish, it shone like a tinder, and all the rest seened flat and cold agai nst
the slight ignition
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It had lain in the farthest east, Sinmmurad, and lay there yet, at the world's dawn corner

"WIIl the vengeance of heaven seek nme even there?" Azhriaz asked her sleeping |over. "And does
Dat hanj a wander the sunken streets under the water, |ooking at what Zhirek did for Death?"

"O M stress, tonorrow, when the sun above rises, we shall come to Simmrad." So the genies
announced, in concert, journey's end.

Si nmur ad, once the red rose, caneoed fromcrinmson rock and white nountainside. Simurad, an
anenone now, bottled in brine.

They canme to it in the sea-dawn, sea-dyed norning that had been rose-dyed when the city stood on
land. Yet it was nobst often dawn here, even now, the prolonged sunrise of the easternnpbst edge.
The denon ship entered the city slowy, barely breathing, eyes wide and both attentively pupil ed.
The gates of brass had |ong ago cone down. But in any event, traffic m ght advance over the walls,
as the tide had done. The high towers, and the higher nountains, the ocean covered all their
heads. And the vast plazas and the terraced wal ks, the parks where ever-living deer and | eopards
had sported, they were no nore than bowls of water. Not only everlasting imortality, but nere
life had gone from Simmurad. Its proper colors had been washed out, so the glimer of outer sun
or even the lanps of the ship, did not wake them And the stone itself, endlessly nouthed by the
wat er, had worn away. Not a nonument or a carving was di stinguishable. The pristine colums and
spires, they were |ike nelted candl es.

From a mass of kelp and prinmeval fern, an unburni shed donme or two stubbed forth. By a nmatted
doorway was the stunp of an obelisk. Centuries before, there had been letters in this pylon. A
message was, after sone pains, still to be discovered there. It read®

I AM SI MMURAD. HEREI N FOREVER, DUST
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"Is it always so," asked Azhriaz, "that nmen nust be ridiculed by their own | egends?"

Tavir stared silently.

Azhriaz said, "This wonder is finished, and we shane it to gaze on it. W wll depart."

She was angered, and di sappointed, in nany dissimlar forns. But Tavir said: "Hunmor ne, and the
recol l ection of ny dream Let us at |least remain here until one day and ni ght have gone by. To do
less is to add another shame to the place. Besides, it was a |long journey, and beyond is world's
end, at the eastern edge. Only chaos lies over it, where nen will not or cannot enter. In the face
of such a synbol, it is only correct to linger, before turning back."

"I would not stay another mnute," said Azhri az.

But, to humor him she did not urge the ship away.

They continued to patrol the avenues all that |ong, weary norning and disnmal afternoon, |ooking on
desol ation, and the vanqui shment of human ideals. Nothing was to be seen that lived, for even the
nost enbryoni ¢ fishes of that deep kept al oof or had been scared fromthe vicinity by the ship.
Only a facsimle of life, their own bold shadow, noved beside themon the rotted walls, or
sonetines sone splinter of a bloodless jewel might leeringly wink at their |ights.

No nan strode or swam about the streets. Not even a ghost cared to haunt the ruin. Sigh then, as
the songs exclai med, for the decline of Sinmurad.

And Tavir hinself, for the princes of Tirzomwere acconplished, had sunmoned for hinself a lyre,
and sat there nelancholically singing in the fish-ship's left eye.

" '"The glory is crunbled in dust,

the swords of delight sheathed in rust, And off fromthe precipice thrust,

t he scapegoats and saviors fall dead. Behold now the weck of our lives,

the honey spilled out fromthe hives, The pageant of Hate and his wives,

in their garnments of choler and dread. Beseech then no gods—they are blind;

destroy that poor hope of the mnd
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Kneel rather to stones in the wnd

and ask them for music and bread. W have woven our dreams for a cl oak,
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our bright towers we have nortared with snmoke. It is Death, it is Death we invoke,

and the wolves of his pack we have fed."

At which Azhriaz, turning to speak to himin unfriendliness, started. For where Tavir had sat, al
sea shade and dark, was another young lord, pale, gold-haired, in a danson garnent, with gl oves—
But before even she could catch her breath to curse him the vision faded. Unreal, thought she,
less friendly yet. He roans el sewhere, cackling and cawing. But 1 take due note. Surely the
apparition inplies my |ovesone |over, touched by the dawn-decline of Simmrad, is making a pet of
madness.

Therefore she did not upbraid Tavir, but she keenly observed him O course, he will in sone way
betray ne, abandon ne. Wien 1 look for a shield, or a brother, to defend ny back, all they that
swore to be beside ne are gone off on errands.

"There are knives in your |ooks," said Tavir. "Knives of fairest sapphire. But still knives."

"I'f my eyes do not please you," said Azhriaz, putting® her hands tenderly about his neck, "close
themw th your kisses."

This Tavir willingly did.

Their anorous dalliance concluded the day, and seened to put out the sun. Sunset was so swift in
that region, one nonment the sea was green, then ashen, then bl ack

Azhriaz, who had held Tavir as a flower holds its own shadow, now |l et himgo and pretended to

sl eep. She had sensed, even in the pangs of his rapture, a restless energy that was not wholly
appeased.

Presently, as she had supposed he would, Tavir, despite the nost adering of parting enbraces, left
the couch, and went away through the suite. The sorcery of Azhriaz was al ways unhanpered within
her ship: She stole after himsnaller and less visible than a note of that glory-dust he had

el egi zed.
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Soon enough, he stood next the ship's skin and craved of it an exit into the sea. And the ship,
commanded by Azhriaz to obey him did so. In a short while nore, Tavir was speedi ng through the
bl ackness of the drowned city, airlessly and effortlessly breathing in the manner of the gilled
princes of Tirzom and acconpanied only by a tiny glow of phosphorus, which he had enchanted from
the water to light his path.

Azhriaz was filled by anger, and the unhappy satisfaction of being in the right. She took up her
own sorcery, with two or three sharp words besides, and clad herself, still little as a note, in a
second note of air. Then she sprang after Tavir and the receding |ight.

If Simmrad was sad by day, how rmuch nore depressing in its robe of night. It was no place for
poets, though songs had been nmade because of it. True despair is only a blank wall; there nust be
rage or foolish hope, or at |least a shout, to make anything of it. But Sinmmurad. Ch, Sinmurad.

Yet Tavir swamon, and Azhriaz went after. She foresaw his quest. O course, he went to find the
one he had been, or believed he had been, if his dreamwere a fact.

So, in an hour or less, they cane again to that dissolved obelisk, and passed through the tangle
of sea wrack (Tavir hacking the way) into the citadel

There had been a donmed vault, a floor of npbsaic and silver. Fountains had played, and at great
tables, the nightly feast of the inmortals. . . . Nowthe water feasted. Al was blurred by water
And a tainted severe light fell, fromhigh up, like a rain through rain, where |uninous filanments
enbroi dered the dead choked wi ndows.

Caught by the unmerciful gleam here they were, the immortal ones of Simmu's city. They had won
their slice of eternal life by feats of w zardry, wi sdom or exotic cheek, surgeons and mages,
artists and courtesans, the |uscious, the cunning, the unhinged. Now, they were white coral
Sinmply that. For these miniature builders of the seas had been industrious over the centuries. No
| onger was any shape recogni zable, not a feature, nor a gesture. They were |instone bl ocks. Were
now the flaunting dreanms? The water washed away, the coral makers built. Soon
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even the | egend woul d fade, and those that cane here seeking it—they would find nelted stones, a
few lunps of the coraline detritus of the sea. They would say, Simurad, that was sonme lie we were
told. There is no Sinmurad, was never such a place. Nor Simu, and no theft from heaven of
Immortality for nen, no heaven either, no life eternal. Only this and here and now. Only what we
see and can put our hands on. Wuld there not, otherw se, be evidence?

Tavir, having conme in, let his torch die. He noved as if he swamin sleep, about the |inestone
pillars. It seenmed he did not especially renenber any one of them Should he seek for one in
particular, how would he find it?
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There was a neans.

Suddenly a voi ce spoke out loudly, there in the sea—through which, unless sorcerously aided, you
could hear nothing at all—-sorcerously then

"Well," it said, "is liberty good? Pray tell nme of it. | forget."

Tavir, quite naturally, turned and stared about.

"Here | repose," said the voice. "On your right hand— And it directed himzeal ously on how it
shoul d be cone at. Tavir followed the instructions, and after a minute he hung in the water by a
pillar of coral resenbling exactly all the rest.

"How is it you can speak?" asked Tavir, himself not with his vocal cords, but through the
mechani cs of sea mmgic.

"Speak? Who says | speak?" retorted the voice. "I inpart nmy thoughts by an effort of nmmgicianry,
as do you. Do you forget also? I ama nmge."

"By my query | neant to inquire," said Tavir, "if | amyou and you are me, howis it | amhere and
you are there, and we have di al ogue?”

"Tush," said the coral block testily. "It seens certain that when | waned to youth again, as you,

| gained in silliness what | relinquished in years. Pay attention. For this is the mghty

t heosophi ¢ paradox which I, and other genius sages that the nonster Zhirek trapped here, |ong

since grasped. Al nen possess souls which are imortal. But sone men prefer |ongevity or
eternality of the body,
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seeing that with each newlife we are forced to undergo once nore the idiocy of birth, childhood,
and unknow edge, not to nention the disconfort of physical demi se. For exanple |, that amyou as

you were when ne, joined the imortals, partaking of a drop of the divine Elixir. Now, it is
thought," prated on the block, "that in a nortal nmade imortal, the soul infuses the flesh. This
may be the case. However, by petrifying the flesh to stone, Zhirek, in his overcleverness,
separated the soul in each of us once again fromthe earthly atons—for no soul can ever be bound
indefinitely, being itself a fabulous thing. Therefore ny soul flew out—as, for a truth, did al
the souls of all those prisoned in Sinmmurad. And, getting itself reborn, it becane the dweller in
the body of one Tavir, prince of Tirzom Jum and of a schene of colors, | will say, strikes oddly
on nmy eye."

"But you," said Tavir. "If you are not me, who, upon the bones of our two nothers, are you?"

"Your former body being imortal, it lives still within the coral. It is a wi se sage yet, and has,
to boot, the full |egion of your fornmer nenories, which you, in your greenness, have forgotten. It
is the body, therefore, which speaks so graciously and intelligently to you, and which calls
itself/. As | shall continue to do."

"Upon ny life—er on one of them" said Tavir. And fell silent.

"Tut, tut," said the imortal body reprovingly, "if only you had your sagacity back, you would not
waffle in this way."

"Recount to nme then," said Tavir, "your learning. It is mne by right."

"Not so," said the body in the coral. "By your decision to seek rebirth, you have forfeited

anyt hing of nine."

"But had | not lived in you, you would have | earned nothing!"

"And now you have vacated ne, you nust learn all again, by dint of |abor and groans,
body, with the utnost conpl acence.

Tavir struck his fist in rage upon the block. The notion was slowed by water, yet its intent was
brui sing, and so bruised. The coral conpl ai ned.

replied the
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"I have learned this," said Tavir, "to respect the Iife of others. | believe you to have been
indifferent to all lives but your own."

"You," said the coral in an injured tone, "have nerely acquired sickly sentinent, a fault it had

previously taken you many years to be rid of."

"You do not know me; do not presune."”

"And you do not recollect; presune neither."

"By nmy spells, |I can return within you," said Tavir, "and experience again what | was, and collect
up any superfluous know edge you may, debatably, retain."

At his threat, the body in the coral turned uncomruni cative. Tavir, with a grinmace, between
fascinated interest and deep chagrin, drew aside a way, and began to prepare hinself for such
sorcery as woul d be needed.

Azhriaz was not far off, and had listened to all that went on. Now she could have w shed to
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transform herself to her proper feninine shape, but she believed this nust entail an airless
passage in the sea, its |laws being as they were and ininmcal to her. So she did not venture
change, but went to Tavir as she was, a tiny little note in a teardrop of fragrant atnosphere.
"Tavir," she said, sending her words into his brain, for his ears would be deaf to her, "do not
reenter the coral. Only consider how you have dreamed of the inprisonnent, and how that dream has
lured you to the spot. Now the thing taunts you, and you are driven to becone its prisoner

agai n—that which was your prior body has the stronger claim there you lived the nostest tinmne,
and, too, it is imortal and endures, and even speaks of itself as a proud man does—

But Tavir did not heed, and perhaps he did not hear, for now he nade a magi c that shone about him
much brighter than the lum nants in the roof. And even as Azhriaz warned him there canme a
swirling, and a flush as if a huge lanp took light. And then it fluttered out, and only the narine
hal f-1ight |ingered.

Azhriaz, who had known and wi el ded such power on the |and that nen cowered in terror at the
mention of it, now | ooked down and knew herself powerless. Tavir lay on the sneared nosaics and
silver of the floor. The water
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fingered his hair; his eyes were shut. The soul had gone, back through the coral into the forner
body, which it knew better, and which had signaled and called and finally pulled it in by a long
fine |eash.

"I have been then a servant," said Azhriaz. "My purpose was to bring you here, to this, as your
chari oteer would have brought you, or your riding ass. And for paynent | have had three kisses. My
t hanks, Tavir."

"My nane," said the voice fromthe coral, "is not Tavir. That is Tavir, there on the ground. As
for kisses, he kissed you well. | have his new nenories to add to the old. But that life is only a
mrage. It has been joyful enough to be a youth, and spry and agile in the horizontal art, but age
and i mmobility have their conpensations. The adventurous existence will inevitably pall, for the
man who thinks."

"Traitor," said Azhriaz. "I will not attenpt your rescue. Lie on the floor, greenlocks, and rot,

and lie and think in your coral, and rot also. You are one nore fool ."

And when she had said this, Azhriaz saw the corals and the water and the whole dimhall begin to
flush again with light. A npost poignant excitenment went through her, for she inagi ned Tavir was
fighting his way back to her, and she eagerly braced herself to help him But then she saw, with a
heart-sinking not only due to sorrow, that this light was not the sanme as the first. It came thick
and fast, as if wine or blood was poured. It had a reddi sh glare. The noon or the sun, rising
under the sea—

She knew what it was. She felt a strange dark fear, and also a wetched wish to yield hersel f—and
with that an urge to do battle. And again the despair of Simmurad, and of all her confused and

bl azi ng years, mired her round, and she hesitated, questioned herself, whether she mght be |ost.
But it was not in her, after all, to do nothing. And so she spun about, and away fromthe ghostly
ghostl ess citadel, toward the only chance to hand, the denon ship.

Chuz had failed her, and Azhrarn had dism ssed her. O nortals, Dathanja had barely spared her a
gl ance, though her beauty rocked the world, and for Tavir—Favir was dead.
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How | oud the deathly avenues were glowing now, as if they burned there in the sea. Azhriaz fled
into her vessel, and next the vessel fled. For behind the reddening of the water, on her scent,
came agai n Yabael the Bloody and the Second-Scorched, that hound of the gods, the hunter

BUT | T WAS Ebriel who wal ked the nountai ntops of the eastern corner

There were higher crags beyond Simurad; the sea had not covered them They overl ooked the basin
of the ocean, and reflected init, that was all. Wen the | ong dawns warnmed them they beaned, but
there was sonething disquieting in them always. Their peaks masked, and nmaybe led to, the world's
very edge. They were a part of the last fence that ringed the earth. Wwo could tell what it would
mean to travel over themand to the end of themwho could risk the venture?

Even the angel restricted his pacing, he kept to the inner places, though Wrld's Brink, and chaos
itself, could surely be nothing to him

The sunset canme and went quick as a careless kiss. Night and a few spare stars tricked out the
sky.

The Mal ukhi m gl eaned on in the dark. He seened to be | ooking down into the ocean, as a nman | ooks
for the rising of fish.

"You are not waiting there for ne," said Dathanja, as he cane up the midnight nmountain slope, "but
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it is | who arrive."

The angel turned, and now | ooked at Dathanja. Even in
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bl ackness, the eyes of Ebriel shone, for the light renmained within himconstantly.

Dat hanja cane on. He approached the angel, nearer and nore near, until he was within three feet of
hi m

There were many powers left to Dathanja. He used them He said:

"Ebriel, do you stand in ny way? There has been a conflict. Let us not reenact it, inadequately.
am no denon. And you are not the mghtiest of the Sun-Created; you are not Ml qgar, who cane from
the fire last.'

Then Ebriel, with a whisper of his wings, noved aside. It was a gesture of econony and beauty.

Dat hanj a went by him and reached the crown of the slope, where the nmountain opened to | oom above
the | ake of sea.

He was still a mage when he wished it. He cast his mnd into the deeps, like a line. H s thoughts,
not hi ng el se, wal ked under the ocean, and through that sunken city there. He, too, had | earned
econony.

There was a lurid radi ance down bel ow. He perhaps did notice it, but gave it no attention, though
all the while, it heightened. He had other business.

The awar eness of Dathanja cane then into a hall, where there were columms of coral (flushed now
very red). And there began to be a stirring in the water.

Zhirek, it said, in several voices. See how the nurderer slinks back to gloat on his | egendary
deed.

The thoughts, the mnd of Dathanja, ignoring that too, went about and scanned every colum with
care. A multitude of personalities responded, chaffering and beguiling. But they lived in the

I inestone as snails do in their shells, and were confortable: They had evolved their own destiny.
It was not these upon whom he had worked the vengeance of King Death. And of the eternal souls

whi ch he had incarcerated, all were gone. But one.

And this one presently cane and tapped him as it were, on the shoulder, a human nmind and thoughts
like his own, essence and personality together. "Here |I repose," it said, insufferably. And, once
the inner eye of Dathanja regarded it, it added, "You are not as you were. | observe your sense of
debt. You nust set me free then."

"l accept that | must."
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"And at once, if you please." In sonme hundreds of years, in one sort or another, this being had

stayed used to getting its own way.

Not hi ng was said, either, of the feelings of Unhlume, Lord Death, in whose name the work had been
acconpl i shed. There would seemto be some assunption a few centuries had heal ed his wounds.

Up on the nountain, Dathanja murnured.

Bel ow, fromthe russet di nmess his awareness glimered out.

"Wait, you dog!" snapped the personage in the coral. As the trap split, it was disgorged, and
flailed with blathering outcry into the ocean. "Ch base jackal! | cannot swi m— But next a
recol l ection, for what had he been, this one, in the interim but a gilled sea prince of Tirzom
So, out of the depths of Simmrad the final captive floundered, breathing water and not breathing
it, drowning and not drowned. Vestiges of immrtality still on him just, yet no | onger an
imortal, soul cut |oose, returned, staying separate: a testy, cunning, age-old refugee. "How red
the sea is. Was the sea here always red? Not so. Sonething is afoot. Sone angry reddened rushing
thing. What does Tavir nake of it?" (Thunping and | eafing through that relinquished body's nenory,
as if through a nmuddled library. Followed by an outraged shriek and nore energetic |labors to
surface.) "The angel +he brazen destroyer—oh, you dog-jackal of a Zhirek, to desert me here—what
release is this you give ne—=

Dat hanja, calmas the night, the Malukhim day in night, they beheld sonething plunp up through
the skin of the sea, far below It bobbed and sank, it scudded and bl undered and shook its fists.
Then, renmenbering, it how ed a phrase of the ancient thaumaturgy that had once earned it a niche
in Simmu's city—and was vaulted high into the air on a carpet w th chicken w ngs.

In a trice, sage and carpet pelted down between the sorcerer and the angel, squawking.

The dial ogue was lost. For at this instant, the sea began to cook

Thunder bell owed fromthe horizon. The air bristled. A sun of darkest fire arose. Like bl ood
boiling through a
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vein, the apparition of Yabael cane tearing through the water, beneath it, invisible, save as a
runni ng gash of ravening scarlet wi th sonethi ng man-shaped, vulture-shaped, the gougi ng beak of
it. The nountains shook to their roots, and everywhere aval anches teened down to splash into the
seet hi ng ocean. Steam gouted, the waves |eapt toward the sky in fear. The world seened on the
verge of endi ng—

Then it had passed. Like a terrible fever, it drove away, under the very land itself, the crags,
all that redness, the bloodstained flare and noi se and shuddering. The sea dropped back on itself,
turni ng bl ack. The boom ngs and neani ngs died. A quiet fell

Ebriel had folded up his silent whiteness. Dathanja | ooked away where the thing had gone, toward
the farthest east. The rescued sage was dunb.

As for the chicken-wi nged carpet, in affright it had laid an egg upon the ground, and leaving it
not her | ess, vani shed.

The final sea. It ran under the basenents of the nountains. It was the only road. She fled by it,
the | ost Goddess in her denon ship

And she knew, flying east and ever east, that there was a linmt to her flight. If she had not
known, the genies had started up to explain. They foaned about her now, those snoky creatures, as
i f something were burning. They clasped their slender hands, and their childlike faces were ful
of woe. They had no nervousness for thenselves. It was for her they nisgave, presunably, because
they were her slaves, and that only proper

"O Mstress. The earth's edge. The sea flows out beyond the mountai ns to nothi ngness and
otherness, into the linbo that surrounds the world."

"Exactly," said Azhriaz. "And there is nowhere else to go. Since Simurad, the channel is too
narrow—to fly north or south is to crash agai nst the submari ne nountains that abound here. To turn
back is to nmeet red death headlong. May we fly up in the air? The spells of this vessel preclude
it. Shall I try alone? Ch, how swiftly then woul d the destroyer catch me, closer to heaven
wherefromit took its life. But this way, eastward, as you say, is the unknown horror, the
opposition to all earthly-1living things—
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therefore also to that which pursues. Even the Mal ukhimw || be di scouraged, and draw back."

But the hunter did not do this. It came on behind Iike a long roller of blood.

Azhriaz herself withdrew fromthe eye-w ndows of her ship. It noved so speedily, |ike |ightning,
she could tell very little fromthe view. She prow ed the exquisite belly of the fish-whale. She
ordered nusic, and a feast—the nel odies were weird and unharnoni ous, the food was sl ops and the
wi ne snol dered. She tried to envisage the boundary of the world. To believe in it. She was not

afraid. She was terrified. She had no fear at all. "Chuz," she said, "I amyour subject, too." And
she threw the nmelting withing apples of the feast against the walls where the draperies whined
and tore. And she bit her beautiful nails, Iike a frightened nortal girl.

The ship sped on, through the |ast channels of earth's eastern ocean, under the nountains. There
was no |ight down there. Even the water was not quite fluid. The ship began to rustle and to creak

inall its joints. The magical |anps expired one by one. The nusic had the sound of distant
screani ng.

"O Mstress," said the genies.

"Be still. If | amto bolt into chaos, then so nust that thing which hunts me. Cone, sun-hawk!"

called Azhriaz into the flickering far-scream ng notion, into the deaf un-sea behind, the
sightl ess question before. "Follow, eneny. Follow, and chaos shall swallow you, too."

Suddenly the genies disappeared. Not a wisp of themremained. And then a ghastly rattling din
resounded through the ship. The ultimate | anps died like flowers which break apart.

Bl ackness came and sat in the ship and in the eyes of Azhriaz, and bl ackness sniled and said to
her: Now | ook about you

But Azhriaz covered her eyes with her hands.

Then every noi se stopped. The ship grew soundless. It grew notionless. It hung suspended.
Azhriaz kneel ed down. She held her breath.

She coul d never die. Yet death was so close. No relative
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of hers, no handsome uncle who nmight bargain. True death, the facts of it. And she was al one.
Then there was a bang that seemed to crack the world itself. And the ship soared upward-so fast
that everything was | eft behind, the nmetal bodywork, the nmagical rivets, flesh and bones—and
faster and faster, until even thought and breathing lay crushed beneat h—and she heard, the bl ack-
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haired girl alone in blackness, nmiles off and eons under her, her own voice crying out, like the
voice of the infant that still she was and yet had never been: "Mther—© my not her hel p ne!

Mot her! Mother! O ny nother!™

But unt enabl e Not hi ngness or Sonet hi ngness had cl osed upon the ship. Chaos, or whatever chaos was
at the hemof the earth. It gripped, and even as it gripped, it recoiled.

Mot her hel p me—

And now the ship plunged downward, as if into a bottonl ess abyss. O into one.

This is death. And | cannot die. | shall live death forever—
A hand held the ship. A hand so huge, so vast, the ship lay tiny there as a shell upon a beach
The hand, weighing the ship, its contents. It could not be a hand at all. Nor, in the black, a

face, stooping, staring, sonehow seen unseen. Two eyes whose centers were the spinning voids that
had no nanme, have none, the depth from which the seeds of matter spring, the toiling of planets
unborn, the sleep of worlds that are done. The tinder box of life, the eyes, enpty and full and
overbri nmed and open wide. And the face in profile now, its browall time, its features shifting
li ke pal e sands al ong the slope of space. The mouth breathing out pale flame, a word, a wi sh. And
the hand curving back, as the hand of a boy might curve to fling away a little stone—

But as the hand rises, the great sleeve cones with it, a curling wave with the gal axi es caught in
the fol ds—

And under the colossal curving and curling, a redness is running, directly there, like a torn
seam

The great sleeve sweeps over to nmeet the running red of the tearing seam neets with it, envel ops.
Fire and unfire curdling and a mllion stitches conm ng undone.

There was a nonent of pure electrics, coronas, sun-
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bursts, novas. Each one voicel ess and wi thout color. Thereafter there comrenced a deep soft
thunder. It stretched and nounted and passed through volume, into a sound that was no sound at
all.

Soundl ess then, the eruption. The world arched its back, the sky | eaned. For a second all natter
heaved toward oblivion, or new life, which was the sane. (Even heaven cratered supposedly, and
flakes of sky scattered like plaster.) And then the bal ance swng again. Smoothly, everything cane
to rest, like a gentle wheel which runs down.

Shaken |i ke a bag of salt, earth's substance settled. Like salt, every grain in a fresh place, yet
salt still, thinking itself unaltered.

And the huge hand, with nothing in it now, returning into the forns of unformfromwhich it had
conceived itself. No eyes to see, no voids of spinning things. Seeping away. Ceasel ess. Ceased.

To the ends of the earth, in the renotest places, drowsy, half asleep, the rumor yawned and

sl eepily said, Something has gone on in the night. But nothing had happened, surely, for the world
| ooked no different. The trees wore their necklaces of fruit, the goats gave up their mlk, now
and then with a kick to go with it, the young girls conbed their hair and put bl ossons and beads
init. The wise nen, poring over their scrolls and globes of quartz, in tall towers, shook their
heads, puzzl ed, dissatisfied.

If all are changed, who will feel change in the air?

I s manki nd safe? Yes.

Is the world whol e? Yes.

Is the earth still flat? It is.

PART : THREE

Under the '"Earth

HAZROND, Prince of Denons, took on him for diversion, the shape of a great black eagle. East and
west he flew, beating with his vast wings, north and south, to the four edges of the world. He

wat ched the Iighted processions of nmen crawling by below, and crossed, with a cool glance, over
the high stone pylons of cities. Once he folded his inky wings on the roof of a tenple. "He has
not taught you anything, then," said the wings, the feathers, the eyes—everything but the voice of
Hazrond. "Even he, Azhramthe Beautiful, with his educational plan. But nanki nd cannot |earn
Behol d, dead lord, they are still worshiping the gods, though they know now the gods care nothing
for them™

An hour before the sun should rise, Hazrond returned to the world's center, and thence under the
earth. Through a gate of agate he passed, and a gate of steel, and a gate of black fire. He strode
i nto Druhi m Vanashta, and taking out a pipe shaped |like the thighbone of a cat, he blewon it. At
once a denon horse cane gall opi ng and Hazrond | eaped on its back and rode, faster than any w nd of
the wide wild world, to his palace. There, lying supplicatingly across a mghty doorsill, Hazrond
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found a little Drin.

"Mercy, glorious one!" said the Drin.

"What have you done?"

"Not hi ng, yet, alas. For ny nmere existence | crave your pardon.”
"I do not grant it. Wiy are you here?"

"I't seens to nme," warbled the Drin, "I have lain in the earth hereabouts, in the garden, and been
awrm | did
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worm deeds. | had fifty wormw ves, all of whom bore ne worm sons, which was of interest to ne,

since as a denon | aminfertile. Then the one who set ne there as a wormto puni sh me—forgot ne.
O only, perhaps, forgot hinmself. And then there cane a curious hesitation in the whole of Being,
as if life herself caught her breath—and so | was sprung, and here | am"

"Your name is Bakvi. You stole a necklace of tears," said Hazrond, mnusingly.

"I do not renenber that," said Bakvi with caution. "But | remenber ny fifty wives and ny five

t housand sons. This garden is well wormtilled, lord, on account of nmy efforts.”

"Who am | ?" said Hazrond.

"A Vazdru, shining brighter and better than any light of the earth."

"\What nore?"

Bakvi licked his lips. If Azhrarn had forgotten Azhrarn, and if this one cane |ike a burnished
storm through the door of the pal ace—

"The Prince of Denons," submitted Bakvi.

Hazrond smled, and petted the Drin, who palpitated with ecstasy. But it seened to Bakvi he did
not palpitate quite as much as he woul d have done if another had petted hi m—

Presently Hazrond, the Eagl e-Wnged, the Beautiful (N ght's Master?), went on into his sonber
house.

Bakvi skittered away through the garden. He had got used to the garden, let it be said. Used to
tunneling through it, fornicating init, to all manner of itens which, in denon shape, he woul d
never have dared. Meanwhile his forge beside the | ake woul d have been invaded | ong since by sone
m screant. So Bakvi |oitered, and now and then, askance, he would lie on the dark grass and woo
the Iady worns he sensed were gliding there, lovely as water, through the undercountry of the
soil.

After a tinme, Bakvi cane down the terraces between the cedars of silver trunks, restraining
hinself continually fromdiving for shelter fromthe winged fish in the boughs—which, as a worm
has been no nore than sensi bl e—and reached the garden's center. Here Bakvi paused, perplexed.
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There had played on this spot, fornerly—-and al ways—a fountain of heatless unillumnating red
flane. Now there was a nound of earth, fissured here and there, and the fissures snoldered |ike
r ubi es.

Bakvi sat on the grass and | ooked at the nound. Wen he had been there an hour, a black worm poked
its snout out of the ground and Bakvi caught hold of it.

"Pause a nonment, ny son," said Bakvi.

But the worm wiggled unhappily. "You are not as | recall, Daddy."

"Never mnd that. Do you see that heap there?"

"My sight is poor. But | do see it. It glows."

"Go fetch the rest of your brothers."

The worm renonstrated. Bakvi threatened. The worm cringed and went away and returned shortly with
ni nety-nine other worns. In Bakvi's worm day- he had taught his famly to respect him

"Sons," said Bakvi, "you see | amnot as | was." The worns said that they did, and asked if they
shoul d nourn. "Only get under that nound," said Bakvi, "and bring me up a good huge piece of the
red glowing stuff which isinit." The worns were unwilling. "It will not burn you," said Bakvi
"I't may do sonething worse, but that is no longer ny affair," he added to hinself. "Have | not,"
he inquired of the garden, " presented you with five thousand gardeners? A hundred of themwi ||
not be m ssed.”

The obedi ent wornms now wriggled into the nound and del ved about. Shortly, for they had been

| essoned to be nost respectful in Bakvi's worm days, they all canme out again, lugging in their

m dst a | arge incarnadi ne clod.

"It seens to us," said the eldest of the worns, "that the fire in the dirt, though heatless and
noni |l I um native, has properties."
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"You shall all be kings," said Bakvi. "Now, follow nme."

And so sayi ng Bakvi waddl ed away toward the region of the | ake, where the Drin netal smths
hammered. As they went the hundred worns, made drunken by contact with the fountain fire, began to
sing unseenly songs (taught them by Bakvi in his worm days).

Now Bakvi, if any had asked him could not have said
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preci sely why he did as he did. Indeed, as he canme to the | ake, and al ong the rocky banks where
the forges rang and the funes puffed, and scores of Drin out-peered and asked where he went and
what murky lantern that was, Bakvi invented stories, and lied, and still he did not know exactly
what truth he hid.

At length he located a dingy little vacant cave, and here he crawmed in and the worms craw ed
after, chanting and hiccuping, with the ball of I|ight which gave no light. One last nosy Drin
cried in after them "Wat is that you have?' "Only a dull coal to ignite my brazier," said Bakvi,
again. "It is a magic | experiment with, conbusting a pat of centipede excreta."

Havi ng got in the cave, Bakvi further instructed his sons, and sent thembelchily forth again. In
a state of euphoria they coiled in all directions, and entering the workshops of those Drin who

sl ept or were absent, appropriated inplenents, and took themto their father

Soon enough, even as waking or hone-wended Drin might be heard screanming "Thief!" and throttling
vari ous nei ghbors, Bakvi set to, rigging a bench, starting a brazier, calling up old spells, while
the worm sons sat admiringly inebriate all about.

Fromtime to tinme, fellowDrin would plod to the cave entry, insatiably curious.

"Who is there?" "It is Dcki." "Ikki? It seened to nme | knew your voice. Yet |Ikki was not the nane
that tallies with it— "I amlkki, and ny mstress is a scorpion whose sting di scoombdes for a
nortal year, particularly in the riding position." "Bl essings on you, lkki, and farewell." And
| ater yet, now and then: "Is that you, Ikki?" "It is |." "Howis your mstress?" "Stingful." "Good

luck attend you, Ikki, and again farewell."

Bakvi toiled. He made, as the Drin were accustoned to nake, an artifact, and duly glanmoured it. It
was a stoppered vase of silver, in the shape of a bird. Next Bakvi took up the clod of earth and
fire, and thrust it down into the bird's neck, and so into its body, and then bunged in the head.
Then he turned a key of corundum and the bird flew around and around.

"There, it is done," said Bakvi. And so saying, he fel
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over an enornous roll of black carpet. This turned out to be the eldest of his worm sons, grown
(unnoticed, for the Drin, when intent upon smthing, seldom saw anything else) to prodigious
length and girth. As had all the other ninety-nine that had carried the fountain fire.

"Do not be alarned, little Father," said the eldest worm a snooth dragon of blazing eyes. "W
thank you for keeping your prom se, and maki ng us kings. Now we will take you on your journey."
"Wh—wh—what journey?" inquired Bakvi, trying to fit himself into a crevice, unsuccessfully.

"The supernatural dirt has nmade us uncomonly w se. W know the way. Come, take the bird of silver
and get up on ny back."

"Um" said Bakvi. "I have a pressing appointment."

But in the end he was | oaded by the other worms upon the el dest worm which sprawl ed away over the
rocks in such speedy |iquid hunpings, Bakvi shrieked with horror.

"Ah, there goes that Ikki, calling and showing off to us,"” said the Drin. "Wat is that nonster he
rides? And where is that scorpion mstress of his?"

"Behi nd you!" wailed Bakvi, with parting nalice, and the wormrippled himaway with it, he knew
not where.

But they canme to a stream where opals swam and | eapt |ike sal nobns and above the stream was a bl ack
hill.

"Now I know why | was afraid,"” said Bakvi. But he did not, truly.

The worm put himoff with the barest courtesy. The other worns, which had acconpanied them lay on
the ground like sonme giant's silken ropes. But all their eyes gazed upon Bakvi, and all their eyes
i ndi cated he nust go up the hill, with only the silver bird of fire to aid him

"Now why, " said Bakvi, "did the earth catch her breath? And why could she not have done so wi thout
sl oughi ng me? Azhrarn's puni shment of me was no trouble. But this | do not like."

There was a path worn up fromthe streamto a cave nouth in the hill. The path softly shone. Bakv
thunping up it, the shine nuddi ed over

Bakvi reached the nenbrane of Time's Absence, and
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the scent of it made hi msneeze. It was an uncouth and noi sy sneeze. The menbrane, offended, tore.
Bakvi, knock-kneed, tooth-chattering, bird-clutching Bakvi, padded in.

He could see nothing, or very little. A statue, slimand dark, stood nearby, two others farther
off, and on a slab of rock, a figure, bright as a fallen noon, blacker than the bl ood of night,

cl ose as a bone, distant as heaven, a stranger, and faniliar.

Bakvi fell to his face and gi bbered, and the bird fluttered fromhis grasp and he did not see
where it went.

Then a voice spoke to Bakvi. It was gentle, and very terrible. Yet, at the sound of it, the denobn
ichor in his veins cane all alive

"I gave you only severity. Wiy do you do this for ne?"

Then Bakvi said, "Pile acrinony on ne. \Wat does that matter? Love is |love."

And Bakvi thought to hinself, / am possessed and speak |like a fool. But he said again: "Love is

| ove. She cannot be seen because she is everything. W fight her. We turn her away. But we can no
more do it than throw off our own life. In the end, |Iove alone remains. In the end, |love wll
inherit the world. But that is not yet."

"Not yet, for sure," said the voice, so wondrous, so awful, Bakvi nearly perished, imortal that
he was. "Tell nme the reward you woul d have."

Then Bakvi twittered with cravenness.

"Let me be a worm again. Let ne be a big worm like my sons. Let ne be the king of the worns of
the denon country.”

And then he junped up to abscond—and what was he, Bakvi, but a huge nigrescent perfect worm And
goi ng out and down the hill, he crossed the streamlike a river and slid upon his wllful sons,
and dwarfed them

"Who am | ?" said Bakvi, the worm

"Qur respected daddy," said the worns, respectfully.

"Go beneath," said Bakvi, "and tell your nother, and all ny wives, to grow. And then, to make
ready. "

Under wi ndows of sultry sapphire, Hazrond paced to and fro. He had been out hunting, had Hazrond,
chasi ng
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with his horses and hounds the strayed souls of nmadnen asl eep. But there had been sonething
wanting in the sport. They had not screaned enough, naybe, those souls, or they had screamed with
| aughter in the nightmare's jaws.

The earth had caught her breath, or the nature of Iife had done so. Wth his Vazdru awareness,
Hazrond knew of it, unknow ngly. Knew, also, he had somehow missed it. The nobon had stunbl ed and
the stars exclainmed. One instant. Then all was rectified. Wiy should it concern hin? Was he not
Pri nce Wckedness, mankind's tornentor?

Hazrond seated hinmself, and drank froma cup of glass a wine nore transparent.

Alamp lighted itself across the chanber, and with a deep ruby ray. Hazrond | ooked at the | anp.
Though alight, it gave none.

Hazrond pointed at the | anp, which went out. Looking down, he found a serpent at his foot, with
ruby eyes. Hazrond kicked it fromhi mit was al ready gone.

Then in the niddle of the air, a bird of silver circled. Hazrond tossed a dagger at it and all at
once its head shot off—t burst into fragnents, and only a flanme flowered there, flickering and
twisting, giving no heat, illumnating nothing.

Hazrond reclined in his chair, and took another sip fromhis cup. He was different now Softer
nore vivid. "Ch, are you about?" he said. "You have slept |ate, wherever you have been sl eeping.
Have you cone to offer me your service? A handsonme page to bring nme sweetneats, or a mnstrel to
pi pe ne tunes? Which is it to be, Azhrarn?"

Then the flane stretched near. Hazrond sat in his chair and finished his wine. Into the enpty
goblet the flanme ran, and filled it. Hazrond threw the cup away with a negligent gesture. The cup
whirled; the flame gushed fromit, vanished. The cup snmashed against a pillar, and the voice of

Azhrarn spoke behind Hazrond's | eft shoul der: "Wen the night returns to the earth above, | shall
return to Druhim Vanashta, nmy city, which you borrowed without ny |eave."
"You will be welcone," said Hazrond, "if any remenber you."

But the denon city was trenbling around him like a bride in joy and anxiety, and the very hearts
of denonki nd m ght be heard, starting |ike hares—for there was not a
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brick or a leaf or an intellect that did not in some habitual formanswer him Even Hazrond | eaned
toward the voice, his eyes half closing, though the rings cut into his hands where he had cl enched
t hem

"I amlord here now, " said Hazrond.

"As much as you ever were," said the voice of Azhrarn out of the shadow. "Wich was not nuch."

"We shall see. | await you with pleasure."

"Do so," said Azhrarn. "Your pleasure will be brief enough when once we neet."

The day dropped out of the world. In the country underground, which knew neither day nor dark

ni ght neverthel ess was always realized. A great stillness was already there, in the city. Not a
note of nusic, not a nechanical bird, not a voice. Yet in their porticos and on their towers, the
Vazdru stood, and nearby the Eshva, as if to wait on them Even the Drin had sidled in and
crouched behind the wi ndow panes, the walls of gardens, squinting through eyelets, unable to keep
away, full of misgiving. As night |lay down upon the earth above, one bell of bronze gave tongue

t hr ough Druhi m Vanasht a.

They had betrayed him nearly every one of his race. Either in jealous rage deliberately, or by
acqui escence. Not one had resisted a new order or a usurper's rule. They had said, He is dead to
us. They had resuned their artistic feasts and gam ngs, and when Hazrond passed by them they
adored him Now, while the Eshva shivered and shook with sensuous enotions, and the Drin squintily
hid, the Vazdru waited, sinply that, inmobile as the reeds when no wi nd bl ows. The pal e faces,
white as the flowers of night, those benighted eyes, were profoundly conposed. Though the city
silently drummed with the uproar of every heart that was in it.

Then the bell rang out one nore tinme—and was riven in bits. Not an ear that did not catch the
commotion. The eyes of the denbns turned all in one direction

He reentered his city, Azhrarn, w thout cerenony or state. He canme neither nounted on horseback
nor in a chariot; he was on foot. And there was no one with him courtier or guard. And he was
clad in black, only that. And as he
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nmoved there, the very air unfurled |ike a blossomng rose, the very nosaics blushed, the pillars
quivered like the strings of harps. He was the city, and the city knewitself. And every one of
those therein, they knew it also.

But they were dignified, the upper echelons of denon-kind. They did not cast thensel ves down
before him the Vazdru, and though the Eshva hung in a frozen nelting faint, neither did they

obei se thenselves. (And the Drin stayed from sight.)

So he wal ked, in silence, along the silent avenues, followed only by dark eyes, and cane at length
to the black pal ace where, for nunberless generations of the earth and tinel ess nonents of the
Underearth, he had been a prince and a lord. When he was half a mile away, the doors, of their own
volition, opened wi de. You might hear the hounds eagerly panting in the courts, but nothing else
When Azhrarn reached the pal ace and the opened doors, Hazrond was in the doorway.

Now Hazrond was the npbst handsonme of the Vazdru, and the nost spectacular. He had put on mail and
jewels and very flanmes indeed. But Azhrarn had returned to Druhi m Vanashta clad only in black, and
one saw that Hazrond, beside Azhrarn, was as the great sea is, to the endl ess, depthless,

i nimtable sky.

"Well, you are here," said Hazrond.

"I am here," said Azhrarn

"l trust you are well."

"I am sick, and the disease nust be torn out. Hazrond is the nane of it."

"I will come down into the street," said Hazrond. "Do you wish to brawl there with nme?"

"Cone down," said Azhrarn, "and see."

Hazrond came down, and set his hand on Azhrarn's shoul der

"They will be envious of us," he murnured, "that we touch one another."

"COh, Hazrond," said Azhrarn, looking into his eyes, "do you inmagine so?" And in that gaze, Hazrond
turned pal e enough you saw the skull beneath his skin. Then a force cane from Azhrarn, sparkling,
and flung Hazrond onto the marble flags before the pal ace.
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He danced back again to his feet, this Vazdru prince who had been Prince of the princes,
carelessly, as if nothing had hurt him it was his jest to be flung and to fall. As he rose, he
drew his sword of blackest bluest steel, and springing forward, he thrust the blade toward the
breast of Azhrarn.

They were immortals. What were swords to them and strokes that men used to bring death? Enbl emns,
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| anguage. Oh surely he had known, Hazrond, in the second Azhrarn spoke to him behind his chair
and nmaybe even in the second he hinself usurped that chair, that he was to be the | oser?

Azhrarn stretched out his hand, enmpty of anything, and let the point of the sword inpale his
wist. But it did not, for the sword had disintegrated, and was gone.

And then Hazrond becane sheer light. It was the essence of him the pure dynam c that underlay the
beautiful nmale shape in which a Vazdru prince was wont to adorn hinsel f—sul furously blue, the
vitality of Hazrond, |ike moonlight seen through fever and indigo. And it dashed itself against
Azhrarn. 1t enbraced him bore upon him

Where Azhrarn had stood a black fire blazed in its turn, and the fire beat and fanned itself, and
hei ghtened to a deep cold red. The energy of Azhrarn, the psychic essence of him scarlet as the
fountain of the garden—t overtopped, it wapped the blue fire of Hazrond. It struggled with it,
but then there cane anot her change.

For the red fire scalded colder, hotter, to an incandescence: white. And the white fire inits
turn began to throb and to make a color that was like a soundl ess ringing.

And Druhi m Vanashta, watching, would have averted its eyes, would have cried out. For the col or of
this fire was gold. It was gold as gold is, and golden things, and it was |like the sun. Yes, even
like the sun of the earth, that to denons was the one true death. Like the sun, Azhrarn seared
there, his vital energy, and it burned out the essence of Hazrond the way acid would eat a paper.
Until only a thin dust sifted and drifted, and was no nore. And Hazrond ... no nore was Hazrond.
Not a noise. Not a cry. Not one eye averted.

So they saw hi m cone back, Azhrarn, their prince, a
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Lord of Darkness, Night's Master. He was a man clothed in gold and nmade of gold, his flesh and
hair, all gold, and his eyes were golden suns. He stood there upon the streets of N ght's own

ki ngdom and was day. Then the gol den scream of his glory transposed. It was all blackness, al
cool ness. Not norning, but evening.

And wi thout a glance, wi thout a phrase, Azhrarn wal ked into his palace, and the doors shut softly
as two sl eeping eyelids.

Say now, city and people, who is your prince, and what is he?

DEMONS did not die. At least, they did not remain dead. (They were like nortals in that.) And the
Underearth coul d countenance no absol ute ending. The Lord Unhl unme had never entered there. And so,
as Azhrarn noved through his dark palace |like a darker thought, refinding it, the ashes of
Hazrond, borne by a sudden breeze, made their exit fromthe city and bl ew away over the | andscape
of the underworl d.

They were not even ashes, these ashes, but a substance thinner than air—-blasted so fine as to be
i nvisible. They were, indeed, actually, nothing. And this settled in a hollow place, in the black
grass, and as they or it lay there, three Vazdru princes rode by. These | aughed together, and
spoke proudly and cruelly, as if they had recently woken fromrefreshing sl eep. They were the

three who had stayed | oyal to Azhrarn, and guarded himin the hill. They nmade now toward the city,
antici pati ng generous wel conme, rightly.
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"But this," said one of them "let us be rid of it. For it is a menory of despair." And he threw
away the silver cup which they had dipped in the living stream and with which they had attenpted
to noisten the lips of their |ord—but which had failed to restore him

The cup junped over the grasses and fell into the holl ow where, for want of nuch better words,
Hazrond' s ashes | ay.

There was a hint of water still in the bow of the cup, which spilled. Mre, the cup canme charged
with Vazdru sorcery, that prayer within the hill, that will to revivify. Besides, it had touched
the mouth of Azhrarn, like a |over.

The clear unlit light of Underearth | apped everything |ike a balm and the dust of Hazrond with
the rest.

In the world of nen above, perhaps a few days canme and went. Below, a few beats of bells and
hearts. The ashes, sprinkled with dews of water and prayer, wove together |ike npss, hardened |ike
clay in a potter's oven. To die in Underearth was a very different matter to a death above.
Hazrond, handsone and spl endored, though pale now as one dead, and weak now as one newy born, |ay
on his back with scarcely the strength to take up and kiss the silver cup which had cone to rest
under his hand. Then, in a while, he sat, and | eaning one pal mon the ground from
strengt hl essness, he drew forth the silver pipe |like a cat's thighbone, and sounded it. And
presently a denon nmare cane gall opi ng through the grass. But when Hazrond had nmounted her, and
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turned her head toward the city, she too paled. Her blackness turned the col or of ashes, and she
trod slowy.

Azhrarn was seated in a hall, beneath windows like a lion's blood. He had been readi ng from books
of ivory, but now he rested one hand upon them and the other on the carved armof his chair. He

| istened and heard, beyond the songs and sil ences of Druhim Vanashta, beyond all the enchanting
audi bl es currently put forth to placate and en-anor him the sorry hoof beats on the flags, and
then the doors opening one by one, and the footsteps, symetrically stunbling.

Hazrond entered. Azhrarn said nothing; Hazrond cane
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on. He crossed the whole length of the hall, while the windows |aved himin a dead sunset, and
reaching the feet of Azhrarn, Hazrond kneeled there. But, with his swi mm ng, burning eyes, he
stared into the eyes of Azhrarn

"Ask me only this," said Hazrond. "Why | took this city fromyou in your absence.”

"Why, " said Azhrarn, "should youi answer interest ne?"

"Because you fought with a sky-being, and sone power of the sun is also yours at l|last, Azhrarn
together with the m ght which was yours al ways. And we—we are | ess than grass, Azhrarn, and you
are everything we nay not be. Even the greatest of us. You have nothing to fear. Not even from
Hazrond who is at your feet."

"Who told you," said Azhrarn, "I feared Hazrond at any tine?"

"Ch," said Hazrond, srruTng, "will you not fear ne a little, when | have done so nuch for you? For
| kept you in their nenory, exhorting them by every word and gl ance of mne, to forgetful ness of
you. "

"Stand," said Azhrarn

"I cannot. Your strength crushes nme."

"Lie on your face then," said Azhrarn. "And tell me why you took the city."

"Because | |oved you enough to hate you. | |oved you enough, when you renoved yourself, to fil

the gaping void the only way | m ght—-by nyself becom ng Azhram O as nuch of Azhrarn as any
could. And there are not many, ny prince, who were ever nearer than |I. And you do fear ne, Lord of
| ords, because you see in nme your own self. You are the black sun, and | amthe dark which was
before. I am your childhood. And sone long night, | have conme to believe, | shall be all of you
again, and forever, as forever may then be reckoned."

"Riddles,"” said Azhrarn. But he rested his chin upon his hand and he gazed at Hazrond, and it was
evident that, though no other did or might, Azhrarn had understood each sentence; it was no riddle
at all to him

"What now, then?" said Hazrond.

Azhrarn struck him

It was such a blow that it dashed Hazrond away, and
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stunned him But when he had recovered fromit, he was toughened and energi zed, and rose to his
feet. "That is not nuch for punishment," he said.

"Your punishnent | gave you before," said Azhrarn. "That was ny forgiveness."

Then Hazrond | aughed out |oud. Such a laugh it was—nusical, and like the cry of sone rare ani nal
of great beauty, that softly kills all it sees. Ch, it was the laugh of Azhrarn. Yes, it was his.
"l am done with mankind," said Azhrarn to Hazrond. "There are other games, or | will invent them"
"Let mankind go," said Hazrond. "Let it rot. They learn nothing. They worship the gods still,

t hough the world was scarred by what the gods have done to it. And that wonman you gave sway over
humani ty, they worship her yet as a god, though she is a god no |longer, and even her worship they
ni sremenber, entreating her for pity, and calling her |oving names, praising her kindness and care
for them" And Hazrond, standing by Azhrarn, |ooked to see how these words woul d be received, this
rem ni scence of the girl Azhriaz, his child by a hunan fenal e.

But Azhrarn said only: "She is an imortal and she lives. If | owe her that, let her live then."

"And | ?" said Hazrond, |eaning close, that his nmouth mght brush the hair of Azhrarn. "May | live
also? O nust | die again? Only tell ne. | will doit gladly. I will die for you, I will endure
agony for you. | amyourself, that part of you which |oves you best. Only notice ne. Here | wait

at your side."

Azhrarn, putting out his hand, drew Hazrond down, so he lay across the chair, and so that their
bodi es pressed one agai nst the other.

"Wait no nore."

Druhi m Vanashta, that noon-star of cities, filled by her enchanted | ove whi spers, her placatory
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caj ol ements, Druhim Vanashta felt that |ovenaking, and was nade love to, all the vast jewel box of
her, and every one of the denons—they felt the caresses of that |ove, the fierceness of it, and
the concourses noaned and the towers stretched thenselves in ecstasy—for by that |ove he returned
hinmself to
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them He noticed them He was theirs, once again, body, soul—hich in himwere one.

And for Hazrond, the vessel into which this |light and darkness entered, this night sea, m dnight
sky, black wine, red fire, the intimation of sun and of death, the sensations of.it passed through
himand into the stones of the city, and into the flesh of those that were there, or perhaps even
he coul d not have borne the pleasure of it.

As chaos had touched all things, so this piercing harnonic shot through and through the
Underearth. It was an ultinmate possession. Druhim Vanashta, borne upward on a wave, poised in the
liquid silver of three seconds lasting longer than all tine, then rel eased, flow ng down, sinking,
one anbi ent sigh.

And when the sigh was sighed out, a green butterfly m ght be seen, anong the cedars of Azhrarn's
garden. Vasht, reborn by orgasmi c psychic quake out of the paving where Azhrarn's heel had
fornmerly conpressed her

How fresh the wings of the butterfly. Azhrarn had renounced manki nd. He was the beloved, as in the
past. He was the Prince of Denons, theirs. No other's.

There will come an hour, quite soon as soon is thought of there, when Vasht also will be noticed.
The green wings, at his glance, will be a robe of silvered green upon the pearl formof a Vazdru
princess. Hi s touch, loosing the clasps of the robe, will turn it black as ni ght—

BOOK THREE

Search for Life

PART ONE

Lessons

DOMN THE mountain road wal ked a man cl othed in bl ack, and cl ose behi nd hi manot her nman, nore
advanced in years and nore inventive in dress, this being robes of ocher scarfed with rubric,
tasseled with purple, bordered and tri med and dinpled with gold. G ay-headed, this one, under a
pluny di adem lugging a staff, and with, beneath the other arm a silken bundle, egg-shaped.
Perhaps a quarter of a mle behind these two, a third person nade his way. He was hooded in a

bl ond mantl e, but the noon sun |lit ceaselessly upon him so he seened to shine, brighter even than
the plumed one with all his gold, "Now say what you will,"” said the revived sage-nmage to Dat hanja
who had, for a great while, said entirely nothing. "That night in the first wetched flea-bitten
village, | was aroused near daybreak, aware of an enornous occurrence. And resorting to sorcerous
exercise, | divined a change had cone about. Yet what it was the spell would not divulge. Being
practiced, as | am in all sorts of occult mathematic, | nmade cal cul ations. Which informed ne that
chaos itself had been breached, and, in securing itself, had violently brushed the world of

organi zed matter—an inpact felt not only in the narrow confine of the event, but throughout, and
to all four quarters. Such a marvel nust have consequences. And how el se should this cataclysm
have occurred but through an action of the entity we glinpsed, tearing eastward under the sea?
What was its purpose? Is it destroyed? Meanwhil e, that other heavenly bore goes on follow ng us,
day and night. A whole nonth it has dogged us. My w zardrous researches—though not
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you—-have told ne what the creature is. But it returns no word to my questions or expostul ations.
It nmerely, unmannerly brute that it is, shines upon ne."

Dat hanja had paused, as if to listen. The angel, a quarter of a nile away, paused al so. The mage-
sage shook his nagician's staff at the angel, and prepared to harangue one and all

Having |l eft the ocean brink above drowned Si nmmurad, they had gone sout hwestward. O, Dathanja had
done so and the mage, attaching hinself, had done so too, while Ebriel, for unreveal ed notives,
foll owed. They kept to the crags, though the roseate shadi ngs of the sea-nputhed eastern reaches
were soon bled out. Mre ordinary, these dry uplands, and here and there were isolate human
habi t ati ons. Dathanja took his way anpong them qui etly, asking nothing but often given,
nevert hel ess, food, or what shelter there might be. They were innocent, these waysi de peopl e,
seeni ng young as the land, with large eyes cloudl ess as the eyes of |oved children. They woul d
bring Dathanja water or milk in a stone jar or rough clay dipper, sit to watch him and soneti nes
then usher up to himtheir infants, and Dat hanja would put his hands on thema nonent, as if to
bl ess. In one place, there was a baby with sore skin. Dathanja took it fromits nother, unasked,
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unaski ng, undeni ed. He patted the baby with the fawn dust, all over, and then carried it to the
stream and washed off the dust and the sore skin with it, and there the baby lay, gurgling and
brand-new, quite cured. The mage took huge exception to this and berated Dat hanja-who, since he no
| onger recogni zed the nane of Zhirek, the sage would call by no name at all. "You, |ook how you
debase t he brotherhood of nmgicians. Could you not, you who have sunk Simurad, have heal ed the
brat by the touch of one finger—by a single utterance? Wiy this quack's preanbl e?" Dathanja said,
"A parable is sonetines necessary." "Errant rubbish!" warbled the sage-mage. "Wy," said Dathanj a,
"do you put on clothing when the sun is so hot?" Mssing the point willfully, the mage-sage

|l ectured Dathanja for five mles—+they had by now | eft that particular village far behind—en the
merits of voguish attire, espe-
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daily when it was created by illusion, and so toned the sorcerous mnuscles.

And with no comrent, Ebriel paced slowy after them

In other villages, and at occasional lonely huts, many snmall wonders were perfornmed by Dat hanja.
He proceeded with the nodi cum of show, yet generally by means of a synbol, as with the baby. A
wonman who wept because the well was dry was told to weep into the well—and water filled it, salt
at first, then sweet. A nissing copper pot was |ocated by arrangi ng the other copper inplenents of
the house by the doorstep, and presently, out of some branbles, along cane bowing the pot to join
their neeting. Everything was perforned with care and gentl eness. Dathanja nade no exhibitions of
passi onat e tenderness, and none of aversion. If it pleased himto heal the sick, if it brought him
joy to help his fellow nen, you could not have said. He did these things as a man m ght sweep his
yard, a needful, sinmple incident, neither onerous nor fabulous, inportant only in om ssion
(Everything the angel watched also, fromhis distance, stilly.) And the ingenuous ones of the
nmount ai n | ands, they received the benison fromDathanja as it was given, thanking himwthout the
word, smling, not shouting.

But the sage-mage shouted. Hi s exclamations rattled along the goat paths and the roads nade only
by the treading of feet. He had established for hinself a title, conpound of his former nanme and
that of the sea prince he had been in Tirzom Tavrosharak, that was he. And he toted the heavy egg
his chicken-carpet had laid in witless fright, always grunbling at its weight, but, "One does not

| eave such significant deposits lying. No, no, sone priceless gadget will be hatched, no doubt.

For this reason, too, | must keep it against my person every hour, to warmit." At night, am d the
bl ank bare peaks, Tavrosharak fashioned a bed with posts and canopy, and slept with the silk-
packed egg held close. And now and then he rolled on it in sleep and awakened unpeaceful |y.

Soneti nes Dat hanja woul d depart during the night, and the Mal ukhim Ebriel, apparently nore intent
upon Dat hanja than upon the nage-sage, would also go by like a straight pale flane. Roused by
this, the magician would aggravatedly tramp after, or
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summoni ng up sone conveyance fromthin air, whirl upon themout of the skies. For days at a
stretch Tavrosharak rode in a chariot pulled by dragons, and bearing down on Ebriel was al ways

di ssatisfied that the blond figure woul d neither get out of his way nor stay in it, being sonmehow
one second before the chariot and then behind it, not a sublinme (hidden) feather ruffled.

"What is it that you want?" demanded Tavrosharak, diving upon the angel time and again. "Is it
sonme nmessage fromthe gods you nust deliver? It is too bad," added Tavrosharak, jouncing along in
hi s car beside Dathanja, the dragons hissing and cavorting. "Way will the thing not speak to ne?"
And, wishing to |lecture Dathanja, and finding charioteering i nconmodi ous for the purpose, he would
sl ough the chariot. "So much bouncing," he averred, "may curdle this egg."

Thus they progressed. Then came the noon they stepped onto a road which men had nade not with
their feet, but with their hands. Walking along it, Tavrosharak conpl ai ned about chaos and Ebri el
and Dat hanja paused, and Ebriel paused, as if to listen.

But it was not to listen

A nountain rose on the near horizon, higher than its brothers. Azure it was, half subnerged in the
sky, but near the pinnacle there was a glistening disturbance, and now and then a shaft of |ight
streamed fromit, and tore across heaven |ike a w de-shot star

"As | have said," declared Tavrosharak, but at this instant, the glistening on the nountain caught
al so his eye

"l am" said Tavrosharak, "bound to go near, and to investigate. There may be a mracle or a
treasure." He gazed at Dathanja. "But you," said Tavrosharak, w nningly, "bold sorcerer

fearl ess—as the earth knows, even of Lord Wckedness and Lord Death. . . . Should it not be you
who will clinb the mountain first?"
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Dat hanj a spoke to Tavrosharak. "I saw enough of miracles and treasures |long past. You are starved
of them perhaps. The nountain does not itself lure nme."

"Ah, now, excellent Dathanja— began Tavrosharak

Just then a stunning light, like a second sunrise, opened at their backs, ascended, fanned over
their heads with a
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hurricane rush of wi ngs. The Ml ukhim unmantled, a flying flanbeau, sped up the nountain.

"He has followed us because we led himto some spot he wished to cone at," said Tavrosharak, after
a swift thaumaturgic calculation. "This | perceive clearly now. And therefore, as we have led him
here, we al so have been | ed. Sonething has pulled us hither. Cone, dear Zhirek—that is, dauntless

Dat hanj a—you, nore than |, the sun-beast has trailed. You nore than |, therefore, were drawn here.
The miracle is yours to claim Dare you refuse it? You are a mighty healer, all conpassion. GCh
best Dathanja, go up the mountain and render aid or counsel. | promise | shall be close. At your
shoul der. "'

Dat hanja had not attended to any of this, but to the flight of the Mal ukhimhe had. And now he
felt an inexplicable hand laid on his heart and m nd, which hand, before, had only beckoned.

Dat hanj a had been aware that sonmething drew him He had not and did not resist. Only the weak need
fear and avoid tenptation. And possibly to this nman, now, there was a serene happi ness in each
surrender, since no |onger thereby could he | ose hinself.

He murnured, a syllable only. And then he lifted as if he too were wi nged, and went after the
angel , shadow behind fl ane.

The sunmt of the nmountain was a cone, beaten to translucence by weather and the sheer proximty
to heaven. It refracted the afternoon, and abetted, like a nmirror, the other conflagration which
went on beneath. There was a natural terrace, tined with thin copses of. rock. In this unlikely
cradl e, buzzing and flashing with strange enissions, lay a battered shattered thing, part nelted
silver on a huge crushed cage of bronze and steel, its sides stoved in, its design unrecognizabl e.
Yet all about the area, a mile or nore, |lay shapes and shards and chi ps and crystals of freakish
formation, and wide spilled stains that tingled with eccentric colors, sheens, and odors. Over al

t hrobbed a kind of efful gent pulse, which every so often erupted. Yet these antics, visible as
they had been fromthousands of feet below, were nevertheless growing nore feeble with every

m nut e.

The Mal ukhi m Ebriel had alighted eastward on one of
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the rocky tines, and with fol ded wi ngs and gol den nask of face, | ooked down on the nonstrous
wreck. Dathanja, in turn, stood to the west, under the cone, and there surveyed the scene.

Tavr osharak, speedi ng up the mountain now saddl ed athwart a quirky dragon, called instructively to
them both: "Behold, it is sone mighty magic craft which has foundered, maybe fallen fromthe air.
Beware a detonation.™

It was, of course, the denbn ship of Azhriaz the Goddess, not dropped fromair but sonehow ejected
from ocean, chaos-riddl ed, wholly defunct.

Tavrosharak, sensitive to his own advice, circled the peak cautiously. Ebriel maintained the
vantage of the tine. Dathanja, after an interval, noved forward.

In the shade of the ruined hull, not to be seen at once, if at all, one nmight (or not) visualize a
series of curves and angles, proportions, densities, that could belong to the figure of a man. And
havi ng di scerned that much, that could belong also to the figures of two others, neither nen.

Under the frame, anong the scintillant debris, a beggar sat on the ground. He was swagged sol ely
in a ragged orange cloth, and his brown shaven cranium was bowed. Across fromhimthere crouched a
snarling lizard, large as a tiger and tinted |like one. This mounted guard, it would seem upon the
man, and upon the girl who |ay between them her head resting upon the nman's knees, while he

snoot hed her forehead, and quietly tidied the coiling flood of her night-black hair

She breathed, the girl; you might see it, if you |l eaned close. This Dathanja presently did. The
beggar did not try to prevent him nor the lizard. It only glared outward at the angel on the
rock, and lashed its tail at Tavrosharak's circling dragon.

But through the lids of her eyes, the blue irises were scarcely burning. Her face was far away as
a note of nusic sounded fromthe cold shores of the noon.

"Azhriaz," said the beggar. "Soveh, Sovaz." But he got no answer, and seened to await none. To

Dat hanja, in the way of a king, the beggar added, "Did she sunmon
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you then? Sonmewhere within herself she has renenbered you. O forgotten. Forgetful ness m ght
summon, too."

"l see now how beautiful she is," said Dathanja. "Can that be because sonme of her beauty has |eft
her . "

"Or sone of his fear has left the one who sees."

King Fate, Fortune's Master, raised his vibrant voice and called to the Mal ukhim "Ebriel, you
white eagle, you also see what you require—that there is no Goddess anynore. |s heaven content?"
On his rock Ebriel shifted one wing, whitely, that was all. "Shall | informyou," inquired
Kheshret, "of what becane of Yabael your brother, in the sea, when the tidal wave, vomted from
chaos, struck hin?" Kheshnet |aughed, a slow, red-golden noise. "Destiny overtops even angels. For
that one was borne into chaos just as the sun, his nother and father, is borne each evening. And
chaos renmade Yabael before expelling him despite the will of the gods upon him He has since cone
forth again, into a distant ocean, and there he blazes and runs on in his pursuit, which | acks now
only a quarry. He is a fiery streami ng orb, chaos and matter, sun and liquid, a |long-haired comet
of the seas. And he will haunt there awhile, coning and going over the water-skies of the sea
peoples. They will tell their tinmes and seasons by him as nmen have done by the conets of heaven
That is the fate of Yabael, the sun-vulture, the holy runner."”

Ebriel spread his wings. Yellow his mane, |ike wheat; asphodel and cream and topaz was he. And
that, it would appear, was all he was.

Kheshnet continued to stroke the m dnight hair fromthe girl's brow under his fingers. "Ah,

child," he said.

"The wicked are eternally children,” said Dathanja softly. And he stepped back again, as if to go
awnay.

That crucial nonment, the invented dragon of the sage-nage |aunched itself against Fate's pet, the
shappi ng gi ant chanel eon under the wreck. It was with a squall and a vast flapping that the dragon
came, Tavrosharak yet affixed to its swooping spine, while the lizard rose with bladed claws to
meet them

Supposing there was no tine or breath for a spell: "Help, merciful gods!' yelled Tavrosharak, who
kept ol d-fashi oned i deas.
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But Kheshmet only said, "Hush," in a voice nmld as the rustle of a parchnent. And the |izard
shrank down and down until it was the size of a nutshell, and the dragon cane undone and was no

nmore. Wth the result that Tavrosharak fell onto the terrace, nor elegantly. And |ying bruised
bef ore Kheshnet, Tavrosharak benpaned the injustice of a world where beggars m ght al so be
choosers, attain magic knacks, and use themon their betters. Meantine, the egg had slipped from
the mage's grasp and its silken wapper, and spun on the terrace nmadly. Cracks spread across its
sur f ace.

"It is hatching, prematurely. Watever m sshapen mstake will now energe, it is the fault of this
orange one. Al ny | abor gone for nothing," groused Tavrosharak

Then the egg split. The bits of shell sprayed out fine as seafoam and' fromthe center a |l otus
flower, winged by petals, flewin the air. Danson-colored the |otus was, with veins of clearest
gold. It fluttered to the girl who lay on the rock, and settling and rising and settling, |ight as
down, it touched her forehead, the lids of her eyes, her lips, her two breasts—and the heart
beneath, it nust have touched that too, for suddenly she sighed, her fringed | ashes stirred on her
cheeks, and she whispered to the lotus in a little, little voice, "If | were a child, | would
weep. "

But the lotus darted up and smacked Ki ng Kheshnet smartly on each ear. And as Fate's fingers
reached for it, the magenta flower crunbled into a magenta flour, that showered over him and
flossed his bright garment. Fate clicked his tongue, and smiled, with half his nouth only.

The girl who had been the Goddess Azhriaz opened w de her eyes.

She | ooked at Kheshnet's half-smle, and smiled herself, sadly and silently.

"There," he said, "you have woken up."

"So | have," she said. These were the accents of a young wonan, of a Vazdru, yet it was the tone
of a child, the very one he had compared her to—this was not Azhriaz the Goddess. It was not
Sovaz, the sorceress mstress of the Prince of Del usions.

"Soveh," said Kheshmet, using the nanme of her babyhood. "Little Flane."

At meh: The Search for Life

325
"Where is ny nother?" said the child-girl-wonman, staring at himin abrupt nmistrust. A darkness
took her face. "Ch, she is dead. Now | renmenber. | cried out to her, but she could not hear. She
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is beyond the world. She would have cone to me if she could."

She lay under the torn ribcage of the ship, physically flaw ess. But the wounds of chaos were on
her, for all that. She had had, fromthe first, alnost, the body of a girl of seventeen, and she
had lived in it for nearly half a century. But neverthel ess, she was now what she had al ways been
and never been, a child of seven years.

And this child, brushing aside the forest of her own hair inmpatiently, said, "Were is ny father?
I want nmy father. He will care for me." And then her eyes, the blue of the soul of night behind
the seal of day, her eyes—that had | ooked on torture and nmurder and death and destructi on—her
eyes, so lovely, so incongruously pure—they cane to Dathanja. And the laughter of a child' s sheer
gl adness dawned on her wonan's face. She sat up quickly, and got to her feet, and hol ding out her
hands toward him she ran forward. Until Dathanja turned to ice, turned to Zhirek in front of her
That hal ted her.

"Why?" she said. "Wy?"

"What does she want from ne?" Dat hanja said.

"You well know," said Fate, taking the lizard into his hand, like a coal to warmhim "It is a
hunorous error, such as the gosling may make, waking up beside the cat, and thinking the cat its
damor sire."

"Tell her otherw se," said Dathanja, as he stood before that wondering child' s frightened gaze.

Bl ack- hai red Dat hanja, black of eye, clad in black, and pal e, handsone: ciphers of the denon
country.

"You must do it," said Kheshnmet. "She is a child. She thinks she is your daughter. She thinks you
are anot her."”

"I amnot Azhrarn," said Dathanja to her, she that had been Azhriaz, who had had her soldiers
carry himto her, in a city large as a continent, a pavilion where a third of the earth had seemed
to bow down at her nane.

And she shook her head, but once nore stretched out her hand to him

"She is a child,"” said Kheshnet, again. "She does not
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take you for him perhaps. It is not necessarily as sinple as that. But for one of the denon race,
surely she does take you, or for one |like herself, half denon, half human, an inmortal. And for
the instigator of her life."

"She has hated himalways," said Dathanja, "that one who fathered her."

"Regard her," said Kheshnet. "There is the hatred. Look."

She stood weeping, a weeping child, crying to her father very |ow, asking what she had done, why
did he not |ove her, why had he shut her fromhim abandoned her, alone and lost in the bitter
wor | d.

And Dat hanja, who had conme so far in his journey of Self, was rooted to the spot, a stone again
Then a wi nd bl ew cold across the mountaintop, and fromthe clouds, a weeping rain cane down. In
the rain, the figments of nen, angels, rocks, allegorical Lords of Darkness, seened dissolved and
swept away. There had been a valley in deep rain, a gray rain of the heart, too. Zhirek

recol lected, and with it, all those who had wept in their turn through him And Dathanja went to
the small girl who kneeled on the nountain in the weeping rain and wept, and he too kneel ed, and
taking her into his arms, he conforted her. He knew nothing of her as a worman, but only as a child
seven years old, who clung to him for it had taken her half a century to find him to be Ioved,
and to | ove.

And as he conforted this daughter never born to him he learned, and he conforted hinself, held in
his own arnms with her. The one he had been. The one he was.

LI KE A SEED dropped in untended soil, where conceivably nothing would cone of it, so the change in
the world. Qut of sight and out of mind.

Suns rose and set, cities rose and were cast down. The noon sailed the ether and the ships of nen
the seas. Tine stal ked over the world, shaking her hair, disturbing everything. Seasons budded,

bl oomed, withered. The caravans of days tirelessly set out, and the caravans of humankind, the
chariots, the wagons, and the wal kers. Al with their cargoes of nerchandise, and |ives. And

ni ght, the black hyacinth, closed their eyes, or black Uhiune the Beautiful, he closed them

A pal nful of years passed. How nany years fit in a paln? In a child s pal msay then, three.

What it is to be a child. The astonishrment of it. Al things so curious. Wat is that? Wat is
thatl Tell ne. Teach me. Let me |earn.

In the lands they went through, sonetines she was pitied. So gorgeous she stopped the heart, so

| ovely the birds sang for her, and the clouds uncurtai ned the skies—and she a fool, retarded to
the age of seven years, or maybe nine years. A bright child, it was true. But still a child. They
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conpared her to | egendary Shezael, the half-souled, fair, oblique—unfinished. Though in the places
where bl ack hair carried a stigma, they | ooked uneasily upon both of them the infant-woman, and
the adult man, her guardi an. Some heard her refer to himas her father, though he | ooked barely
ol d enough to be such, and besides plainly he was a priest of sonme wandering order, and
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shoul d be chaste, or if ever unchaste then at |east circunspect. There was too, in the conpany, a
di sgruntl ed magician (an uncle, perhaps?). Few took to him since he seened always irascible, and
was in the habit of sorcerously venting on bystanders his inner discontents. Luckily the priest, a
heal er of extraordinary facility, and also hinmself a sorcerer, would put right what this hasty
mage put wong. Then again, there was another often of the party. Cracked like the girl and the
old uncle, it would seem for he would wal k al ways consi derabl e yards behind, as if he had
quarreled with them and later sit on sone boul der, observing what the healer did. And when the
heal er had conpleted his task, after himagain went this other fellow, who, it nust be admtted,
was as fair as the girl, though in a different way, all gold for her snow and jet and sapphire.
However, several got the inpression that he was hunpbacked under his nantle. Ch, they were a
strange crew, the four of them

And over and around those countries they took their way, engendering health and entertai nnent
and—best of everythi ng—gossi p. Through the ki ngdons, and across earthscapes that were in

t hensel ves rather novel and unvis-ited. O which, possibly, had come to be so fromthat iota of
chaoti c change each devotedly forgot.

And eventually, they cane into a | and where there were sl ate-skinned el ephants upon the roads, and
haughty canels with vermlion tassels about their heads. A parched wind blew, for it was the
season of crisp bronzy withering, but along the bronze-brown hills white pal aces stared on the
turquoi se sky. The folk of this region had no unease at black hair, for they were thensel ves a

bl ack-haired race, and with a black that was al nost blue. The |ight-skinned anong them were the
color of ivory, and the dark among themthe color of cloves. The |l and was railed by nountains, and
parted by a mighty river, where played hi ppopotam |ike air bladders, and |otuses grew

Now the sorcerer-priest sonetines told stories to the crowds which gathered about him One day as
he did this, the daughter of the prince of that area happened to be going by in her litter. She
was dark as sandal wood and haughty as any tassel ed canel, though she had a charm ng
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human face. Having heard a runor of these itinerants, |led by a heal er-teacher, she ordered her
bearers to bring her where she could hear the tale.

When the priest concluded, the prince's daughter called to himloudly, "That is all very well, but
if you are a sorcerer, you should also performtricks. Do so."

The priest, turning his black eyes upon hers, replied, "All the earth is a magic thing. Only
glance into the tree that shades us. See how the wild figs have ripened there, and how t he | eaves
cover it. And once, this tree was only a seed hidden in the untended soil. Beside such sorcery,
madam any trick of mne would be a frail matter."

Then the prince's daughter, annoyed, stanped her bangled foot hard on the ground. At once the
earth unseaned itself and out of it there reared suddenly a nmost terrifying snake. Red as dying
fire it was, with the fangs of a leopard. It towered up over the prince's daughter, even as the
crowd junped aside shrieking, and opened its jaws to bite off her head.

The priest spoke to the snake in a | anguage unknown in that country. But the snake, which
under st ood many tongues, nost of themforked as its own, swung itself about and® seei ng who
addressed it, bowed itself down three tinmes over.

"O Magus, " said the snake, "I know you by your elder nane. One of nmy kin you slew, |ong ago, under
the wasteful waters nen call Ocean."

"l amcontrite for that," said the priest.

"I see that you are," said the giant snake. "But your debt is to your own kind, and you have
slain, too, enough of them My | not decapitate this one uncivil naiden who rudely stanped just
now upon the roof of ny dwelling?"

"Forbear," said the sorcerer-priest.

"Because you bid it, | nust reluctantly obey," said the snake, and frowning between its cat's
eyes, it dropped straight down into the ground Iike a rope, and the earth sewed tight again.

Then the crowd, which had hesitated to run away, once it found the priest to be the situation's
commander, vehenently acclainmed him And the prince's daughter threw herself at his ankles.

330

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...20Delirium's%20MistressUC%20-%20TFtFE%234.txt (138 of 176) [2/2/2004 2:24:41 AM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Tanith%20L ee%620-%20Delirium's%20M i stressU C%20-%20T FtFE%234.txt

DELI RIUM S M STRESS

"I amdear to ny father," said she, "and he will reward you for saving my life."

"I will take no reward," said the priest.

"Wnter is comng," said the prince's daughter. "The |l eaves will blacken and the fruit becone
husks. Wnged dusts will scour the hills and valleys, and frosts will gnaw on them Rains will
fall. Let ny father build for you, for he will do so, a palace, and install there a hundred
servants to wait on you, and yours," and here she graciously indicated the carping old uncle,
who—tost in a tome—had not troubled even to get up, the mantled other up the slope, and the idiot
girl.

Then the priest softly laughed. H's |aughter said, if any had been able to decipher it, Such

pal aces and such service | have had as ni ght shane enperors, and could have them again. Here,
where the wild fig tree grows, | mght cause the very wind to build with bricks and raise a
mansion to confound all others. But if |I do not do it, and yet still refuse you, it is froma
stanpi ng pride |ike your own.

And so he said to the princess, "Not a palace. But sonme nore nodest shelter | would accept."”

Then he too | ooked down, and saw the girl who was a child gazing at himintently. Wen the snake
had cone fromthe earth, she had stayed by him and taken a sharp flint in her grasp, perhaps to
defend him Now she let go the flint, and he took her hand.

Seeing this, the princess asked if the wonman was really a sinpleton, as the runor had it.

"Not so. She has becone a child. She was an enpress once."

"Fate is fate. Nothing is sure,"” prosaically appended the princess, as she tiptoed over the
snake's roof to her litter

On the banks of the wide river, then, where the shrinking autum sun cast bars of anber, there
carne to be a stone house. The brown shore ran into the brown water, and the hippopotani took
their nud baths beneath the house wall. Roses grew there, and vines, and now and then a | ong-

| egged crane woul d pass daintily between, or there would fall a furry dew of bees.
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Every norning, shortly after sunrise, Dathanja would | eave the house and go up the bank to the
spot where another of the wild spreading fruit trees gave shade. Fromthis vantage he night see
sone niles along the river, and over the land on either side, away into the norning haze from

whi ch pierced the tiaras of the mountains, sparkling now with snow. A white city or two he m ght
al so discern on either hand, and the white town of the princess's father, and his pal ace of
pai nt ed w ndows.

Sonetines a nmultitude already waited for Dathanja about the tree. He was fanmed; nen woul d nmake
expeditions to reach him Al day |ong, through the whey of norning, the cinnanmon of afternoon
into the deep-dyed dusk that quickly gave on night, he would heal and he woul d debate, for sone
came to himfor a decision even in argunment, or to have a prophecy expl ai ned whi ch had foxed them
And he sent none fromhimat a |oss, or enpty. Hi s patience was boundl ess, and his strength seemed
i kew se.

Frequently the girl he called Soveh was with him and in the early day she would | ean by his knee.
But she disliked the mdday sun, and to elude it even clinbed the tree and hid in the branches.
Persons heal ed there, and drunk with wonder and relief, mght come away also with a nmenory of a
white fl ower |ooking down through the dark | eaves, upon the triunph of hope.

At other tinmes, she played along the bank, or swamin the river, for she had forgotten how to wal k
on water, and to swimwas all the instinct [eft her. Under the river, anong the stens of the

| ot uses, she net the hippos, graceful as swans in that elenent, who did her no harm and
occasionally let her ride—dnseen by nortal s—en their backs. Wen darkness cane, Soveh woul d make
garlands for herself and for Dathanja, all clung with fireflies, and so light himhomeward to the
st one house.

In those weeks, the watcher of the blond nantle was sel dom cone on. "He nust keep to the house,"
the peopl e of the nei ghborhood said, "Only let himcone out again and show us his unusual hair,
which is the color of the summer grain." But it began to be said that one of the two sorcerers had
sunmoned to their service a huge golden bird, for such had been seen, flying over the sky at dawn,
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or threading the swift sunset, and others declared it had made a perch for itself atop a hil
across the river.

For the magician uncle, he too kept fromsight, though his carping mght be heard fromthe upper
room of the house, as he pored there over his weighty collection of nagegoria. "Pray do us no
harm Uncle," said the cattle-herders, between anmusenent and earnest, as they drove their charges
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by under the w ndow.

While the priest and the child di scoursed below, or ate their sinple nmeals, or were silent

toget her, they too could rmake out—+f they so desired—that nuttering in the upper room And it

m ght chance a whirlw nd woul d be dragged in there by a spell, or sone other undonestic item and
the stones of the house would rattle, so at |ength Dathanja nust go out and repair them (The
child was not afraid. The upheavals interested her, and in return she sonetines threw garl ands,
figs, or mangoes in at the upper w ndow. )

But the sage-mage Tavrosharak, reborn out of drowned coral (twice), he paid no heed. He woul d have
nothing to do with humanki nd anynore. He had taken up residence in the hunbl e house because said
house had occurred, but the upper roomwas filled to crowmding with costly furniture—subtracted
from pal aces by air-borne devils. And anmid it all, Tavrosharak lived, hemred in by val uabl es, and
served each dusk a fabul ous repast whipped fromunder the very lips of kings. And to his unhuman
m ni ons neither woul d Tavrosharak speak, but sent them about by other nmeans. He woul d gi ve words
now to none, save to his own reflection in a silvered glass, and to this he did talk, and
conversed long with it. But even with that he sonetinmes fell out, and then would not speak to it
for days.

Along the margin of the shore, the |lotuses had turned to twilight mauve and to nmagenta. El sewhere
they closed their cowms like hermits; shriveled. The sun waned and a bl eak wi nd breathed upon the
earth.

Dat hanja saw the color of the |otuses bel ow the house, and how they did not die. But Soveh the
child, playing among them and swi nm ng between their stens, only took them for another aspect of

all life, which was a constant novelty to her. They did not, therefore, cause her hurt or
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aggravation, as to Sovaz or Azhriaz they woul d have done, being recollections of Chuz. And she had
not questioned herself if, by the lotus that broke fromthe insane egg, he had found sonme way,
even inadvertently, to bring her consciousness out of the nothing where it had wandered. Q if
this act, as with the coloration of the plants in the river, were random or chosen, of one who
once had been her |over

The winter came, riding his sere chariot. He flung before himthe flowers and fruits, the |eaves,
the birds, the new nown days.

A dust wind blew The shutters of the stone house were bolted fast, as were the ornate panes of
all the palaces. Like sticks of brittle sugar, the reeds. The hi ppopotanm had made for thensel ves
long caves in the mud, and slept there, or floated in the river, somolent, with their round eyes
fast | ocked as any shutter or pane. And the winter frogs, and the lizards, and the grasshoppers,
crept in by night to the shore of the fire. Sonetines the sick or weary, seeking Dathanja, were
also let in to share the lower room They went away singing, through wind and frost, careless now.
It was the end of the third year

The child played by the hearth, making paper garlands for all the frogs and lizards there, and
their little eyes were like row upon row of bright beads. Dathanja sat and | ooked at this, and put
asi de the precious book he had been reading, which the prince's daughter, along with nuch el se,
had gi ven him

"How ol d are you, Soveh?" he asked the child in the wonan's body.

"I amseven or | amnine or | ameleven years of age," said she. "For you told ne."

"\What have you | ear ned?"

"Only to be alive," she said, and she | aughed, and hung a paper garland on the toe of his shoe.
(For the princess, seeing himbarefoot, had given himshoes, and sonetines Dat hanja wore them)
But the lizard for whomthe garland had been intended came and pulled it off and gave it to Soveh
again, stretching out its neck for the token
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Across the river, in the west, a star rose, and later it flew over the roof. But Tavrosharak had
squabbled with his mrror again and it was quiet in the upper room

It woul d seem Dat hanja, priest, healer, sorcerer that he was, nust know sonme witchcraft that could
have cured Soveh of all her delusions. O maybe he had attenpted it, but the effect of chaos
proved obdurate. O, he had not attenpted it.

One by one, the creatures at the hearth allowed her to adorn them and rem nded her when she
onitted to do so. They knew, it appeared, she was not only a retarded girl. And the hippopotani,
they knew. Why not, when she breathed water as she rode upon themunder it?

And the | otuses had found out or been told, blooning on through the gales and the nights of ice.
And even sone of the servitors that the mage-sage called up, they had guessed, and gl ared down
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through the floorboards at her, while they were before him

And the angel also, that knew, keeping its watch upon them all

ONE DI M veil ed norning, Soveh was under the house wall, playing a game of hers with snmall stones
she had collected. It was a conplex ganme, involving rulers and ruled, armes, citadels, and

om ni sci ent strokes of fate—those few who had chanced to ask her to explain her childish hobby
had been nostly astoni shed, and soneti nes di sconposed.

As she played she sang, in a voice so beautiful the very air seened hushed to |isten. The sun, not
long risen, sent its rays through the stripped trees along the shore, and over the river,
polishing as it went the islands of four or five floating hippos. Every night the sun descended
into and sojourned am d chaos. It touched the child-wonman, who had al so entered the Un-ness beyond
the world, with a musing finger

Your grandnother, your nother's nother, said the sun, once wedded my light. It is already in your
bones, and your soul knows it, my power and the powers of chaos and nonnatter. There is no need to
hi de.

Soveh won a city with a |l egion of small brown pebbles. / amnot ready to believe you, yet, said
Soveh's averted head.

Just then, Dathanja cane out of the house, and Soveh ran up to him "Here is the king of all the
stones," she said, and gave to hima pebble of a strange and natural stripe, opaque bl ack
transparent blue, a beautiful thing she had saved for him Dathanja took the pebble, and next her
beautiful face between his hands, and he kissed her quietly on the forehead. "Wat have | taught
you, Soveh?" he said. "About the seasons,"” she said, "and dark and
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day, and why trees grow, and where the sea is. And how to be loved." Dathanja said, "Yes, that is
true. You have learned that very well. But do you know t hen what you have taught ne?" The child

| ooked at him and the woman snil ed. Neither knew the other, but both were for a nonment before
him Dathanja said, to both of them "You have taught nme how to take. It was the hardest |esson
the I ongest nmissed, and | learned it fromyou in three seconds."”

In the house Tavrosharak night be heard saying to the silvered glass: "Do you not agree that it is
i mpossible to live in such squalor, or to bring the intellect to bear upon deeds of occult

sci ence, when there is this constant raucous hubbub under the w ndow?"

Then Dat hanj a | aughed, and the child, and they wal ked together up the bank toward the tree, where
today only the slimgilt figure of Ebriel was waiting—who, at their approach, opened his w ngs and
drifted like a daffodil hawk into the sky.

"How gol den he is," said Soveh. "Is he our eneny, or a friend?

"I do not know," said Dathanja. "Nor, | think, does he, now "

"There is a white O behind his head. Is it a cloud that is so round and burns so col dly?"

Dat hanj a paused and | ooked at the orb of light in the sky, across which the Ml ukhi m had now
flowm. At |ast Dathanja said, "That is the nmoon, which has risen by day, and follows the sun over
the sky."

(Now, it is said that such a thing had never happened before, that the noon of the flat earth
dawned only after the sun had gone down. O, if ever it had happened, it had been in the chaotic
primtive ages, before reason ordered the world.)

I n anot her noment, however, the white orb di sappeared inside a true cloud, and nmeanwhile sone
wagons and carts drawn by bul |l ocks began to cone along the river shore, filled by those who sought
Dat hanj a, and behind these, riders on blue el ephants. The day's work had begun

But the day was dark, and nost silent. So soundless it was that the speech the healer had with his
patients, and the debates he had with those who wi shed to be tutored by
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him seenmed the only attest to life for mles. And then again, fromtinme to tinme, clear as a
clarion, you could hear Tavrosharak upbraiding a solitary cricket for the din it nade in the vine
under his w ndow.

"Heal er," said one of the debaters seated on the ground before Dathanja, "this is a curious day.
How t hi ck the panes of it."

"The atnosphere," said another, "is charged as if with |lightning. Sone event is due. Should we
fear? Should we entreat the gods for clenency?”

"Way shoul d you entreat then?" said Dathanja.

"Because perhaps our sins have made them angry."

"Sin," said Dathanja, "does not anger the gods. It is we who anger ourselves by what we do am ss.
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When you do wrong, ask forgiveness of yourself, for it is yourself you have harmed far worse than
any other man, and that in proportion to your crine."

"Say then," said one of the debaters, "I kill nmy own brother. Surely that is a worse sin against
hi mt han agai nst nysel f ?"

"Not in the least," said Dathanja. "For, though your sin in wenching fromhimhis selected life
is very great, he will have another life. Wiile you have sullied for yourself that life which is
your own, as if you had taken up nmud and sline and rubbed theminto your garnments, and you nust
live on in that nuck until conclusion and rebirth. Nor will you be free of the stain even then
till you have toiled and striven to cleanse it."

"Ah, Master," said the man, "by these words we know, as we have been led to believe, that you are
wi t hout any sin,"

"I amthe nost sinful among you," said Dathanja. "My soul is thick with the filth of foolish
terrible evils."

Those who heard this gasped and protested. Finally one who had conme riding there in silk and

vel vet on an el ephant said to Dathanja, "How then, priest, do you dare to invoke healing, or to
of fer solutions to those events which perturb us?"

"He," said Dathanja, "that drinks fromthe poisoned well and dies there, do they not |eave his
skull on a post to warn other travelers fromthe water? O, if he survives,
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will he not know, best of all men, which wells to avoid, and better than those who have never
tasted the poison, nor swallowed it down?"

"Do you say then that all nen nust first do evil that they may | earn how to do good?"

"There is no '"nmust,' " answered Dathanja. "I say only that, in nost cases, this is howit wll
fall out. And as with individual nmen and wonmen, so with mankind itself. Until at |last the crue
and sel fish stages of infancy and adol escence are finished with, and the peoples of the world—
whi ch may not then be any world we should recognize, for the date is far of f+hese peopl es shal
be, all of them grown to adult estate, in heart, spirit, and mnd. In which tine, which shal
doubtl ess be tine's end, there will be no villainy done, no anbition vaunted, no struggling one
with another. Nor will it grow frominnocence or ignorance, that era of conpassion and nil dness,
but from an enduri ng knowl edge gai ned by exanpl e and experience. And then, in that ultimte tine,
before the I ast of the suns sets and the last of the stars goes out, and the endl ess adventure of
exi stence renoves itself to some other finer course, then the gentle, the good, and the know ng,
they and they al one, those that we shall come to be, shall inherit the earth, before the earth is
no nore."

A profound quiet now |lay upon the slope above the river, under the tree. It had kept its |eaves,
the wild fig, though they were worn thin.

"Yet," said the rider of the elephant, "you, a sinner, you have said, say all this too, and are
wei ghtl ess as those | eaves over our heads. How can you wal k upright, how can you speak so
blithely, if your deeds are as you say?"

"Once," said Dathanja, "there was a nerchant, who owed noney to many other nerchants in the town.
He kept mighty |edgers, and pored over themday and night. So intent was he upon how nuch he owed,
and so carefully did he groan over the accounts, that his trade was ruined. He was near to
becom ng not only a debtor, but an inpoverished debtor. There canme one to himthen, and said to
him Throw away your books, and go out into the town and earn your gold, for you are talented and

will soon be rich again.' 'But,' said the nerchant, 'how aml| to
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renenber to whom | owe these debts, unless | keep note of then?' 'Do only this,' said his adviser
kindly. 'If you see any that lack, or if any apply to you for funds, where you have it, give it
them In that way those in need you will sustain, and those you owe you cannot hel p but repay.'
And so the merchant burned the | edgers and forgot them but going out he earned nuch gold, made
hi nsel f the debtor of everynan, and did great service for all. And lightly did he wal k, that nan

having so sinplified his life."

"But for sure," cried the elephant's velvet rider, "there are sone bad men abroad, and to do good
turns to them would be idiocy."

"Yet," said Dathanja, "if you would punish them then you nust keep note of their nanes and carry
the long list with you, always taking it out and consulting it, wherever you go."

"But if | do kindnesses to a wicked man, he will nmake a fool of ne. He will grind nme like grain
between the nillstones."

"Does he," said Dathanja, "make nore of a fool of you by supposing you a fool than you nake of
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yoursel f by wasting your tinme and effort in the constant striving to return ill for ill? A hungry
man who finds a fruit tree nay eat some of the fruit. It is perhaps sour, or perhaps deli-ciously
sweet. Either way, the matter is soon discovered and the man nmay go on with his journey.
Conversely, he may halt under the tree for an hour with his stomach crying to himfor food,
deciding if it is worth biting at the fruit, since it nmay not be to his liking. Each has his own
life, and cane to this place to live it. The easier his dealings with other men, the nore tinme is
left for his own pursuits. Now suppose,” said the priest, "you sat here by the water, where you
had come to think or dream or contenplate the world, or to sleep. And a man cane to you and
struck you in the face. What then?"

"Way, | would junp up and clap hi mback, twice as hard as he had struck at ne."

"And t hereupon he would strike you nost hardly yet, and you would strike himnore hardly, and so
on, until one had nained or killed the other. And say you are the

340

DELI RIUM S M STRESS

victor and he lies prone, then you nmust fly justice or the revenge of his famly. O you must gain
a way to reconpense them And all this while you have been fighting, planning, or flying, you have
spent your energy that you had neant to use on your own account. Now, when the nman struck you, if
you had only said to him 'Strike ne again for good nmeasure, | have no quarrel with you,' perhaps
he woul d have struck you, or perhaps not, but the affair would have been finished with, and you at
liberty to go on as you wi shed."

"Master, | see it is a parable, but neverthel ess, sonme nmen, being allowed to strike anot her
unchecked, will make a habit of striking there. Is that not also an interruption?”

"Life is a series of blows, in any case," said the priest, "birth and death being the greatest of
t hese, but between them nany of |esser sort. And is it possible to return or nend every snmack of
fate and life? Sit down beneath the storm for if you shout at it, it will not hear you."

"Now by the gods," said the velvet rider, "tell ne howto get wi sdom"

"Leave your nmansion and your wealth. Wander the world. Accept only what is given, but where you
are able, give away again all you have."

The rider's face fell to his silken boots.

"Must | do this? Is there no other method?"

"There are many. They will take you longer. It is hard to run when your feet are tied to a pal ace
gate; it is hard to see through wi ndows of enerald and silver. You put difficulties in your path.
That is all."

And then the sky turned the color of the worn fig | eaves, a snoky shadow shade, and the nen who
had sought Dathanja, one and all, exclained in fear. Even the bull ocks | owed and snorted, and the
el ephants squeal ed. After which, the silence canme again, three tines nore | eaden than before.

The el ephant's rider drew fromhis belt a pale enerald set in silver, and gazing through it at the
sky, he announced: "The face of the sun has turned black, though all about it streans his bright
hair."

It was the first eclipse of the flat earth, or the first eclipse of the sun by the noon which had
been seen since
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the ages of chaos. (For chaos had been brushed, and brushed in turn the world, and changed it.

Thi ngs woul d never be quite as they had been. Nature took strides, she raced.)

"It is the rage of heaven,"” quavered certain of the sick who had been heal ed, and now felt guilty
for being confortable after years of anguish

"It is this priest's abstruse teaching, which has upset those gods who control the sky's disks. In
a nmonent they may throw stars at him Let us run away!"

But ot hers plucked at Dathanja's sleeve, where he sat serenely, and child-girl |eaned on him

wi t hout any sign of alarm Dathanja said, "The noon has come between us and the sun. In a mnute
or so the noon take her way onward, and this phenonenon will cease."

The child | ooked into his face with her blue, blue eyes.

"Tell a story to us," said she softly, "why the noon shoul d approach the sun."

Dat hanj a notioned all the nervous and frightened ones to sit down again. He spoke a phrase that
brought a vast cal mupon them there in the darkness with the hair of the sun streamng froma

bl ack hole in the sky. Even the beasts |lay down, and even the river smoothed itself.

The. Story of the Sun and the

LONG, LONG ago, and longer ago than that ... ... the Sun had a garden in the east. But he had had
words with the Moon, and would not let her into the garden. There canme a dusk when she coul d bear
her curiosity no nore. The Moon sumoned one of the w de-wi nged noths that fly by night. "Go you

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...20Delirium's%20MistressUC%20-%20TFtFE%234.txt (143 of 176) [2/2/2004 2:24:41 AM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/ Tanith%20L ee%620-%20Delirium's%20M i stressU C%20-%20T FtFE%234.txt

into the gar-
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den," she said, "and see of what sort it is. Return and tell ne.
So the night-flying noth flew down the niles of heaven and over the back of the earth, into the
east. Presently he cane to a high wall, higher than the sky it seenmed. Upward again he flew, but
the wall appeared to neet and becone one with the darkness. Around and around he flew, but the
wall was a vast circle, w thout beginning or end. At last the moth grew weary and fell to the
ground under the wall. Here he found a tiny eyelet. Folding close his wings, he crept through this
little space, and energed into the garden.

How beautiful it was. The lawns were nmany-tiered and with the nap of velvet, and nore vel vety even
than these were the rock shelves and steps over which rivulets trickled. It was the Sun's garden,
and so even by night, the rock was warm and the air of the garden was warm and scented with a
hundred fragrances. The shrubs grew tall as trees. The trees were like mghty spires, and the
perfunme of their wood and their noisture nearly drowned the noth, so he nust rest on an anber
stone whi ch gl owed. Everywhere about such stones | ay scattered, and each glowed. It was the Sun's
garden, and all bright and fulvous things were there. The trees were crowded by golden fruit which
shone like lamps; fireflies played above the pools, where creatures with orange pelts and fiery
eyes stole down to drink. Afish leapt: It was a topaz.

Eventual | y the night began to fade. The noth renenbered who had sent himon her errand. He
returned to the wall, and after much searching, he found the eyelet and nmade his way out.

The Moon stood low in the western sky, with her pale hair around her, looking for him "WlIl," she
said, "you were gone a whole night. |Is the garden fair?"

The noth told her that it was. He described the manner of it, the plants and fruits, the lights
and fragrances, and the animals which inhabited it.

The Moon was envious. "I wish | might see this also," she said.

The Moon sat in her twilight pavilion under the western horizon, thinking about how she m ght
trick the Sun.
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Their quarrel was many thousands of years old. They had forgotten what they had quarrel ed over,
but neither woul d unbend to the other.

At length she nmade a plan. "I shall not traverse the sky tonight, but |eave the earth in darkness.
Wapped in a black mantle I will go into the east. The noth found a way into the garden, and so
will I. Is the Moon | ess wise than a noth?"

When the Sun rode west in his blaze of glory, the Mbon had noved her pavilion into the east. Wen
the final torches of the Sun's procession vanished, the stars cane out with mrrors and bells.
They called to the Moon to join them but the Mon had other business. She wapped herself in her
bl ack mantl e and stepped down the night until she cane against a vast encircling wall. Higher than
heaven it seened, w thout begi nning or end.

The Moon searched awhile, and then she stood awhile in thought. "Perhaps it is not so after all,"
said the Moon. "I amno wiser than the noth. Indeed, | amless wse."

After a time, she heard the sound of water. Turning fromthe great wall she found a range of
hills, and there a cave. She passed into the cave and in it was a stream bed and a stream fl owi ng
away under the ground.

The Moon spoke to the streamin its own | anguage.

"Where are you goi ng?" asked t he Moon.

"Into the Sun's garden, where all is gold and gl ad."

“"May | go with you?"

"It is forbidden," said the stream

IIW]y?II
"You are the Mon, wth whom he has had words."
"No," said the Moon, "you are mistaken. | amonly the Iight of seven silver cities quenched by a

cloud far away." When she denied herself, the Mon felt a pang, but she was resol ute.

The stream believed her. It pernmitted her to |ie down upon it and bore her with it under the
ground, and under the nmighty wall, into the garden.

Here the stream bed was laid with shining jacinth and jasper. The Mon rose fromthe water, and

| ooked about. Soon she wal ked through the garden, its high places and its hollows. She touched the
golden fruit on the trees and it
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rang |ike gongs, she beheld the fiery beasts playing on the lawms. She was filled with jeal ousy
and admiration. As she wal ked, the flowers in the grass turned silver. She was reflected in three
pools, to the east, the west, and the south of the garden

Eventual | y the night began to fade. The Moon went to the stream which constantly entered the

gar den.

"No," said the stream "I brought you but | will not return you hence."

"Alas," said the Mon

She hurried to the wall, seeking a way out as she had sought a way in. She grew anxious, for the

first torches were alight in the eastern sky. Finally she perceived the little eyelet by which the
not h had escaped the garden. The Mon waned, making herself slender as an awl . But when she |ay
down to pass through the eyelet, she discovered the web of a spider had been spun there, al

golden with the Sun-strength of the garden—and the Mon could not break it.

The Moon was angry and afraid. In the east she saw the burning incenses and firecrackers of the
Sun's procession. Resum ng her usual formand size, the Mon ran to a vast tree hung with foliage.
Into this she clinbed, and hid herself under the |eaves.

Then the Sun cane over the horizon. He rode a tiger of cinnabar. Scarves of yell ow and rose

unfol ded fromthe beans that danced in his follow ng; the banners were |oud as the noise of
trunpets.

As he passed, he | ooked down into his garden. Hi s light was so colossal it blinded even him He
did not see the drifts of silver in the grass, or the pal eness snol dering there under the boughs
of atall tree. He reflected his glory into the three pools where the Mion had been refl ected, and
rode on, well pleased.

When the Sun was gone, the Moon tried nmany things to get out of the garden. She called her half
brothers, the lunar w nds, but they would only shake the trees, and when the golden fruit fell
they sported with it—they were very young. And she called the nightbirds that worshiped her as a
goddess, the nightingale who has bells in her
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throat, and the owl with his glinmrering tenple wi ndows for eyes. But the birds, though they had
sonmehow got through the wall, were half asleep and could find no egress suitable for the Mon, and

they chirruped and whirred and nmourned and yawned, and stared, and were sent away abashed. It was
now al nost ni ght again, and the sky noonl ess.

Sone upstart star, thought the Mon, will take my honors. She will strain herself to shine nore
brightly, and say she is the Moon, and the earth will forget ne. Then the Moon wept, and her tears
made pearls about the trees, which slowy turned to rubies in the sunset.

Presently there cane a sound that caused the Mon's tears to dry in horror. It was the note of a
great key turning in a large lock somewhere in the wall. Then a solar w nd rushed through the
garden, twanging the bl ades of the grass and ruffling the fur of the fierce beasts there. It was
the Sun's messenger, and the Sun hinsel f came cl ose behind, blazing in a mantl e of dark red.

"Ah, how beautiful nmy garden is," declared the Sun possessively, "nore beautiful than ever before.
But what is this?" he added, as his own radiance |lit the ruby-pearls upon the grass. "Cone now, "
said the Sun, parting the branches of the tree, "who is hiding there?"

“I't is 1," whispered the Mon
"I's it you? Who are you?"
The Moon started. He does not remenber ne, she thought. Well, it has been an eon or two since we

met. And he has al ways dazzl ed hinsel f. And w apping her owmn nmantl e cl osely about her, she
descended and stood before the Sun, very timdly

"I am" said the Mon, "an especially brilliant star. So brilliant the Mon was envious, and she
sent me fromher court. | cane here by m schance, and could not find a way out again. WIIl you |et
me from your garden?"

"Stay," said the Sun. "You are very fair. | can see quite easily how the Mon, that pallid hag,

woul d be jeal ous.™
"Can you i ndeed?" said the Mon, and she seethed in her mantle. "Nevertheless 1 have duties to
performin the nocturnal sky."

"Stay with ne only this one night,"'

sai d the Sun,
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wi nningly. "Then, when | nyself nust |eave to light the sky, you may go before nme. | have |ong had

a scheme to choose of all the stars one of the loveliest, who should then be ny herald in the
east. Perhaps | shall choose you."
"How generous you are, how you flatter nme," said the Moon. And she hid her |ooks, which night have
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splintered glass, in her mantle.

But the Sun vowed he would not let her go until norning, so the Moon stayed with him perforce,
and pretended to be dazzled by himalso, and it canme to be that she was. For as they strolled

t hrough the marvel ous garden, he showed her the nost fragrant of its flowers, and the best of its
fruits he plucked for her. And his hands, which guided her, were warm Wen they were weary, they
reclined upon the blissful turf, and the Sun dallied with the Moon, and the Mon said to herself,
Since 1 nake out | ama mere star, | nmust pernit this. And the Sun charnmed her, despite the old
resentments. She softened to him So much so indeed, that when the torches and trunpets of his
eager retinue drew near to call himforth to dawn, the Moon was rather regretful. Yet, as he was
departing, she waxed vexed again. So she snatched surreptitiously a throbbing stone froma
waterfall and a burning flower fromthe grass. And at the | ast she cut off by stealth a | ock from
the Sun's flanming mane, with a little silver knife, as he enbraced her in farewell.

Then the Sun let her out of his garden, and away the Moon fled up the sky, all in disarray, her
mantl e slipping fromher white shoul ders and her hair fluttering about her. She ran across heaven
and did not stop until she reached her pavilion, and here she fell down in a faint of grievance,
pl easure, and shane.

The Moon brooded. She becane thin, |less |um nous, nore pale. She thought, / will pay himout, for
his fine garden, for ny huniliation. That he thought nme a star only, and dallied with ne. But nost
of all because | permtted it.

Then the Moon took the flower and the stone fromthe Sun's garden, and the |lock of hair fromthe
Sun's own mane, and she nmade magi c. Wien she was done, she wove
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a robe for herself, and this robe shone so wonderfully, the stars who had cone to her pavilion to
visit her shrank back in surprise.

Now l et himthink me a star, thought the Mon, and she rose up the sky blindingly.

So fair and so glorious she shone that night that in the | ands of nen, the poets who had witten
harsh bitter Mon crossed out the line and wote instead 0 Moon of man's delight! And those who
wote old cold silver witch changed it to warmgolden girl. Truly, warmand bright as gold, the
very sun of night, she was. Only the secret lovers did not bless her that evening, or thieves, who
formerly had made her of ferings.

But the Sun saw too, where he had his own red pavilion in the west. And nounting the black tiger
he used for nighttime excursions, he rode furiously westward to follow her progress, and all the
way he heard her praises. It was she all this while in my garden, he thought, in anger. She

pl ucked fruit for, and pretended to think pretty. And she has stolen fromne essentials of ny
light, and boasts to nen and gods that it is only her own glaze that adorns her. Well, let her
rule the sky, then. Till | have justice, they nay nmanage as they can w thout ne.

And goi ng back into his garden, the Sun slanmed the gate

When t he procession of norning called upon him the Sun sent them away al one, and it was a vague
dreary dawn that day, and for many days after. But the Sun, in his garden, |earned sonething to
hi s advant age.

Now i n those far-off tinmes, the gods were young. They took an interest in all things. And when
manki nd began to conplain at their altars that the Sun no longer sniled on the earth, and that
therefore everlasting winter and barrenness overtook them the gods heeded.

They sent to the Sun and asked hi m what he meant by his absence. The Sun replied that he had
fallen sick, let the Moon oversee the day as well as the night, for she burned so nagnificently,
surely it would be no bother to her. (The Mon, when she heard this, blanched, and even her finery
could not disguise it.) The gods sent again to the Sun, and
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sumoned himinto the upper tiers of the sky, where they | ooked down on him He had cone nuffl ed
in a stormcloud.

"It is this way," said the Sun. "Sonmeone entered nmy garden and stole fromne a part of ny essence,
the soul of ny light. | am weakened and di smayed. Correct the matter, and | will resune ny

of fice."

"Who stole fromyou?" inquired the gods. (Even then, they would tend to speak in concert.)

"I do not know," said the Sun, "but | guess.” And he told how he had found one in the garden who
assured himshe was a star, and he had been attentive to her, but next the Mbon had appeared in
gl ory, while he sickened.

Then the gods sent for the Moon. She cane, veiled in mst, and trenbling nuch.

"Did you enter the Sun's garden?"
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"I?" said the Mon, astounded to be asked.

"Did you steal fromthe Sun?"

"1 ?" said the Moon.

"What proof," said the gods to the Sun, "do you have that ever she entered the garden? For if she
deni es both things and is found guilty of one, then guilty she nust be of the other also."

Then the Sun grinned and the Myon shudder ed.

"Only come with nme there," said the Sun, "and you will see."

So the gods descended into the garden of the Sun, and wal ked about there, and the earth echoed at
each footfall of theirs anong the great-leaved trees and by the gl eam ng waters.

Ni ght entered presently, and in the dark all glowed nost entertainingly, and to the water's edges
canme the orange beasts to drink, while the topaz fishes |eapt. Then through the gl ades by the
waters rang fenal e voi ces, and next there advanced dancingly three lovely young fem nine forns.

They were white as the ashes of lilies, and their long pale hair hung around them they wore
garl ands of yellow fl owers, and anmber neckl aces and anklets, and these were all their clothing.
"As | lay here in ny illness," said the Sun, "I saw these three rise up fromthe pools of ny

garden and run
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about here, and when | spoke to themthey came to nme lovingly and respectfully, showi ng no fear
and calling ne their father.'

"Who then is their nother?" asked the gods.

"You nust ask them" said the Sun virtuously.

The gods did so. And running happily to the Moon, the three called her "Mther" at once.

And the Moon blushed red as a sunri se.

For it had been this way. She had reflected in the three pools of the garden, east, west, south,
and the powers of the garden, which could i nbue even a spider's web, had retained that reflection,
and inbued it, and later the Sun reflected there too. . . . And later still there had been sone
dal I i ance, which had brought all synbolically together

"They are daughters to be proud of," said the Sun. "One shall light ny way in the norning; she
shall be the Morning Star. And another, who is a little darker, she shall wal k behind ne at sunset
to close the doors of the west—and she shall be the Evening Star. But the fairest of them!| wll
keep by nme at all times, for there is not yet any situation vacant that is good enough for her,
though there may come an age when that nay happen.”

But the Moon covered her face and said, "All is proved against nme. | was peevish and di shonest and
have done wong. For he would not let ne in the garden, and he did not even, finding ne there,
renenber who | was. And, worst of all, | loved himagain, as once |ong ago, and coul d not renenber

our quarrel."

Then the Sun, hearing that, went to the Mon and kissed her

"I had no right to shut you out. You are my beloved, and only the distance that is al ways between
us made us enemes.”

However, the gods pronounced judgnent for all that, for they were not invited lightly into any
affair.

The Moon they allowed to keep her gorgeous robe, and even to wear it, but not often. And they
decreed that she must hereafter endlessly alter her shape in the heavens, shrinking and enl arging
and shrinking, as she had done when she tried to get out of the garden by stealth, in order that
men recol |l ect she was i nconstant, the |lady of secret
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lust, and thieves. But this they added, that since the Moon and Sun were reconciled with each
other, and only distance had nade them enenies, at particular tinmes they night neet, there in the
sky, before the gaze of mankind and all the world, and that at these infrequent neetings the Moon
shoul d stand before the Sun as he kissed her (which undoubtedly he would do), so that his

beaut eous and great |ight would be dulled. And so they reprinanded the Moon's sul ky deception and
the Sun's vaingl orious pride.

As for the two chosen daughters, they came to be the Morning and Evening Stars, and they greet
their nother joyfully when they see her in heaven. But the third daughter is still waiting for her
appoi ntnent. For the garden, it passed from Being as such wonders did in the maturing of the
wor | d.

But the Sun and the Mon have stayed close friends, and so we have seen themto be. For it was the
privilege of nen, by this midday shadow, to know that the | overs had enbraced each other over
nmen' s heads. That darkness was only their Kiss.
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Now who coul d be churlish enough to be afraid of that?

And even as Dathanja closed the story, the moon swam fromthe sun, and the |ight of day shone out
again, and the birds sang, and the hippopotam frisked in the river

THE SUN, havi ng displayed his kingly face again, rode westward and vani shed.

The crowd upon the river bank arose and al so went away, pointing, with intinate irony, to the
eveni ng star, as
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she wal ked sedately after her father, to shut the doors of a yellow sunset.

The priest and the child turned toward their house. The child, who had been very silent since the
passi ng of the shadow, said to himat last, "If the sun can be a darkness, cannot darkness be a
sun?"

Dat hanja said, "It would depend upon the formof the darkness. It would depend on many things."
"Most youthful Father," said the child, "it is not possible for me ever to thank you for your
goodness to nme, nor did you do it to be thanked. But | have sat at your feet and |istened. | have
| earned. And the whole earth has spoken to ne. Also, ny own heart. Such excellent teachers | have
had. And when the shadow | eft the earth, the shadow that was on ne, this too drew away. Here | am
No | onger Sovaz, or Azhriaz. No |onger Soveh, your child."

The crepuscul e had come. The | and was blue, and the river, and in her eyes the blueness of every
dusk the world had known. And in his that regarded her, every black night which followed.

"l amglad for you," he said.
"For the sake of that gladness, for a little while," she said, "let us renmain as we have been. For
each grows up, as you have told ne. But the noon, changing her shape, is still the nmoon, and just

so with |ove."

So he took her hand, as he had done in her three-year chil dhood, and they wal ked together al ong
the river bank where the |otuses still burgeoned, to the house.

Not a lanp was lighted there, not even in the upper room which was al so noi sel ess.

"He has argued with the mrror again," said the girl, and she and Dathanja burst out |aughing. In
the mdst of the l|aughter they held each other close, and he said to her, "W should not |augh at
him" and they |aughed, and she said, "No, we should not," and they |aughed nore. "Oh little girl,

| rejoice you are yourself at last." "Am | nyself? Wio is she? But | think no | onger am |

anot her's, not even yours, my kinsman, ny kind lord, who cared for ne." "Wat now? You will |eave
me now?" he said. "And you," said she, "will be pleased to be left. To your work, and your

pri ncess who gives you shoes—= "Ch
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little girl, how do you know that?" "Ch dear friend, my father-brother, the whole | and knows. Even
the frogs talk about it. 'What did he with her thenT they ask. And the grasshoppers tell them" At
that they | aughed all over again. And flirtatiously, by sorcery, they each of themlit the |anps
of the ower room so the flanes w nked up out of the darkness |like spring flowers. And then they
lit the fire on the hearth, blewit out, Iit it, and they were both children, she and he, who had
lived and died and lived, each in their own fashion, a girl of seventeen whose years anounted to
al nost half a century, a man perhaps in his twenty-fifth year, who had known whol e centuries

i ntact, and nunberl ess.

"Let us," repeated the girl, "not speak for a tine of parting. Though you have wintered in this
region, yet you are and will be again a wanderer. And |+ must seek my |ife under every stone,
upon each pinnacle, within the shade and shine of the earth, and el sewhere. . . . But not yet. W
have the last days of winter still. And | will be a dutiful daughter-sister to you. 1 will be a
girl of the village and the town, and cook your food and nend your clothes, set flowers by your
pillow, and sing to you. If in return you tell ne still your stories, and hold nme in your arnms as

you have held ne, asking nothing but the love of a child."

"Here are all the lizards and frogs, waiting by the rain-jar, to be let in," said he. "Shall |
allow themto cone to ny hearth, when they have been gossiping all this while with the
grasshoppers concerning nyself and the princess?"

"Shame them by overl ooking their faults."

So the assenbly of frogs, and other creatures of the bank, were pernmitted the warmh of the fire.
Then, by the firelight under the | anps, the man and woman ate a rustic supper, augmented by two
pitchers of wi ne ensorceled out of the vaults of a nearby potentate.

And |l ater they slept, in their allotted separate places, which were cl ose enough together. Neither
experienced desire for the other. It had not been their fate to be |lovers, though to |ove.

Dat hanj a dreaned that he was seated on a hillside with a rmai den whose hair was the col or of
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apricots. They spoke
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and | aughed together, while she fed wildfow of the air, and slender reptiles fromunder rocks,

out of her hands. And later they lay, he and she, in the blazing grass, in love. Below, on a plain
beside a | ake of clear water, unicorns were dancing, white and rose and gol d. Somewhere a bel

rang froma distant tenple's tower, and | eaves sighed as they opened.

And Zhirek, as Sinmu relaxed her clasp upon him and he his own of her, kissed her flane of hair
and said to her, "Have you puni shed me enough, have you been sufficiently revenged on ne?"

"You yoursel f punished yourself, and avenged ne. And such things are, anyway, a silliness."

"The priests are liars?" asked Zhirek

"Yes. Al but one."

And soon they joined in love again, in love of love. And at that tine, |ove was enough

But the Vazdru CGoddess-girl, Sovaz-Azhriaz-Soveh, she dreaned this:

There was a bl ue nmountain above a green valley. Buildings grew up in the valley, the stal ks of
towers. There was a tenple, bloomng fromthe nountainside, row upon row of pillars, and the

stai rways of roofs ascending. Aronmatic snokes traveled fromits courts, straight as ruled lines in
the sublime summer air

But high up, near the nountain's sunmit, was a small shrine made of blue marble, so |ike the sky
it might be missed altogether. Here an old priestess dwelled, and very old she was. "Three
centuries she has seen out," the pilgrims said to the dreanming girl, as she clinbed the path with
them "But she is tired now Tired by all her wandering. She is a healer and teacher, and a
prophet ess. Decades she has resided here. Kings cone to her to explain their visions. Queens cone
and ask that their destiny be told them or the nmeaning of portents. And though she is ancient,
this woman, as one of the great snakes that dwell in the nmountain's core, yet she can nmake herself
to seema young girl, satin-skinned and fleet as a deer. Wy," they added to the dreaner, "have
you sought her out?"

"1 would have her explain a dreamto ne,
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And then she was within the nountaintop that [ay behind the shrine. Enornous columms rose, gl ossy
as mlk, and vapors fromthe cavern's throat, sone perfunmed and some acrid. An elderly woman, all
wi zened and bent, a crone, sat on a | edge, and she caressed the di anond-shaped head of a serpent,
whi ch head al one was the length of a man's foot.

"Do not troubl e about the snake," she said, in a voice like a dry old leaf, so faint, yet audible
as is atiny noise within the ear.

"Snakes | have never feared," said the dreaner, and goi ng near, she stroked the snake al so. And

| ooked up into the priestess's face and into such blue, blue eyes, her own were filled by tears.
"What is your name?" said the girl to the crone

t he dreaner said.

"It is Atmeh."
"Way did they name you that?"
"None naned ne but nyself. In the |land where | was reborn, and where | was a child, | had anot her

nane. But in the |anguage of that country my name, which neant a petal of the fire, had anot her
nmeani ng, which was spark of life, and the word for this, in that tongue, was Atnmeh. Thus, when

set out to find myself, | took that name to be ny own. Ah, young girl, pretty dreaner," said the
ancient priestess, "one day we shall neet, you and I. Go now, and find your life."

And Azhrarn's daughter woke up, there in the house by the brown river shore. She | ooked at once at
her conpani on, as he slept, seeing his beauty and his youth, his age, his sorrow, and the
reconpense of know edge—all that upon his slunbering face.

She woul d not have woken him yet she yearned to tell himof her dream

But even as she sat there undeci ded, the house door rushed inward with a terrific crash—and woke
the entire world, it seened

IT HAD SWUM for miles, and years. Beneath the sea, in the |ong depths under the dark green hills,
whose crowns were islands, and on the surface al so, under the blister of sun and glister of noon.
Tall ships had sighted it, and called after it, thinking to effect a rescue. O they had avoi ded
it, supposing it to be what once it had been. And the huge fish of the aqueous abysses had tried
to detain it, or fish-girls with cooi green lips and eyes |like stars that had drowned. But on and
on it swam indifferent, determ ned. And sonetines even it went in circles, searching and not
finding. And sonetimes it crawl ed t hrough subterranean channels. And sonetines it rested, whole
hours at a stretch, before it craw ed or swamon again. So at last it reached the nouth of a
river, and swamup that. The waters altered fromthe tones of ocean to a tawny glass, now and then
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bl ackening with night. Rine lay over the river, where enornous bl adders floated with cl osed-up
eyes. At length the swimrer broke fromthe water anmong the ice-cold stenms of |otuses, and so cane
to a house, and flung wi de the door

And there it stood, the body of Tavir, a prince of Tirzom Jum spangled with wet, and with the
seaweed still upon its shoul der

The body of Tavir had not decayed, not in three years and nore. Perhaps the catacl ysm-ehaos, which
touched even angel s—had done sonething to the fibers of a corpse that lay so close to the shock
O else, its link to the inmmrtal magician had preserved the discarded flesh
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To the girl and the nan Tavir's body gave no attention, though both were sorcerers, and greater
than that.

It prow ed across the floor to the stair, and up it went, and giving there the second door, that
of the upper room a mghty shove, strode into chanber of the mage

Tavrosharak had been seated at his table (pilfered froma king's library and laid with books and
curios obtained in the same spot). He had been long silent, but now he | eapt up, oversetting sone
bi zarre unuseful experinment, so holes were burned in the table's wood, and in the very atnosphere.
"Pay heed," said Tavir's body.

"I will," said Tavrosharak, although he nade a pass or two and uttered a mantra or three that
shoul d have rid himof the apparition, and fail ed.

"l amno ghost," said the body. "I amthe whole skin, and the physical soul +he ego of Tavir. You
lured nme to you, sensing your liberty would shortly cone, and clained back the spirit-soul out of
me. But | had lived. | had been a nmage, like you. And | am young, as you—when you acquired your
immortality—no |onger were. Now," said Tavir's body, "Sinmurad is no nore. It is destroyed, for
the fire ran through it, and then a fearsone fiery wave that ran the other way. Were fire and
unmatter nmet in water, a red sun was born, that dashed away. And | was gal vani zed to pursue it
awhile. But then, nmy mnd awoke in ne, and | renenbered you. So | sought out you instead. And here
| am before you.'

"What do you want ?" quavered the sage-mage, still flapping about in efforts to effect sone spel

of riddance, ineffectually.

"A soul ," said the body. "Yours, mine. That which | had."

"And what of me?" how ed Tavrosharak

"What of you? Look at the life you have given our soul, shut up day and ni ght, dabbling and
dithering, hating all nen. What will you learn in here but what a fool you are? Cone," said Tavir
bl ack, beautiful, a lord of the sea, shining green of hair and eye, "cone, dear soul, back to the
one who truly values you. See in nme what you will gain. And consider what you have lost, with
him"
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"Stay, dear soul," gabbled Tavrosharak. "I will nend nmy ways. W will go out and change nmen into
stones and stones into sheep, and overturn the whole earth—

"Cone, dear soul," coaxed Tavir, "and we will enjoy the |oveliness of the world, and try to repair
the pain of it. We will found a city under the sea where the ocean peoples shall live at peace
together. Al the teaching of the priest Dathanja, which the one who traps you has overhear d—and
di sm ssed—but which you have pondered on, all that we will try, and bring to bear upon our future
life together."

The mage-sage sat abruptly down in his chair. He gave a grunt, and fromhis parted |ips spun
flame. It was a soft fire, barely visible. But Tavir opened wide his arns to receive it.

"There is," said Tavir presently, "a goddess in this house, and the teacher, who has such skill
But also this body I have noww Il not live forever. | nust be swift. No distraction. And
so—farewel | without greeting—

And Tavir spoke his own nmantra for a di sappearance, soul - possessed and so a magi ci an once nore.
And was gone.

Meanwhi | e, the body of Tavrosharak, soul-enpty, sat hard as coral in the chair, and it nuttered:
"How am | to work upon occult science with such a disturbance?" And it called a whirlwind in at
the window sinply to berate it. For the imortal flesh of the sage had kept much of its mage-
craft, even soulless, and did so still, and, too, its irritated personality, that needed no sou
to fuel it. So there it sat, and would sit for centuries, grunbling and conpl ai ning, studying and
di sparagi ng the books, quarreling with itself in the mirror, and perform ng feats of annoying
sorcery.
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And the cattle herders going under the wi ndow three hundred years hence, when trees had rooted
through the floor and roof of the house, and the shores of the river wi dened alnost to the door
would still say in propitiating voices to it, "Pray do us no harm Uncle."

THE W NTER, who had | ain hard upon the earth so |ong, pressing her down, having his will wth her,
| eft her suddenly with only a chilly kiss, and nmounting his branch-bare chariot, he storned away.
Pal e gl eami ng days, like zircon drops, canme to the earth, and clothed her in filmy yellows and
wild greens. To the brown [ and they cane al so, bringing robes of a denser dye, setting fire to
flowers, sprinkling the fields with whispering fringes. On the trees the heavy | eaves sprang out.
The hi ppopotanmi washed off their mud and fought each other in the river. The el ephants, breaking
their tethers, screaned and stanped anong the hills by night.

The prince's daughter, the princess, cried in her painted bed. "Now he will |eave ne." But it
seemed he woul d not, yet, though he did not pronise her all tine.

The girl who had been Dat hanja's daughter wal ked on the shore, and took the | ast w nter |otuses
for a garland. Against her throat, in a little silver cage, a note of anmethyst constricted their
color. (Even chaos, toucher of angels, had not been able to nelt that gem O had avoi ded doi ng
so.) Its influence had been with her then and since, for good, for ill. And she had had her days
of madness, surely, sinple and a child?

A white ibis stal ked anong the stens. It bowed as it passed her, and uttered a weird cry. Atneh.
For the earth knew the name she had chosen for herself, the name which nmeant hereabouts Flane, or
Fl ane of Life.
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One ot her too, maybe, knew of her rebirth and her nani ng

And she | ooked with nore than sight across the brown river, away toward the |and's boundaries. The
snow had di ssol ved fromthe nmountains where they rose, afloat like jewel ed ships in the sky.
Beneath, on one single hill, one dot of asphodel snow. The Ml ukhi m unfolding his w ngs.

It mght have been he had hi bernated, or even flown to some warnmer cline. O he had only sat out
the interim Wo could divine what retributive angels did in the cold nonths, the will of the gods
bei ng so | oose upon then?

Dat hanj a had | eft the house and stood before the doorpost. Atneh went to him "It is," she said,
"today that | will go fromhere."

"Yes, it is today."

They | ooked at each ot her.

She took up his hand and kissed it.

"Wse healer," she said, "gentle priest. W may never neet again."

"One day, far off, maybe we shall.’

"WIIl you know ne then?"

"Do we not," he said, "always renenber, through all our several lives, old friends and forner

ki ndred, however we, or they, are altered?" He held her to him and stroked her hah", |ong, black
denoni ac. "There is the angel," he said.

"I shall neet him The gods are conscious, surely, | amno |onger a god."

"You do not know for sure your road," he said. "But you will find it."

"So | shall. Dear love," she said, "farewell."

"Farewel | ," he said. "Dear |ove."

Then nmoving fromhimin the rays of the early sun, Atnmeh went along the bank and |l eft the house
behi nd her.

The hi ppos paused in their jousting to see her go. The white ibis raised their ebony heads. Al

the winter |otuses crunbled away to snoke

But for Dathanja, his face was not to be read, nor the dark eyes of it. He watched, or seened to
wat ch her, for sone while. But then he turned to the tree at the top of the bank

360

DELI RIUM S M STRESS

The little crowd which was already there saw hi m approaching, and cried out to himthankfully. He
smled at them at each group of features, each healthy or diseased body, for in every one there
burned the flame of life, in all of them and in him And in the girl, even if by another node, in
the manner of immortals, that flame yet burned. They were, near or far, all one. Al things were
one. All nmen were gods. And | ove was enough

At nreh wal ked toward the nountains. She wal ked as a | ovely human girl would do, gracefully, through
the contact of her soles with the ground. Before the nountains she would reach the hill, there,
westward, where the Mal ukhi m opened and shut his wings.
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She had, the girl, the wonman, all her nenory. Yet she had been reborn into childhood, and known
it, then left it—acking only the growi ng pains of an adol escence. The world was therefore very
fascinating to her, known and new, seen equally at dawn and at noon. By this nmeans she had conme to
recogni ze the hel pful power, the actual |esson of birth, death, and rebirth. It seemed to her that
her soul had itself lived bodily, often, before it had been sumoned to the child in Dunizel's
wonb. For though Azhrarn believed he had invented true life, could even he do so? The hunbl est
peasant could create a child, and so could the | east sensible of nen. Azhrarn, too, forned a
fleshly case, though his nethod had not been the same (the carnal act being art and pleasure to
denons, but never procre-ative). Nevertheless, could he, any nore than the peasant or random

| ackwit, who by a spillage of senen got life on a wonan, create the soul itself? By the variation
of the |ives—and deat hs—Atneh had clearly undergone in this existence, she had detected the others
that had nade and unnade her, in the past. And now an imortal, the question came to her, was
there not nore to be |l earned through a diversity of lives, through the confusion of genders,
tenperaments, creeds, w shes—through the very and natural unknow ng of the infant, through the
continuous re-learning even of the sane |lesson—for was it not, in point of fact, on each occasion
learned in a different way?

And thinking these thoughts, she travel ed through the
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brown | and, day by day, sleeping by night at the edges of the budding fields, or under sone
spreading tree at the roadsi de. Supposing her a wandering holy wonman, goatherds gave her mlk from
their flocks. She did not require sustenance, yet accepted it. Sonetimes, when it was needful, she
perfornmed acts of healing or nending, as she had seen Dathanja do, and rather in his character
with some unconpl ex paraphernalia to offset marvel

After a palnful of days (how many fit inside a palm a woman's pal mseven then), she came to the
feet of the hills, baked as cakes in the norning light, and behind stood the nountai ns westward.
But between the two, Ebriel, awaiting her, and with sword drawn—for she sawits glitter |ike one
glaring sliver of ice the winter had | eft behi nd.

So she clinbed toward the angel. She clinbed through nmidday, and all one afternoon, and when the
sun was westering, she cane over a ridge, and there the angel was, with the sun behind himlike a
ball of gold. He showed bl ack on the brightness, and this struck her—agai n—-how dark m ght becone
Iight, since pallor could be black as ink

"Ebriel," said Atmeh. (She knew his name. There was little she could not know of the earth, and
its adjacent environs.) "Ebriel, look at ne, and consider nme. | do not chall enge heaven, now. |If
ever | did. Say then what nust be between us."

The angel did not reply, not by word, nor any action.

Now, she had been tended by Eshva. And that unspeak-ing speech of theirs was still second to her
nature. It is not properly said—which in itself is a sort of pun—how the unspeaki ng speech was
spoken, or heard. It was not exactly a m nd-language, telepathic. Nor entirely corporeal, though
the breath, the eyes, and novenents of the hands, |inbs, and torso, even of the hair, contributed.
A | anguage possessed of synbolism certainly. Wiatever it was, and however exercised, the
inspiration cane to Atmeh to enploy it with the angel. And so she spoke to himagain, by this
tongue. She said, "You have heard ny words, and you have read nme clear as still water. But we
cannot stand
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here forever, you and I. Nor go on as we have done, flying and flown after, hesitating and al ways
over | ooked. "

"Forever," said the angel. "What is that but the eternal state of all things? Wiy should we not?"
And he too used the Eshva speech, or an approximation of it, which seenmed also natural to him
"Your masters are the gods," said Atneh.

"That is so."

"What do the gods instruct you to do?"

"I have their instruction. The first and only notivation given ne, as to ny brothers."

"The gods, if they still concern thenselves, which | suspect they do not, realize |I am no |onger
any nui sance to them"

"That has no place in the scheme of me, or of my being."

It was true. Automaton that he had remmined, this Ebriel, his first command was the sumof him He
had cast down a city and a worl ddom because of it. And here the very cause of the command
confronted him

"But," said Atnmeh, "I have been |l eft unnolested by you."
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"You slept," said the angel. Hi s eyes burned out of the silhouette of him each a savage topaz,

and each not like the eyes of an eagle—but like the eagle itself. "Now you waken, and cone here,
as is right, that we nay neet in conbat. And so, at your awakening, | perceived you would."

"To fight is an enblem" said Atneh. "Mist you have it, Sun-Born? Mist you?"

"Behol d. The sword is fromthe scabbard," he said. "Wien | have sheathed it, the matter will be
done. Until that hour, then."

"I aman imortal," she said. "And you, | think. W may transnmute, but not perish."

"Al'l lives are so. It has been discussed before. Such things do not obviate our conbat."

"l nmpoverished Ebriel," said Atmeh, with the flash of dark and anger in her eyes, or perhaps just
the last flash of the sinking sun, "you are only a fool."

As the evening noved over the hill to neet the coal - bl ue
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wal | of the nmountains, it found two warriors there. An angel, the sun-holding citrines of his
breastpl ate, golden hair and sword. And Atneh becone Sovaz again, or Azhriaz, in mail the color of
the nmountain's face, night hair, sword of netal like a pale twilight. And the evening glimrered
across them then passed on. But they stayed, and they fought.

How t hey fought.

It was related that, froma hundred niles off, nen saw the ignition of those blows a quarter of
the way up the night sky. It was related, that when the swords snote each other, an arc of
brilliance tore out. And sonetinmes the hill itself was struck, or the air, and |l ava burst fromthe
one and boiling steamfromthe second. And then again the sword of each of them m ght strike hone
into the body of the opponent. At this, the atnobsphere itself nust have caught its breath with
agony. But they, one an elenmental thing, the other scarcely | ess, agonized or otherw se, healed in
an instant, or did not need nedicine. It was like the forner fight in many ways, that between
Azhrarn and Mel gar, save for the nutual woundi ngs, but then these two were younger. As with that
former conflict, it is nearly useless to describe it. It was inexplicable, it was an affront to
every nortal warrior who ever dueled. An enblem as she said.

M dni ght passed over the hill in the wake of evening and nere night.

Atnmeh fell back, and | eaned on her sword. Though she might fight until daybreak, all day til
sunset, all night till dawn (forever, as he had said), yet she allowed herself to be weary, al nost
to sink with weariness—ef the soul if not the body.

"I'f you would rest,"” said Ebriel, in the Eshva speech, "do so."

"Fool ," said Atneh, aloud, in the voice of Azhriaz, "resting and toiling till time's end. Fool

And | a fool to permt this.
weary it had drai ned her body.

The angel stood nearby, to guard her if the need arose. She was valuable to him She was his
reason, after all, for existence.

Then she dropped down on the earth, her eyes shut. Her soul was so
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But presently, as if she had inhaled strength fromthe hill, Atneh opened her eyes again. She |ay

and | ooked up at the angel in the starlight.

"Ebriel, bargain with me. There is sone kinship between us; we both have sunfire in our veins. Now
if I can strike you three tinmes, and not nyself be snmitten, before the sun returns—the sun who is
directly father and nother to you, and indirectly a grandparent to ne—f | can do that, will you
grant me a boon?"

Ebriel regarded his adversary. H's eyes grew peculiarly | anbent, as though he had cone to | ove
her. O course, they were sworn foes; perhaps he had.

"Since we shall contend forever, it is reasonable that we should be courteous, and play such ganes
as you subnit. Smite ne three tines unsmitten before sunrise, and your boon | will grant, provided
it isin nmy scope.”

"Ch, believe it," said Atneh, and she sniled, for she had heard—at long last—a fallible trace of
earthliness in his choice of phrase.

The strife on the hill then changed its tone, seeing it now had a purpose.

As a conbatant, Atnmeh was capricious, cunning, and swift. Perfect coordination and vision were
hers—whi ch in thensel ves nade her a peerless swords worman. The adroitness may have been inherent
in her, for the Vazdru sorcerer-princes were sorcerous also in many types of martial skill. And
perhaps, in the years of her bored goddesshood, she had had herself, for diversion, trained by her
war captains in the crafts of affray public or personal. Yet she did not engage in this fight with
a format either fermale or masculine. Her attitude was not human. Neither, of course, was that of

t he Mal ukhi m—ahi ch doubt| ess woul d have slain a human swordsman, and one of uncommon cl everness,
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i nsi de seven seconds.

Three hours of darkness were unspent.

In the first hour, a crescent bow of nmoon, having cast its quiver of light, went down, and as it
did so, Atneh cane close to the Mal ukhim and | owered her sword.

As Ebriel's noon-outshining blade | eaped toward her heart, Atneh said, "You are beautiful, Sun-

Created," in the voice of Azhriaz, and Ebriel's stroke was m ssed—n
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surprise it would appear: Who would think to say or be so bold as to say such words to an angel ?
And as he missed the stroke, the blade of the denbness clove through his right arm(not at al
wounding it), and she said, "One."

The angel drew away. He stared at her, the white eagle of heaven

They fought the rest of the hour, then, and by her conpetence she did not |et himtouch her. But
in the second hour before dawn, she spoke again to him in the voice of Sovaz. "If you were only a
man, Ebriel, there is a way you m ght overcome ne. There is a way you mght pierce ne, and kill rme
too, for alittle while. Do you know of this way?"

"Do not attenpt to trick ne again," said the angel. H's wings opened like towering fans, and Atneh
sprang beneath his sword and clipped the left wing a gl anci ng bl ow.

"Two, " said Atrmeh. "You trick yourself. | know your kind does not lie down in love. Nor loves in
any other posture. Save for this."
Then they battled |i ke two hawks that have fallen fromthe sky, like two | ynxes above neat. They

battled like a man and a wonan finally, in that old battle each sex knows, yet w thout the flavor
of desire.

And three tines, despite her finesse, the angel alnost struck her, negating her double assault
upon him Twi ce, chance saved her, small things—a rock that turned her foot (she who never

stunmbl ed) and flung her fromthe zone of the stroke, or a sudden gust of shale fromthe hil

whi ch, tossed against his sword, deflected it. (Chance? Her Uncle Kheshnet?) But one time she
herself spun up in the air to escape, and did Ebriel forget w ngless things mght also fly?

In the east, the night wore thin.

Abruptly the girl drooped, her body, the slimcruel arm and the weapon of blue netal. "Enough,"
she said. "Enough."

Ebriel in his turn let down his sword

"Let me rest,"” said Atnmeh, in the voice of the child Soveh. And she sank to the earth and cl osed
her eyes once nore. Her body |ay bonel ess as her long hair. There seened no vitality in her
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Ebriel stood for a space, |ooking at her. Then, lifting his eyes, he gazed toward the east, where
the first nmagnificence began. And in that nmonent, Atnmeh cast herself upward, fast as |ightning,
and she canme against himand thrust her sword all its Iength into him through the very heart of

him if he had had one. And next m nute the sun rose and showed each of their incredible faces,
and |it their anmazing eyes.
"Bel oved, " said Atneh, "denons are not to be trusted. And nortals, neither. And | am both. Three,

Ebriel. |I have won. You owe ne mny boon." And she kissed his nouth, briefly, in the way a bird
ali ghts upon a bough where it knows it may not |inger
But Ebriel |aughed. He |aughed. Aloud, and beautifully. He said to her: "I award it you, then.

What rmust | do?"

Atneh said, "We will construct a truce. During this, we will go together and seek your two
brothers. Yabael, the Sword of Blood, the Second-Scorched, torment of the ocean. Melgar, the third
out of the sun, the Sword of Snow, he that the Prince of Denbns strove with."

"To this | agree," said Ebriel

And now he spoke, aloud, as a man does, and Atneh sniled again.

There rose up the sky then, with the unjeal ous sun, the Sun-Created on his w ngs and the denon-
created, wingless, in a cloud of hair.

They knew where to seek Yabael. They coul d know al nost anything. (Though that al so may have been
true of mankind, and yet nmay be true.) Thus over the nountain peaks they went, and down the | ands
beyond where the earth snelled pungent as a spicery, and so fromsugar to salt, and to the cup
brimof the sea. And here they plunged, and descended from azure to green enber, and fromthat to
di mess. There they found a niche in a mghty cliff and stood waiting, breathing the water, yet
circunspect, since the oceans' |aws were different.

Perhaps a mile belowthe cliff, a tall city of the sea people lay on the sand, built of shells.
Its skies were doved by white whal es, that nmysteriously sang an endl ess song, which, by nagic
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al one, under the water, could be heard.
Soon one of these marvel ous pal e beings canme drifting
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fromthe city where their nusic was prized above the captured gold of nen. It canme to the niche
and gazed in at Atneh and the angel. Its eyes were snmall for the size of it, yet huge by any ot her

gauge, and sapphire-bl ue.

"Travel ers," said the whale, or rather, it sang these words to them and politely in a | anguage of
earth, that they might understand it better, "as | see you hear nme, and as | see you breathe in
ocean, | conclude you are great in magery. But do not go out of the cliff for a while. Shortly, a
comet of the sea will journey by. This obliterates whatever cones inits path."

"White Lord, we thank you," said Atmeh, singing, Vazdru that she was, a song to conplenent his
own. "What of the city there, and of your own peopl e?"

"A magic protects the city, of which our singing is an ingredient." And having told her this, the
whal e swam back agai n anong the others, and resuned his portion of the endl ess song.

Per haps one twelfth of an hour later, a vast bloody glow diffused in the sea, and a fearsone noise
that was no noise, but the cliff thrummed and runbled at it, and fromthe plains beneath spouts of
sand sheered up. It noved so quickly, the conmet, there was slight warning of its inmnence. It
came all at once on the stages of its flight, and suddenly it came now on this one. Everything was
drowned in redness, and rocked and griped to its roots, and through the sea cane a burning fiery
sword, shapel ess yet awmful, and with a lashing tail of flame. This then, Yabael

VWhat ever ability the second of the Mal ukhimhad had to reason—+t was gone, as shape was gone.
Chaos had bl ended with Yabael, that conpendi um of ether and sun, sparking the conpl enentary
sprinkle of chaos already in his atoms. And Yabael becane a savage little sun that hunted the
water for prey it did not remenber—and in the event raced by that very prey, Atneh, and by Ebriel
its kin, and by the city, whose towers rippled—and away on the circling, blind chase

As the fires died, the water softened fromscarlet to silver, the whal es sang on. The shel

met ropol i s st ood.

At nreh | ooked into the face of Ebriel. It told her nothing. She spoke, by the Eshva neans.
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"Yabael is the first lesson | offer you. It is possible even for the Malukhimto alter, or for
change to be forced on them And, too, it is possible for the Malukhimto continue in a hopel ess
task, which, like the stricken tree, will bear no fruit."

Ebriel's face told her nothing, but his eyes burned with the fire of the conet, red wthin gold.
"You cannot follow him beloved. You cannot change as he has done. Cone. Up to the world again."
Up to the world they sprang. And the seas parted about them as though every princess of the waters
had flung the contents of her jewel casket at the sun

They coul d di scover al nost anything: They di scovered where to seek Melgar. Nevertheless, this

di scovery was not so easy as the first, for while Yabael's conet raged, the substance of Ml qar
had grown vastly quiet.

Mel gar, last fromthe solar nelting pot, Melqgar the sun of mdsunmer dawni ng. He that fought with
the Denon. He that had, for a tine, vanquished the Denon. He that had, finding Azhrarn also a
light in the sunrise, |let Azhrarn go down into the earth and the dark. O was beguiled into doing
so, in certain stories. O did so for reasons | ess and nore obscure. Ml gar who stole the voice of
Azhrarn to speak with. Ml qgar who, when the fight was done, stood on a tower of Az-Nennafir with
sightl ess-seem ng orichal c eyes, and sheared the City through with a blade of whiteness let from
his hand itself. But what then?

When Azhrarn lay in the Underearth, what of the angel who caused it? And when Azhrarn, salvaged by
the fire of his garden, which mght be of the essence of his owmn imortal fire, when Azhrarn
retrieved his power, threw down his eneny and nade him a | over agai n—where was

Mel gar then?

They covered now a notabl e distance, Atneh and Ebriel, beating through the sky. The sun entered
the west and vani shed. The roof above went black and the noon-herself w ngless yet traversing

ai r—erossed heaven. The stars bloomed in their parks, which were only visible at night (for the
stars did not nove, as they had in Dathanja's parable). Through the dark, as the day, the ange
and the denpness flew on. And when day canme back, flew still.
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For though either of them m ght have reached any earthly place instantly, in an eye's blink, the
psychi ¢ shroudi ng about Melqgar did not allow this. It demanded of them a sl owness, an attenpt.
There nust be arrival rather than nmere advent.
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No source describes the route. They tell of days and nights, sun, noon, stars, and distance. No
road or geographic clue. Well, then. One cannot presume too nuch

It was a high place, inevitably. It was a nountain in the mddle of a waste or desert, which
maybe, centuries before, had been the bed of an enornous | ake or | andl ocked sea. Were the water
had gone who coul d say, but gone it was, and only the nountain poured statically skyward.

At meh and Ebriel put down upon the mountain, just below the sunmit, and clinbed to a platformthat
I ay out under the sunlight like an altar table.

At the center of this platform which was neither |ong nor w de, there glowed a kind of nound of
faintly honey-colored crystal. But it was not that at all. It had been made from heat and cooling
and the ethereal breath that flowed against the nountain's thin atnosphere, out of a creature

whi ch reclined there, and which had al ways breathed, or which had | earned to breathe.

Under the shining quartz, Melgar. He slept deeply, he slept a sort of death. Hi s excellence, in

sl eep, dazzled through the mound and seared the eyes. Hi s eyes were shut. The extraordi nary w ngs
| ay beneath and by him franming himin the nuscul ar feathers of gigantic swans. H's right hand
rested across his breast and gripped lightly yet conpletely, even unconscious, a sword of snow It
had fornmed fromthe light he had wi el ded, or fromhis own unusual flesh. The sword was Mel qar

Mel gar the sword. Yet, he slept.

"I's he waiting, perhaps?" said Atneh. "For the orders of the gods. For sonething as crucial. For
the end of earth."

Ebri el gazed upon the last of his kindred. Ebriel's face told nothing. Then his eyes half-
shuttered t henmsel ves.

"Your second lesson is, as was the first," said Atneh, "that the Ml ukhimmy change. And they may
pursue fruitlessness. And they nmmy achi eve nothing but a race, or
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a slunmber. But the third lesson is also here, Ebriel, child of the sun. He does not start up, does
he, this one, to fight with me? He grips the sword, yet does not |ift it against nme." And she
struck the quartz three blows. "Wake and do battle with me!™ But Melgar only slept in the sheen of
the sun through honey crystal. He did not stir. "Ebriel," said Atmeh, in the voice of Atneh. "The
gods forget and that is all they do. Men forget, yet nmen renenber even in forgetfulness. | am half
demon, and immortal. | will tell you how | nean to proceed. | shall seek to lose ny imortality,
that fabulous gift for which men have nmurdered one another. | will strive to be only nortal. For
now | know too much to learn the rest. And the rest | nust learn, for it is so nuch nore than al

I know. It is ny nother's blood which understands this. My quest, Ebriel, is not to be a goddess,
or a denopn. But to be a hunman thing which lives, and dies—and is reborn. To sl ough ny
imortality—will be to gain it. To search for true life, Ebriel, that is nmy hope, to find ny soul
Therefore, make peace with ne."

Ebriel turned fromthe contenplation of his brother. He opened his eyes wi de and | ooked at At neh.
He saw a lovely girl, dressed in a blue garment belted with a cord of silvery netal, her black
hair falling about her, and in her face the absurdity and joy of what she had said.

And Ebriel, for heaven was dunb and deaf and hi gh above, raised his bright sword, and broke it in
two pieces, and threw themaway into the dead | ake. But where they entered the earth, glittering
wat ers bubbl ed up, and flowers came out |ike small suns, to | ook about themw th their purple
eyes.

Ebriel flew up into the sky, beating his wi ngs against the | owest floor of the Upperearth, and he
changed hinmself into an eagle then, and the sunlight hid him

At reh wal ked down the mount ai n.

She wal ked over the bare tiles of the waste which soon mght fill with water and fl owers.

She wal ked sone while, and then she made sorcery. A beast soared to the ground. It was the w nged
lion of her past, or another that was its tw n, blue-maned and phil o-
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sophical of face. "Dear friend," said Atneh, "do you know ne?" The |lion bowed and |icked her hand.
Then she nounted it, for she was tired at last. And they, too, flew away.

PART TWO

Unck <Deatfi

ON THE SHORE of a sea stood a deserted tenple.

Those that cane there, and infrequently sone did conme to that place, descended a stairway of
hills. The beach was of fine pumce, which glinted. The sole thing that stood up on it was the
tenpl e, whose donmes were |like a collection of beehives. Beyond, the sea surged with curious tides.
Froma distance it | ooked nerely peculiar. But getting closer, you saw it was an ocean of cloud
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whi ch foamed and creanily ran in and out on the shore. From sone subterranean vent these nists
poured up, or were now and then sucked down. On occasion, the tide was so far out that a hard bare
pastry of rock m ght be seen, into which heat and noi sture had fornmed the | oose pumi ce.

Late in the day, under a ponegranate sky, a traveler noved al ong the beach and entered an arch
before the tenple. Under that vault, carved with naidens, canels, iris flowers, and dragon-w nged
bats, hung a bell of black bronze. The traveler rang the bell, which clanged.

But the clangor died away al ong the shore, and was forgotten there. The sea of cloud snoked. The
sky deepened, and a star appeared.

Unanswered, but with no show either of disappointnment or inpatience, the traveler seated him or
herself (mantled, booted, it mght be a youth or a wonan) under the arch, and | eaned upon a big
stone bat there.
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Presently the bat spoke.

"What do you seek?"

"One," said the traveler, in a fenmale voice nost nusical, "who reputedly abides in this spot. A
sorceress, that in these lands they call Kiras."

"Just so," said the bat. "Pray do not |ean upon ny belly. Fromtine to tine | become fleshly, and
fly by night and feed. My stomach is now full of digesting mangoes and pluns. You w ||, besides,
find my left wing nore confortable.” (The traveler obliged the bat. The wi ng was not nore
confortable, but for graciousness' sake, she nade no conment on the fact.) "For Kiras, she is here
and | am her slave. She bids ne inquire what business you have with her."

"The sane that all have who search her out. You are her slave, she is another's, and that other
the slave of one | wish to visit."

"Tush," said the bat, "Kiras is not a slave. She serves, and she that Kiras serves, serves al so,
yet she is nore a fanliar and consort than a servant, to that One you refer to. Wo, in any case,
is not visitable. I rnmust warn you, everyone wll take unbrage at your description.”

"Unfortunate,” said the traveler. And she gave the bat an affable tap. It fell fromthe arch and
becanme fleshly alive, and chittered with relief at the transfornation. In a short while, seemngly
unrenenbering its task as interrogator, it zoomed, burping, into the twlight.

Shutters flashed open in a done of the tenple.

"Who, " squawked a wonman's voice, "rashly tanpers with ny creatures?"

"Invite me in," said the traveler. "You shall learn."

"Ch, sone arrogant sorceress, is it?" cried the raucous one at the wi ndow. "Let you be instructed.
I amtw ce your age, and am a paragon of ny art. Besides, | boast a powerful connection.'

"Well, well," said the traveler. "How pleasant for you all that nust be. You need have no fear

then, to unfasten your gates to ne."

"Overbearing brat that you are, can you not even penetrate one little door?"
"So be it," said the traveler.
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And standi ng up, she wal ked toward the dome where the w ndow gaped. As she did this, the very
tenple wall itself, with all its carvings exclaimng aloud in shocked surprise, flew w de.

Kiras, the paragon, withdrew. The traveler passed up the avenue and in by the wall, which cl osed

at her back.

The tenple was in foxy darkness. It whispered, perhaps only with the di scussions of the carved
creatures therein.

Great spiders, large and brachial as copper chandeliers, hung in |um nescent webs fromthe roof,
and stared at the traveler froma multitude of cool intelligent eyes.

"Greetings, sisters,"” said the traveler politely, and the spiders, who did not inmagine thenselves
associ ates of Kiras, bowed. Mving each her eight furry arms subtly, they spun nore |ight upon
their | oons.

But just then Kiras entered, bringing light with her

Seven unsupported torches of red fire roared about her, to reveal she was dressed in snakes, which
hi ssed, and that her headdress was the spiny skull of sonme nonster dug out fromthe shore, but set
with jewels for fenminine vanity. In age, she was sone twenty years. But her eyes were eldritch,
and her voice unconmonly | oud.

"Upstart!" began scream ng she, for she was used to sorts of reverence. "On your knees! I|If you
will not respect ne, then you must ny |ady, fromwhose nanme ny own is adapted.”

The traveler put off her hood, and her black hair cascaded around her, and to the floor indeed.
Denmurely she kneel ed.
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The witch Kiras took note of the cascade, for such quantities of hair often denoted sone

super human power or cleverness. She nonet hel ess screeched, "Now say who you are."

"My name is Atnmeh. | have a weird kinship with your mstress's naster. He is by way of being an un-
uncl e of mine, ny father being sonething of an un-cousin of his."

Kiras was now truly taken aback. But she squalled out:

"I'f you have fathers and uncles who are Lords of Darkness, why approach any of themthrough an

i ntermedi ary?"

"To observe all proper forns," replied Atnmeh, w thout
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rancor. "My uncle, the kingly Unhlunme, has never formally nade ny acquaintance. It is a fact,

m ght find a neans to go instantly into his presence. But | choose to knock."

"It is all lies, that," quoth Kiras, who though she served the wily and the wonderful, was herself
neither. "Take this for your sauce—=

And pointing toward Atneh, Kiras produced a swarm of gigantic stinging hornets, which tore upon
the suppliant.

At nreh arose, and openi ng her hands, she gathered the hornets in a silver net. And the hornets were
gol den fl owers, whose perfume filled the tenple

Then Kiras (a stupid girl, and no nistaking it) clapped her palnms noisily together, and up from
the paving there billowed a hi deous beast, the precursor, maybe, of her headgear. It pawed the
floor and rushed upon At neh.

But Atneh sang a single note, and the beast becane a swath of silk, which draped her in becon ng
fol ds.

Kiras now backed a step. But even so she raised her armto try again, and in that nonent Atneh
seermed to grow inmpatient. She spoke a word, and all Kiras's magic |left her. There she stood,

garbed in snakes and skull, and unable to sumon a solitary nmote of dust. Then Kiras | anented from
fright and hunmiliation.
"You shall have your toys again," said Atrneh, "but for now, | have left you only one ability, to

call your |ady, Kassafeh."

"She will not heed ne," cacophonously sobbed Kiras, on the paving herself now "She is his
courtesan, she is his very wi fe—She nay be busy."

"Cblige me," said Atneh, "by attenpting it."

And she altered the snakes of the witch's dress to birds—and with nuch singing they all, every
one, flewrejoicingly away and | eft her, naked and afraid, under her nonster skull

It was beyond doubt that, at this era, Death's nethods had been revised. No |longer, as in the

| egends, would he deal quite directly with humankind—er if he did, it was done nobst secretively.
Gone the days, and nights, it would seem when nen saw himstride by them al ong the highways, and
t hanked their gods at the escape. And gone the
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days of bargaining, when, for access to sonme enperor's tonb, or in order to neet the reani nate
form of one deceased, nortals sold a thousand years of their time, postnortem to King Uhlure.
Sone odd happeni ngs had gone on in the Innerearth, which was, or had been, his kingdom There was
a Queen Death also ruling down there, men said, Naras, that certain death-obsessive races

wor shi ped. But for Kassafeh, who had been the handnai den of Death, she had grown dearer and nore
dear to him And the tale ran now that Death did not dwell below the earth, but sonewhere upon it,
in an unnorrnal house on wheels belonging to his beloved, or else in sone best-avoided
fastness—fashi ons change. Even in nythol ogy.

Yet there remai ned such as Kiras, who were clained to be in service, by turn, to Kassafeh, and
thus some path for nacabre commerce was | eft open

As the blue-mantled travel er, Soul -Fl ame, Atmeh, had said, she might have found ingress to
Uhlune's retreat, wherever it was, and burst in on him but she chose good manners. Thereafter

t hough, she did not waste too wide a while on Kiras's utter |ack

Soon enough then, Kiras was in a closet of the tenple one side of a |opped pillar, and Atneh the
ot her, and between themon the pillar-drum a little wheel of yellowed bone upon a stand of iron
Kiras had struck the wheel and it spun, around and around, on and on. M nutes whirled away upon
it, and hours.

Ni ght had cone and cl oaked the tenple. Later the noon bathed it, and the carvings spl ashed

t hensel ves over with the noonlight, the nynphs philandered with each other, and the canels nunched
the iris flowers—which bit themback. (And still the wheel spun, and Kiras sat one side of it and
Atnmeh the other.) Then the red forests of norning bl ossonmed. The sun gall oped up heaven. The
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tenpl e carvings kept still. "We are stone," they told the sun. "W cannot nove." The cloud | ake
boil ed and purled under a heliotrope sky. (And the wheel spun. Atneh sat like a stone girl off the
tenple wall. But Kiras muttered loudly as a yell: "See, she does not hear. See, see, no one

attends."”) In the afternoon all the birds delivered fromKiras's dress ran races in the ether, or
began to build nests
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on the roofs. "W are still snakes," they told the tenple, and they stretched and wiggled their

I ong necks. "W shall |ay eggs—what el se does a snake do?" But the tenple no nore believed the
birds than the sun believed the tenple carvings who said they never noved—for if the sun now and
then nmet the noon, she perhaps inforned himof what went on by night. (And the wheel spun.) Then
the sun set. Under a nectarine sky, far out on the cloud sea, one golden cloud appeared in the
air. And the wheel stopped spinning.

The golden cloud drifted in and i ndoors, and cane to rest between the two wonmen in the tenple
closet. The cloud grewitself to be a woman, shawied in a golden veil. Only her eyes were visible.
First they were dark, then pale and feral

Kiras obei sed herself. But the apparition of Kassafeh the Changeabl e-Eyed regarded only Atneh.

"I'n the past," said the apparition, well tutored now, it would seem "I did not care for your
kind."

"I amalso half nortal, rather in the manner of yourself," said Atnmeh. "And besides, once al so you
hated Lord Death."

The apparition's eyes turned bl ack, then violet.

"I did not come here to talk of nyself," said she. "Your problen"

"There is a hidden thing | would learn. Since it concerns nortal death, Death may know the answer.
Therefore, | would attend him"

"He will allowit," said Kassafeh, or Kassafeh's image. "He has entrusted nme to tell you so. He
will rmeet you below, in the old place, his kingdomat the world' s core. Do you know your way?'

"l amalso half denmon, not in your manner," said Atneh. "Wiile, in nost things, there is nore than
one way. Which will offend himthe | east, please himthe nost?"

"Pl easure and of fense are small itens to such as he. But | believe it nmight satisfy himif you
shoul d go down to himas your denobn self. For that is what you would be shot of, is it not, your
imortal part, the very thing which | ends you any cl ai mon hin®"
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"COh, Kassafeh," said Atneh, "you are an inmmortal. That is your road. Do not begrudge ne m ne
because it is unalike."

Then Kassafeh cl osed her eyes—dpon the |lids of which were painted eyes of gold that changed to
green—and she di ssol ved.

At meh got up, and | ooked upon Kiras, who lay along the floor

"Be kinder, Kiras. Recollect, for every seventy travelers that seek you, and that you distress,
there may cone another like nyself. Yet not so tenperate as I. On the understanding you wll
renenber nmy warning, | restore to you your arts."

Kiras spoke softly then

"I ' will remenber."”

And when Atneh had left her, Kiras constructed a robe of crystals for herself, and wal ked like a
dancer. But later, when the birds laid their eggs, she stole some, and these hat ched snakes.

WHAT WAS it, of course, but nere politeness when calling on a relative, to journey in fanmly
resenbl ance and nane?

She had called down fromthe hills her nount, the winged Iion with the phil osopher's face. Then
rode upon it to sone spot deep or high. And there she drew upon herself the persona of Azhriaz,
and she stanped her foot—er some say she pulled up a tall gray weed which grew there—and the earth
cracked, it parted. And again mounting the Iion, she spoke to it, and bound it by safeguards, and
even by a garland of her own hair
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Then like a flung spear they descended. Down, down, through galleries of rock and soil, through

veins of water, mineral arteries, and the grass roots of all the world. Down, down, through a
shadow and a sheen, through a sluggish cold lava flow which m ght have been a deadly | anguorous
ri ver—and whi ch was—down, down, through the |ast strands of ordinary matter, bursting the fina
links with day or tinme or the nundanely beating heart of |ife-And nmade | andfall as a spear woul d,
hitting firmupon a surface ground, in Innerearth, the sphere of nortal death—f only in ignorant
parl ance.
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Innerearth was the way it always was and had al ways been. Nothing new, or seldom was ever said of
its general |andscaping. There is sonmetimes virtue in repetition

At meh- Azhriaz stood upon a plain, and about the plain were rolling hills with, here and there,
anot her plain beyond, and on the left hand a range of cliffs. The color of this land was gray; the
plain was a desert of gray dust, the cliffs were lead, and the hills stone, and where their
shadows fell they were bl ack. Above, the sky of Innerearth was dull white and m ght be described
al so as confortl ess—though none of the prospect was renptely cozy. No sun or nmoon or stars were
lit here. The sky did not change, only occasionally a cloud blew over it |ike a handful of
cinders. And though, through the deaf blankness, there sonetinmes sounded thundering wind, it had
barely the strength to push these clouds before it.

Now, the winged |lion, whatever it actually was, renained a creation of the earth above, and so it
was a sort of inverted ghost in the deathland. It cast no shadow, and its step could disturb none
of the gray nosses or dull pebbles underfoot. It seemed, too, disinclined to fly, as if it doubted
the m serable sky could keep it up, and certainly there were no air currents sturdy enough to fil
its w ngs.

At nreh spoke soothingly to the lion, and it set about a walk, she riding its back, cross-Iegged

bet ween the fol ded wi ngs. And she, being what she was, cast a shadow, as the cliffs and hills did,
I ong, slender, and pitch-black upon the ground.
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They wal ked a long while. The sky did not alter; there was no specific tine.

They roaned between the cliff shades, and over the stony hills, and by a sky-white river on whose
edges grew petrified poppy husks, depressingly gray as all the rest.

But eventually, having followed the river a whileless while, there began to be visible on the

hori zon a bank of dark cloud, which was not cloud at all, nor stone, nor shadow But a forest, and
of full-blown trees.

Illusion was previously rife down here. It had been the key and the clue to survival for those
living corpses who were the guests of Lord Death. Fromthin air mght be constructed anything. Yet
to one such as Atneh it was anply evident that neither illusion, delusion, nor deliriumof any
kind had made the forest. It had seeded. It had matured. It I|ived.

Lion and lady entered the trees.

There were bl ack pines, whose quills bore the faintest blush of blueness, cedars denser black, but
vaguely blooned with viridian. Silver-gilt and prone to clink, yet they were cones that hung on
the boughs or littered the ground, where a dark nbss grew that budded swarthily.

Anong the live thickets too were stirrings. Birds showed thenselves that did not fly, but stal ked
al ong the branches. They were |ike ravens, but their beaks were flushed, their eyes prisms. And
where the trees thinned, you cane on pools of sea-green water—and fromthe basins pairs of

| eopards were drinking, in coats of black spotted by broken rings of gold. They raised their
cani ne masks at the lion, which grow ed, then lowered themto drink again. In their ears were
preci ous drops the color of the water. And once a peacock crossed the forest floor before the
rider and her nount, with eyes of polished turquoise in his tail. They were the imuortal aninals
of Sinmmurad, maybe. Had Uhl ume not presented themto Naras, when he razed the city?

The trees soon divulged a road of grape-dusk marble, which spilled into a valley beyond. Pyl ons
towered by the road, obelisks of snooth translucent black, and on either side, and throughout the
val | ey, such standi ng stones arose, sonme in groups, others isolate, and between and around
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twi sted marbl e avenues. The valley otherwise was all lawn, a turf of blackest green, like ivy.

Bl ack mansi ons cl ustered about on it, where the pylons did not. It might be a town of the dead. At
the valley's farther end, up under the mi ndl ess sky, was a sable palace with inky col ums

bracel eted by gold, and slashed in |izardine wi ndows and wi ndows sal amander. Al bi no popl ars ranked
like white feathers by the walls. There were gardens blotted by scarlet plants, and trees whose
fruit | ooked poisonous. Before the high portico a three-legged stand of silver held a bow of
fire, which streaned up snut, ceasel essly and seeningly w thout purpose.

In the stories, Death's donmicile had been a sinple affair. But in the stories of Naras, neither
had her pal ace been this way. For she recreated the substance of her earthly life here, or had
meant to, they said. Possibly the essential nature of Innerearth had corrupted her work. O had
she grown enanored of the new state over the ol d?

Naras had outstayed her thousand years, so nuch was positive. Naras, Queen Deat h-what was the
nodest title Narasen of Merh, to that?

At reh paused above the valley. A tributary of the blanched river ran before the palace, and the
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pal ace reflected in it, and the fire-snut the wi ndows, the poplars. Nothing nmoved about the house,
nor in the town. If all the prior guests had departed, no nore had been garnered.

At meh urged the lion on, down the narbl e road.

As they passed, not a grass blade shifted.

At the river, Atnmeh disnounted. She tethered the lion by sorcery to the |linb of a venonbus danson
tree. As she wal ked on alone, the insolent fruits of these trees fell into her very hands, to
tenpt her, but she only let them go. She crossed the river by wal king on the water, and when she
did so, two or three of the poplars bowed down to her. The liquid itself snoldered at her
footsteps. Conversely, the snoking fire at the door went out.

Ebony inlaid with ivory, the doors. They swung inward, and Atneh entered the silent hall of her un-
uncl e, King Uhlune, Master of the Dead, one of the Lords of Darkness.

Yes, there would seemto have been a conpromise. The hall was this way: Gimstone hung with the
pelts of things
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whi ch could not die (sonehow), banners fromwars unfought (surely?), burnished weapons, carpets
and draperies that delicate fingers of earth had woven and enbroi dered, their dyes oddly altered,
their patterns changeabl e—

The floor, like the doors, was inlaid with ivory, but this was the internal scaffolding of nen and
beasts and fishes, tibias, ribs, pelvises, craniuns, the last with gens in their eyes.

Between pillars girdled gold, the court of Death, nen and wonmen young and anti que together, posed
to gaze at the one who now cane i n—but through the bodies of these courtiers, as through the
floor, you mght see—not to a skeleton, but to an enptiness. They were phantons, these |lingerers.
Soul s and flesh, both were gone, and the psychic residue had worn thin as old gl oves.

However, at the hall's far end, a quarter of a nile perhaps fromthe door, rose two mighty chairs
of whitest bone. Bone-white hounds lay at their carven feet, and bl ack hounds, and one hound t hat
was pastel bl ue.

In one chair sat a womman, and in the other a man. She wore a gown the color mlk would be, if it
were blue. Her skin was black as black would be, if black were blue. Her eyes were |ighter blue,
but that was the whites of them and at their centers shrilled infernos of yellow. On her grape-
purpl e hair—ike the marbl es and wi ndows—as a queen's diadem and like the pillars she was ringed
by gold, save her right hand, which was as nuch a skeleton as anything sunk in the floor. Thi &
then, Naras, Queen Death.

But in the other chair was a man of the blackest skin, the whitest hair, clad in white and
unjewel ed. His eyes were two tears, two openings into bright fog, two nothingnesses—

"Lordly Uncle," said Atneh, "I extend ny honage."

"Despite your m sapprehension of our relationship," said Unlume, "you are well-mannered. You did
not learn it fromthe Vazdru."

"No," said Atnmeh. And she bowed (another slender poplar), in parentheses as it were, to Naras. But
Naras only gl ared.

"What do you want ?" said Death
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"Has no one told you, lordly un-Uncle-who-is-not? | have confessed freely. | would becone one of

your subjects.”

The Lord Uhlune, King Death, or alternately King Uhlunme, Lord Death, rested his black chin upon
his black hand, and | ooked upon her beautifully and with an icy endl ess majesty. (In the other
chair, Naras snapped her bone fingers, once. Wen she did so, every one of the hunting dogs

di sappeared, save for the hound of chilliest blue. This dog, a bitch, she fondl ed. But that was
all she did.)

"You are the daughter of Azhrarn," said Death at length. "And his denmon blood it is which has made
you an imortal. This is within the present order of things. You are no concern of mne."

"You are Death. Tell ne how!| may learn to die."

"Way do you yearn to?" said Death, |eaning yet his scul pted chin upon his ringless hand.

"To liberate my soul fromny body. That ny spirit may inhabit nmany |lives and be | essoned in these,
and so join the adventure all human souls have as their right."

"Men do not consider in this way," said Unlume. "Men shun bodily death with terror, and envy those
who do not perish.”

"That is only the safeguard of forgetful ness. Enhance your reputation by it," said Atneh. "Mike ne
nortal and perishable. Greater even than your overthrow of Simm. Imortality's Thief—ealled al so,
sonetines, Death's Master—to bring down a denmon's child to the clay."
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"You are hungry for endings."

"Not at all," said Atneh, with a very nelodious |laugh. "I shall live long. | shall |earn much,
even as | am But it is not enough. Metanorphosis is necessary. WIIl you grant the favor?"

"At meh- Azhriaz," said Death, "it is not within nmy jurisdiction."

"You refuse then."

"I do not," said Death, Lord of Darkness, potentate of earth's core, "have the power to do so."
Then Atmeh turned to Naras.

"Lady," said Atneh, "do you suppose he lies?"

It was, apparently, the part of Naras now to |augh. She
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did so. The laugh, nearly inaudible, had a frozen heat in it. Then she spoke in a | ow voice that
was, one might say, of the tonal value of her hair.

"You mention netanorphosis. Here is one. There has been a truce between us, he and |I. W do not
exchange chit-chat, but as you note, we present ourselves as joint rulers of this nmuck heap. And
inthe world, they tell often now of nme. Death, they say, she wal ks on the battlefield. Death,
they say, | nmet her in the marketplace. Behold," said Naras, stooping forward a little, "I mght
have left this stony m dden centuries ago, to partake of that adventure you hanker for, that
savage flight of souls through witless birth-and-death and birth-and-death-and-birth. But | was
cheated of the life |I valued, nmy life as Narasen. And now | have assuned it here, and here | will

live it and queen it, till sated-which shall not be for a while yet. As for him this one, this
uncrowned Master of Death, you will find he has lost interest in grave matters. He skirts the
pl ague ships and the war zones, he rests on silken beds, not all inanimte, avoiding tonbs. Is

that not so, O black vulture?"

Unhl umre gl anced at her. Then his eyes returned to Atnmeh. Now, they were like opals. They had sight
and m ght be seen. There were, nost oddly, dreans of color in them Changeable. (Like Kassafeh's?)
"It is so," he said.

At mreh | ooked at Deat h.

"You say you will not or cannot aid ne. But you yourself—

"No nore," said Unlune, gently. "You perceive, if | abdicate, | |leave a worthy and practiced
successor behind ne."

Now, it was a bizarre conversation, this, if it is to be credited (be sure, it is credited). But
there is this to be assessed. If the state of death were only interim and nen, spiritually
eternal, never died save in the flesh, Death, even his synbol, had ultinmately no function. Wy
shoul d he not, bored and wearied by those deadly millennia, take up other pursuits?

"Then, Uncle," said Atneh, "I will wish you joy of your newlife. And go el sewhere to seek mnine."
384
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But Unhl une stretched out his shapely hand, and Atnmeh, an immortal still, was able to take his hand
in conscientious farewell. A nortal, naturally, would have died of it instantly.

At neh therefore vacated the hall of the palace of Queen Death, where Uhlunme had thought fit to
receive her. And as the phantons of Unhlune's |ong-departed courtiers fluttered about her, Atneh
brushed them of f |ike cobwebs.

No sooner was she outside under the bleak sky than sonething canme bodily yel ping and rushing after
her. It was the blue hound. It ran to Atneh, and ingratiatingly panted. Then it cried in a young
girl's voice: "Do not abandon nme, O mistress of astoni shments—deliverance!”

"Can it be?" said Atneh, questioningly.

"I am Lyl as," whined the bitch-hound, "once an enchantress, now i gnom ni ously bound and kennel ed
here by that woman, who, for all ny pains on her behalf, continually ensorcels me into this inmage,
to tickle her sadistic whim"

"Fromwhat | have heard of you," said Atneh, "night that not be just?"

"Like all great ones," snapped the hound, "you are a dolt. Too feebleninded in your pride to see
that if you were to help ne, I mght be of use to you. | might tell you the answer to your riddle.
For | amcunning Lylas still, I amw nsone and witty and pretty and nyself."'"

"I commi serate, but will promise you no help. For yours to ne, you have already given it

i measur abl y—for by your very words | discover sone answer does exist, which | had cone to doubt."
At that Lylas |eapt and pawed at Atneh's skirt, and licked her wists, until the lion, stil

detai ned at the damson tree, grow ed and beat its w ngs.

"Let nme give you all the answer! It is such an easy task. There are nmirrors here which show
everything of the world, what passes there, who does what. Sonetines | glinpse in them and | am
so astute, learn much in a second." So whinpered poor Lylas, dropping away. "Let nme be useful
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Then reward ne."

At mreh | aid her hand upon the blue bitch's anxious brow
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"I can allow neither. Your path is not mine. Your punishnents and rewards not mine to render."
"Cruel foulness," said Lylas, trying now, regardless of the lion, to take off Atneh's fingers, and
unable. "Your filthy sun-damed race were tricksters ever. And you are nmad besides. Be accursed
with them all madmen and denons.” And hurrying to the silver tripod, where the fire had begun to
snoke again, Lylas boyishly lifted her I eg against it. She had al ways been sonething of a slut.
This attended to, she |oped back indoors to fawn upon her tornentor, Naras.

But Atneh, having untied the lion, renmained to walk the enpty town of the dead, in thought.

She hesitated at |ast on a garden sl ope where poppies flaned, and after a little, she plucked one.
For she had heard there was an answer to the riddle of immrtality's ending, that the task was
easy, and she—md.

SHE COULD know al nbst anything, Atneh, but not all. Her very quarrel with her condition was that
she knew too nuch to learn as the innocent nay, or the infant, or the sagaci ous one who sees he is
a fool. Yet, by sone law of the earth's, or the gods', when they had bothered to make them the
library of a sorceress's nmind, or a denon's, |acked here and there a vital volume. The way to
rebirth she nust find out.

But for the other business, it was child s play.

One evening therefore, as the stars were coning out, there entered an inpoverished little village
between some hills a starry nmaiden riding on a lion with w ngs.
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"Look! Look!" outcried the populace of the village. "It is the king's youngest wife."

"Or perhaps it is a denon," ventured a few of the poorest and silliest inhabitants, and were

i medi ately ridiculed and put to merciless scorn

At meh rode down the street of the village, between the sad huts. A sick dog l|lay by the nmuddy well.
It had assisted the village in hunting, but nowit ailed they had decided it nust be killed and
cut up for its neat—but no one had yet had the heart to do it. Atneh nade a graceful pass above
the dog with her white hands. The dog sprang barking to its feet. It was strong and heal thy, and
woul d live for a hundred years.

"A sorceress,"” said the villagers, as one, and canme toward her warily.

But Atneh spoke a word or two to the village, its stones and nud bricks, and the well, and the
fields beyond. To the yards she spoke, where the pots were stacked, and to the spaceful |arders,
and the orchards, and the three goats, and the very air. Once she had turned cheeses to jewels to
content Azhrarn. She knew better now. Every store overflowed, every field wildly burgeoned, every

flaw and hol e was seal ed, new shirts, new roofs, new shoes ... or, that is to say, the old ones,
as they had been, before years of wear wore them The goats were friskily getting under the billy,
and the billy obligingly filling each with baby goat inside the hour. The well had water sweet as

wi ne. The jars of sour wine indoors were fit for the king, and too good for him indeed. Wile in
the air hung a fragrance and a balm It would cone to be, in the rescued dog's twenty-fifth year
that this place would be fanobus in the region for its curative properties, and sufficiently
prosperous it had |lent noney to the king's sons, so that—n the dog's thirty-fifth year—a nman of
the village would hinself be made the king.

For now, when the village had done congratulating itself, it applied to Atneh. Wiy had she
perfornmed this kindness?

"You al so," said Atneh, "unasked, and with no suspicion of return, have done a kindness to a
stranger, a kinsman of mne."
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Wbndering, the villagers | ooked at each other

"There has only been one stranger, saving yourself, since ny granddamis tine. An insane nad
lunatic, who is in a desperate nmad insane state in the ruined cot up the hill. It could not be of
hi m you speak."

But it was, of course, of him

They had cone on hi mseven seasons before, or longer, for their nethod of telling time was
somewhat inventive. The goatherd who drove the village's herd of three goats—soon to be increased
to thirty—had been terrified on the hills by a sudden howling and a | unbering shape which
acconpanied it. Even as the herder turned to run, the horror stunbled and fell down, slavering and
cawi ng and kicking its legs at heaven. Then it lapsed. It lay as if dead. And the goatherd
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inquisitively went to see

The felled thing | ooked to be a man of eighty years, skinny and wasted, his head and face quite
lost in matted hair representing all colors and all earthly dirts. Naked he was, and by this
nakedness, the goatherd beheld that his life had not been tranquil. Many dreadful acts had been
perfornmed against him beatings and whi ppi ngs, and i mpalings by pikes, and even there seened to
have been attenpts to hang him to brand him to put out his eyes and lop his ears, and to deprive
hi m of his manhood. These forays, while they had |left fearful scars, he had somehow survived
intact. (And it had seenmed later on, to the wonen of the village, that in his youth the maniac,
for such he proved to be, was not unconely.) Yet the nmadness, and the raying that was on him

al ways while he had the strength for it—they did not abate. There was no neans, in the village, to
try to set himright. This they saw fromthe start, as they did with their own who sickened. The
first day, the goatherd went to fetch his brothers, and when they returned, they met the madnan on
the track, revitalized, yodeling and junping and rending hinsel f, while gnashing his broken fangs.
But once more, his failing vigor could not hold up the paroxysmindefinitely. Soon he crashed down
again. They bore himto the enpty cot. Here presently they shackled him for fear of what he did
to hinmself when able, and nmight also do to them
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So, he becane the village's property.

When he was qui eter, or unconscious, they would clean his hurts and cover himw th straw and their
own ragged quilts. If he roused, and would I et them they spooned broth into his withing nouth.
There was a girl of the village who had a sweet voice, and she would go to the cot and sing to
him and it soothed him the madnman, to hear her. And in the spring, she took white bl ossom and
laid it by his face, and in the sunmer she brought himroses with the thorns renoved, so he would
not harm himsel f, he who had torn out his own hair and clawed his skin—"She is a little touched
herself," the village said. "She understands him" But then a fam ne cane to the village, which
meant that instead of each man having nothing, he then had | ess than nothing. And in that tine,
the girl died. That night, under the crisp nockery of the stars, the madnan rolled in his chains
and nade a noi se so unhuman, so desolate, the entire village thought it should itself be driven
mad.

"And since then," they said, "he has been dying. Dying in great anguish. H s energy is exhausted,
for even when he screams now, no sound comes fromhis throat, and when he rolls and kicks, only
the cot shakes a fraction, where before boul ders would plunge downhill. Yet, though he dies, he
cannot die. This we see. He struggles to throw hinself in at Death's door, but some portion of him
will not allowit. O cannot. So they say the imortals are, who never die, if such even exist."
Then they conducted the beautiful naiden up the hill to the ruined cot.

"Here," said the village nen, and opened the door

The mai den thanked themcivilly, and sent them away.

In the village street bel ow, the wonmen brought the winged |ion bows of nilk and honey, and the
children braided violets in its mane. There was to be a feast out of the full larders. As they Ilit
the | anps and torches, and took fromchests old instrunents of nusic to string and oil them they
did not glance toward the ruin. "He is in her hands," they said.

At mreh had sealed the cot by her magic. It was out of

At meh: The Search for Life 389

time, out of the world. Perhaps it was only her heart, and not her nmagic, which had done this.
There was no light in the cot, yet there was light, fragile as starshine. It seened to streamfrom
At neh, from her garments and her hair, and, softer, brighter, fromher eyes. She stood and watched
the wrecked creature, tied by iron and wapped in quilts. It was awake, and | ooked at her. It did
not cry out, or attenpt to, but its huge starting eyes, whites bloody and irises pinched away to
not hi ng, strained upward into her own that were so clean and beauti ful

Lyl as had said to her: You are mad. And fromthe positioning of the phrase, its coincidence with
those other phrases concerning the riddle' s answer, Atneh extracted her cue. Fate was on her side.
That bei ng so, scarcely anything would be random And because she had sl oughed all the forner
angers, spites, resentnents, dashed the dregs of bitterness away, Atneh saw clearly to the earth's
ends, and so found, and at the proper hour, the neans, and al so—nearly incidentally—+the |over of
her dawn.

Had he been parted fromher? Even split into the grains and fragnents of insanity, sonehow had he
not been with her still? Lotuses opening, that offered jewelry dice, petals that flew and ki ssed,
water flowers that blooned in winter frosts . . . he had | oved her in her nother's wonb, they
said, crazy Chuz, Prince Madness.

And now, lying on the straw, in the |ast deluded delirium under Azhrarn's curse, dying grossly as
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Azhrarn had decreed—yet immortal in the essence of hinself, unable quite to di e—thus, Chuz,
finally. The hill trenmbled in its sheath of grass, to have such a circumnmstance taking place upon
it. The stars above crackled in their dry dews, having no choice but to | ook down on this.

She did not say to him "Do you know ne?" He did not. He did.

And she did not say, "You deserted ne. You preferred suffering's gane to the nmusic of love." He
had. He had not.

She said, "Beloved." And she laid her hand upon the warped and raddl ed, hairy, bestial face. And
when t he bl oodshot eyes closed at her caress, she offered in her turn her flower to him It was
the poppy she had plucked in
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Death's garden. Its petals dripped, iike the purest blood, upon his eyelids, his lips, and breast.
Al pain it took fromhimat once, this scattering of the flower. That was the secret of the
poppy, which even to this day it has not been able to keep

For the pod of the flower had been despoiled, the fruit of it. Atnmeh and ni ght together had drawn
fromit atiny vial of bitterest juice. Like all the fruits of Death's garden, this too was

poi son. And this she offered to her |over

"You have done all he asked of you. It is acconplished, and it is over. You have paid in full for
a crime of which you were not guilty, as |I shall hear you tell ne, too, fromyour own lips, in the
future. Drink now Here is life."

But at the last, and despite everything, as she set the vial to his mouth, her hand shook. She
could not help herself. And a drop of the drink spilled on the quilts and it wote a synbol there
of the denon tongue, probably an insignificant one—but it was enough. Azhrarn's bane apparently
had an energy of its own, and outlived both the intention and the settled debt. Recollecting his
allotted |l abor, the madnman reared in his chains. He nudged the vial fromhi m+t soared up in the
air—and a hand caught it. Not the hand of Atmeh, but one she had clasped not |ong ago, black as a
raven's back; bl acker.

Uhl une stood within the cot, tall enough his head nearly brushed the rafters. He said nothing to
her, but going by the girl, he bent to the struggling madnman.

Wien the creature saw him which it quickly did, the fight left it. Even nmadnmen heard | egends.
Even nmadnmen knew of Lord Death. It was excuse enough.

And when Death offered the vial, and in the vial the bl ood of the poppy which Death's own bl ood
had made, the madman craned and stretched to neet it. Thirstily, greedily, he gul ped the Iiquor
down.

For a nonent his eyes were only cloudy. They were glad, seeing in their blindness all the vistas
sight denied. Then, as a clockwork stops, he died.

"I stole fromyou," murnured Atneh. "Did | do wong?" She hung her head, and her tears fell. "You
have forgiven nme." |If she spoke to Chuz or to Uhlume, none will say.
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But it was Uhlune who brushed away her tears with the edge of his white sleeve.

"There will be a night," he said, "when | shall Cone to you and offer you another drink and from
anot her cup. But you will drink it."

"Thank you for your courtesy in that," she said. "But will you, then, be Death?"

"It may be | shall not. But still, for you, I will performthe office."

"The wheat grows," she said, "and is cut down. And again the wheat grows. Yours was a heavy task
But if you are only the chrysalis, lord, what will the butterfly be?"

"Ask that of all things. Nor exenpt your father."

Then At meh | aughed, like a child—for she would ever be a child, nuch as, when a child, she had
seenmed al so anci ent decades beyond her span. And like a child she enbraced Uhl une, and Uhl unme—he
suffered it. And they say he smiled, but who can be sure, for even the skull grins cheerfully as
rf it knew sonething the flesh did not.

Yet so they parted, the niece and her uncle, for a couple of hundred years.

After their parting, Atneh perforned a very ordinary nortal deed. She bathed the body of the
madman, and poured over it spices and perfunes. She laid the linbs straight, and conbed the hair
and shaved the face. And when all was done, she brought to the body, by sorcery, the clothing of a
great prince, the silks, the gens, and dressed it in them

And there he lay at last, dead Aoru, or the replicate of Aoru, rather aged and enaci ated, yet
still a handsone man, even a king, it would seem who had fallen on hard tines.

And over this body, in its splendor, the village was afterward to puzzle, for like a petrified
substance already |ong dead, it never decayed, but remai ned firm and whol esone. Therefore they
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built a tonb above it, with a window of crystal in the side. Those that cane to take the curative
air of the village would also stare in at the wonder of this cadaver

"What can it nean?" they asked. "Wat can it portend?"
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For it was, and is, often that way, with instances which nean and portend not hi ng.

But Atneh had left the body at once, when she was done with tending it. She passed through the
vill age feast unseen, and calling the winged |ion, rode over the night sky.

They flew high up, near to the starfields, and below, the world unrolled its carpets of seas and
shores, forests and nountains.

"I rule none of it," called Atneh to heaven. "Listen to ne, you peerless soulless gods, | rule
not hi ng and no one, and soon, soon | will outshine you, for | will be a nortal. And one day, as
you never can, | and mine shall inherit the earth."

PART = THREE

The Lotus

WANDERERS t here had al ways been. Fromthe choicest city to the direst hovel, they were a
I'ikelihood, if not always wel conme. Nor so nuch renarked, unless they sold wares, or knew scandal

or were sorcerers, or caused death. Atneh then, a beautiful girl acconpanied by a large lionlike
dog—whi ch sone, but not all, clainmed had wings—traveled quietly. It was true sonme also said this
girl performed healings, and others declared they had been told of those who had found a dish
filled with pearls when they had only given her a dish of mlk. Qhers renmenbered she had told
stories which children and the aged liked to hear. Still others recomrended, "Do not get on her
wong side." But not many had been inclined to do that. Those who did were unsuccessful in any
case. For example, rich | andowners who chased itinerants off their estates with
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dogs di scovered their dogs would only adore this one. In places, persons entreated her to stay,
for no reason but that the look of her lifted their spirits. Yet she never remai ned anywhere for
long. In her diligent practice for humanness and nortality, she would eat and drink, she would

| earn weaving and the care of plants by sinple nmeans, and she would take up and rock in her arns
this baby or that, the rich woman's infant wapped in velvet, the naked one raised fromthe warm
ashes of the fireside in some cave where the poor subsisted. And these children did well, as if
those slimarns, fine hands, had inparted to them sonething rare. Yet now and then, despite al
that, there were those thought they saw the young girl flying about in the evening sky on her dog.
And now and then too, the nmany nen who fell in love with her cane asking for her as their |ady, or
their wife, and these, gently, she put aside, though to a handful she granted her favors, but only
in a wonman's way: She shielded them from denon | ovenmak-ing, for they must be content with norta
worren after, and she too, one day, content to be such wonen herself.

In this manner, time noved on, and | ate sunmer came, a great glassy heat, into the | and where

At mreh wandered with her dog-lion beside her

On a rosy afternoon, as Atneh wal ked al ong a dusty path, a child of, perhaps, seven years appeared
before her, a boy raggedly dressed and clunsy of feature, but with hair of rose-gold |ike the sky.
On either side the hills went up and rills of water glittered down, but ahead the way ran flat and
broad with nothing on it but dust, and light, fromwhich the child seemed to have been forned.
"Luminous nistress,"” said the boy, bowing to the earth, "there lies before you, three miles
distant, a hunble village. Do you journey there?"

"Per haps," said Atneh.

"My naster," said the boy, "who has heard of you, for you are famed, trusts you will pause in this
village. He may then elect to nmeet you there. In token of which he sends you this."

And the child came to her and offered her a single tiny seed.

At meh accepted the seed.
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"And may | pat your dog?" asked the boy.

At meh assented. So he patted the lion with the partial illusion of dog upon it. (And the Iion
wagged its tail.) Then the boy vani shed, becom ng only dust, or light. But the seed |ay hard and
still in Atrmeh's pal m

At meh continued along the path, and after three mles cane to a gap in the hills and the vill age
It was a small one, but prosperous, well used to travelers, but kindly careful of them It

wel comed Atneh in, and as the dusk fell, spread out a banquet, under the stars which hung over head
thick as grapes on a vine.
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And it seened the village knew that here was a witch, for it pronpted her eagerly to perform
feats. So she did such things as m ght be pleasant, and which were the stock in trade of what they
t hought her, doubling and trebling the quantities of food, turning water to wi ne, causing |lights
to burn in mdair, and strange visions to dance and to foretell interesting happenings.

But of the one who had said he m ght neet her in that village, the boy's nmaster, she saw no sign.
And presently, when she |ooked for the tiny seed, it had crunbl ed i nto nothingness, |ess
substantial even than dust, or |ight.

Next day Atneh left the village. She clinbed up a steep hill, the dog-lion trotting at her side.
As the afternoon was drawi ng out toward sunfall, Atnmeh came upon a grove of wild orange trees
besi de a pool. And by the pool stood a youth, about thirteen years, waiting for her it seened. He
was of a staid appearance, but well dressed, like a nmerchant's son, yet his hair was his only

jewel, a lustrous rosy bl ond.

"Iridescent mstress," said this youth to Atnmeh, bowing to the earth, "there lies before you
three mles distant, a proud town. Do you journey there?"

"I wonder if | do," said Atneh.

"My naster," said the youth, "who has heard of you, for you are illustrious, trusts you wll
linger in this towmn. He nmay then elect to neet you there. In token of which he sends you this."
And the youth canme to her, and offered her a single pale bud on a single slight stem

"I looked for your master last night," said Atneh.
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But she accepted the bud.

"And may | pat your aninmal?" asked the youth. "Wiich is not a dog at all."

At meh assented, so he patted the Iion, which had | ess than usual of the disguise of a dog upon
it—and which purred. Then the youth vani shed, becoming, it seemed, another of the orange trees.

But the bud lay warmand still in Atneh's palm
At meh continued along the slope, and in sonething | ess than three mles, she crossed the brow of
the hill and saw the town below. It was indeed a proud one, and let her in only after sone

i nterrogation, though the sun was by now si nki ng.

As the dark cane, Atmeh entered the narketplace, where the storytellers had put up their awnings
and sat under their colored lanps. Here the girls of the night also sat, in rows, beneath bold
torches, with copper rings in their ears and cornflowers in their hair. Atnmeh took a seat not far
of f, upon the ground, but she lit no light for herself, though a Iight did seemto be there, where
she was. A man qui ckly approached and asked her if she was a whore or a fortuneteller or a teller
of tales. "None of these," said Atneh, "yet we are of a brotherhood and a sisterhood. For we dea
in mgic, all these, and I."

"How i s a whore to be magi c?" scoffed the man

"Go lie with one, and you will see," said Atneh.

At this, the girls under the torches becanme interested in Atnmeh in an am abl e way—before they had
suspected a rival, and sone had been plotting to push her off.

Gradual |y then, the night-wal kers of the town cane to sit about Atneh on the ground, the stones of
whi ch were yet warm fromthe day's oven. The peopl e debated and di scussed nmatters with her, and
sonetines they fell silent, and she told them stories that were not stories, and gave them news of
their fortunes wi thout divination, and seduced themquite, without [ying down in their arns. \Wat
she said was anusing, too, and conforting. She spoke the truths which are forgotten, but which al
men know in their hearts. These, being given themagain, were like long-lost friends that they
enbraced gladly, if only for one short minute. "A man nay say to hinself," said Atnmeh, "why
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should | trouble to do anything that is useful or conpassionate for half an hour, when in another
hour's half | shall go back to nmy former selfish, cruel ways? But there is all the nmore reason for
him then, to do good when he can. Ten years of evil do not cancel a single nonment of gentleness
or a solitary profound thought."

Then a prostitute said to Atneh, "But what of such as we, who sin day and night?"

"What you do," said Atneh, "is not a sin, unless you think it so. And then it is. For who can say
they do anything wong by giving joy to another? And is it | ess noble to ask noney for joy than to
ask noney for oil or silk or spice? But if you think always, Ch how | sin, and so despise
yoursel f, you | essen and wound mind and heart, and there is no worse crine on earth than to sour
the sweetness in yourself. For the sweetness cones fromthe soul, which no act of the body ever
can, at the last, corrupt."

As she spoke and di scoursed, however, Atneh becanme aware that someone, a mantled shadowy figure,
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sat far out at the edge of the large crowd that had gathered. And now and then he partly raised
his head, and it seenmed to her that under the hood his hair was |ike the sheerest gold. But he
never addressed her, or canme near, and finally the night waned. In the first ray of sunlight,

At neh | ooked for him that recalcitrant figure, and he was nowhere to be seen. As for the bud on
the stem it had crunbled into air

That day Atneh left the town. She wal ked through a valley thick with new wheat, and the lion
flirted with the grain and played with her, just |like a dog, certainly.

Beyond the valley there opened a wi de paved road. No sooner had Atneh alighted on it than a young
man stood at her side, of perhaps three and twenty years, well favored, and clad |ike a prince,
though his fair hair was his greatest glory.

"What now?" inquired Atneh, wal king on

"O mistress blinding-bright," replied the young nman, bowing to the earth, then falling into step
with her, "there lies before you, three mles distant, an arrogant city. Do you journey there?"

"Not at all," said Atnmeh, but she | aughed.
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"That is a shane," said the young man, |aughing also, "for ny naster—
"Who has heard of ne," said Atneh, "for | amfaned and illustrious—

"And al so you are bl essed and revered everywhere," enbellished the young nan, "and therefore ny
mast er =

"Trusts | will pause, linger, hesitate, and delay in this city," said Atnmeh. "That he may then
elect to neet with ne there. O not. O he may arrive and not exchange a word or ook with nme. O
he may arrive and greet ne, and next abscond. We and despair," said Atneh, and she | aughed again
"I'n token of which," she added, "what?"

"This," said the young man, and he held out to her a lotus of the pal est clearest honey anber, or
a stem of danson-col ored quartz.

At meh took the Iotus. It had a fragrance; the sunshine lay in it like a fish of flame within an
orb of fire.

Then Atnmeh wept, only for a noment, but her tears fell into the heart of the flower—and the anber
and the anet hyst were genmed by sapphires.

"You may," said Atneh to the young man, "pat this lion."

The young man did so. The lion kissed him fondly.

"I will tell my master,"” said the young nan, "that you accept his gift. And that | was kissed. If
not by you."

And he was gone, into utter nothing—but the lotus gleaned and refracted in Atneh's hand, and its
perfume filled the day.

It was sonmething nore than three mles to the city, but Atneh came to it at length as the sun was
westering. Its towers and tiers rose up in the gold-1eaf air—but Atneh had seen nmany cities, and
rul ed over one that had been to cities as a year is to a day.

Yet this city was grand, and arrogant as the nessenger had prom sed.

So, to get in, Atneh, who might have put on herself the presence and adornnents of an enpress—f
not a goddess, from consideration of the gods' thin hides—and stormed the gates by her gl anour

At mreh turned herself into a dove, and the winged lion into a winged lion as snmall as a dove.
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And together they flitted in over the mghty battlenments whereon were done in enanels just such
doves and lions with wings, but each of these was the size of an el ephant.

As the sun set and laved the sprawling city, its tenples, its palaces, and its warren of sluns,

At reh the dove sat upon a high cornice and gazed about her. Honey and anber was the light, and
danson the aftercol or that soaked upward fromthe east.

She flew down to the steps of a tenple. Here, by day, there was a nmarket. Now the comerce ceased,
and brazen bells boormed out from above, sumoning nmen to honor heaven. In the shadow of a painted
colum, Atneh transforned herself again into a girl, and the lion resuned its size. None of the
wor shi pers noticed this, as they hurried up the stair, on their way to plead with and bribe the
mar bl e i mages they thought were holy and ni ght be persuaded to listen. Nor did they feel conpelled
to turn aside and ask this female figure, subtly clothed in blue, her dog at her feet, to help
them i nst ead.

It grew dark under the tenple's heavy brow, and the sky filled with purple and stars. And then a
man cane wal king up the stair, also cloaked in purple, with stars upon and in the folds of it. He
reached the columm, and casting off his hood, | eaned down toward the wonan there. And he regarded
her. Sonewhere a lanp was lit in the portico above, or else sone other |ight had found their
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faces.

"It was not so very great a while," he said. "Do you remenber ne?"

"You? Who can you be?" she said. And she raised her face and her arns to him and he, taking hold
of her, drew her up. Any who saw them then mi ght have been startled by their beauty, and by
sonet hi ng nore about them beautiful also. But none saw them only the paintings on the col um,
and the birds that nested under the tenple roof, and the flame in the lanp there, and all the
stars of the sky.

"Say my nane," he said.

"doru," she said

"No, that is not ny nane."

"Perhaps you are |like another," she said, "a prince. But they say he is al so ugly—
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"Never with you," he said. "How could anything be ugly, in your conpany? That one, half hideous,
hal f deformed, when he approaches you, he grows handsone. Even his eyes, both of them are gol den
Look, do you see?"

She whi spered his nane. Only he heard it. H's face was natchl ess either side, as all his body was
(and the stars on his mantle were stars—not jabs of cutting broken glass). He also smiled. Chuz,
she had whi spered.

"But you are called Atneh," he said. "How you have changed. Were are the tricks you worked on
manki nd? The lands are littered with those you have heal ed, and those who teach as, you taught
them these phil osophies of the undying nortal soul.”

"Let us not talk of that. Tell me rather howit is | met you three tines over disguised on ny
road, and why you teased nme, appearing and di sappearing, referring to yourself as 'master.' "

"I have served ny termfor Azhrarn the Marvel ous," said Chuz, laconically. "Am| not therefore
again nmy own master?"

"None to rule you now. "

"Save only you."

They drew yet closer then, and their nouths touched as the nouths of lovers wll.

They had been parted five or six decades, half a century, a little nore—not |long. But at their

ki ss, curious events took place. The birds started fromthe roofs and began to sing, as if to
greet the dawn. And the bells rang in the tenple top with no one at their ropes. And el se-. where
mrrors turned to icicles, or nelted, enmerald necklaces were frogs—

"What is this madness?" the citizens exclained. "Sone eneny is playing a joke."

And ot hers, looking up fromtheir high avenues and roof pavilions, pointed and said, "Now what is
that ? Some huge bird, or a bit of bl own washi ng—

"It is," said a child, "a nman and a woman seated on a velvet carpet, and a lion flies beside
them"

"Nonsense," its elders told the child.

And in the tenple top one of the bronze bells whirled
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off in a shower of fireworks, and roses rained, and all the unlit |anps were kindl ed.

"Some noble is holding a feast," said the elders.

How rmundane life was. Only another evening, like all the rest. For even so soon the world was
growi ng skeptical, and sensible, and sound, and blind.

But not for them this dark of experience and reason. Unreasonably he and she, on the cloud of a
carpet, mmgicians up in the air, lovers |east reasonable of all—the world a garden through which
they passed. Through which they m ght pass forever. O not, as they chose.

THEY JOURNEYED t hen awhil e together, or they left off ranbling and made their home, nowin a
cottage, now in a nmansion. They were wandering entertainers, mnusicians and story-nakers, they were
a lord and his courtesan, a queen and her warlord, or they were two cats, one black, one yellow,
two birds of the sky, two lights that shi mered over narshes and woods by night. And there are the
tales, too, of a black-haired man and a blond girl, for both were now shape-changers.

And a year and a day, or one long elenental day that was a nortal year, this they spent together.
They asked very little of each other, except to change stones into gold, to walk through walls for
anusenment —smal | things. If the gods noticed themat this date is not recorded, and probably they
did not. And if any other paid themattention, he did not provide evidence of it. Azhrarn, the
instigator of their woes, he had slept then woken, and his waking was nore of a sleep than the

sl eep. Mortals were nothing to
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him And of similar worth such royalty as Lords of Darkness. There had come to exist a saying in
those tines: He does not | ook at us. Those that said it hardly knew what they neant. But denonki nd
knew, and cane up on the world like the noon, and toyed with themall the nore for it.

But for the lovers, they were happy. Happy even after a nortal fashion, for they too understood
their idyl could not |ast beyond its season. This was the bitterness of joy, that it nust end, or
el se grow stale. Dunizel herself had witten as nuch, in the desert shrine of Bhel sheved.

So, then, a scene may be pictured. A day |ike nmany others, gilded. A meadow curded with flowers,
mount ai ns al ong the sky's blue hem far away yet visible, like the foreshadow of parting.

Atneh is, on this day, a king's youngest, |oveliest daughter. Eye-blue her dress, flowers in her
hair. At her throat a collar of electrumset itself with a strangely wought flower, anber,

anet hyst (which, they noot, may have been made for one Lord of Darkness by the Drin-fol k of

anot her). Before Atnmeh stands a bold winged lion, looking as if it had stepped directly fromthe
enamel work upon sone nighty city gate-whereas in fact such enanels have been inspired by sights of
such animals as the lion.

The lion purrs as Atneh sings inits ear. Then Atneh claps her hands, and with a flaunt of great
pinions, the lion tips itself up into the ether, soars, becones a tiny daylight star, and is gone.
Atmeh sits down upon the earth to plait a garland of yellow flowers.

A tree nearby opens, and lets out Chuz, a poetic warrior captain mailed and purple-fringed. But
the sword in the scabbard at his side is a mauve-eyed serpent waiting only to be drawn to terrify
byst anders.

Chuz kneels by Atneh. He is so handsone, so unlike hinself as | egends have himto be, you are not
entirely sure it is not, after all, Ooru cone back again. Yet he is certainly too fabul ous for

O oru. Too absolute. Mrtals never have this | ook, of flashing fire nade cool and everlasting
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"Where have you sent your |ion?" Chuz asked, as the girl set upon his golden hair the gol den
gar | and.

"Where it wishes. W have said farewell."

Chuz reclined. He lay down, and his head rested upon her |ap. He | ooked up at her. No nortal

wonman, with such a lover by her, could have said farewell in turn to him Atnmeh was not yet
nort al
"Tell me," she said, as she gazed down upon him "what | desire to be told."

"And what is that?"

"You know it."

"And did you," he said, "facilitate nmy return to you, only in order to get fromnme the

i nformati on?"

At meh gazed upon him

"Ch, tell me," she said.

"That you may grow old and die, and this exquisite skin, this hair, these bones, your eyes that
are the sun twice over if the sun becanme the sky—that all this may decay, end, feed soil, and
slugs. For that? My reward for telling you, to see you ruined as your nother was?"

"You did not," said Atnmeh, "slay ny nother. That | know. | knew when | forgot to hate her. Wen I
| oved her again, then | knew. But not how it came to be."

"I will tell you that," he said. "If you w sh."

"Be wary," said Atrmeh, "for if you do tell nme that, you confirmthe means to my own nortality. You
note, | amalready aware of it."

They had dressed as humans. Like two humans they rested together in the neadow, nountains about,
heaven above, and earth bel ow.

But how did he describe for her the death of her mother and his portion of it, and his

guil tl essness—when' for that guilty crime Azhram had insisted Chuz be puni shed? Not in words,
surely. In a glance. By a nethod of silent speech even the Vazdru and the Eshva had not coi ned.
Those that cane after, however, had only words, nor now the words of the flat earth. Be patient,
be attentive, the storyteller cries. Never nore needful, these virtues, than now.

In the era of Bhel sheved, it had happened Azhrarn's bl ood had spilled in the desert there, three
drops. Chuz had conme on them or sought them and taken them up and
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hi dden them Qut of notives of mischief or admration or vindictiveness or all of these, and yet
other pronptings. For if the intellect of such as Azhrarn is awkward to gauge, how rmuch nore alien
the brain of Mdness.
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But there is also this. By renoving those three polished obsidian drops of unearthly ichor, Chuz
kept themfromthe grasp and plots of nen.

Now presently Chuz stood on the | ake of Bhel sheved, and offered to Dunizel, in a courtly way, an
anet hyst die, which Azhrarn refused on her behalf. And after that, the die, one of a pair of dice,
maybe, had been found by an i nsane sect who worshi ped stones. And then the die—acclained as a
radi ant stone—was put into a | eather bag about an old nman's neck, and venerated as a god. But
presently again, when Dunizel had been brought out before the angry people as the harlot of

denmons, and they debated on how to execute her, and if they dared, Chuz had tried to retrieve the
anet hyst. A scuffle ensued. Dice, pebbles, and other objects dashed fromthe robe of Chuz. A shout
went up that stones were being thrown at the accursed wonan, and so other stones were thrown, with
| ethal intent. Under Azhrarn's protections, nothing harmed her until, along with all the debris,
sonmeone chanced to pick up and cast at her one of the drops of Azhrarn's bl ood. And that being the
only itemwhich could pierce his safeguards on her, it killed her outright.

Finally, when the chil d-Azhriaz—was alone in the fane, Chuz appeared again and proffered her

i nfant that she was, the anmethyst, the very clue, it seemed, to her nother's nurder. And Azhriaz
did not accept the jewel. Not until Azhrarn had had his revenge on Chuz, not till she was a woman
and al one, did Dunizel's daughter take the anethyst fromthat lotus in the swanps by the river
delta. And then ever after she wore it in alittle cage of silver at her throat.

She had begun to guess, or knew all of it. Chuz told her freshly, and for the first, in the silent
i nconpr ehensi bl e speech, or by a glance, or by nothing save his agreement that she |learn

Per haps he had cared for Dunizel, or for Azhrarn. Perhaps he had been proud, and not |iked mankind
to get
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power over a fellow prince. O it had been just the nmadman's pernickety wi sh for tidiness. Chuz,
finding them kept safe the drops of blood. He stored theminside the die of anethyst. It was an
eccentric jest, then, to offer Azhrarn's own property to Azhrarn, through Azhrarn's lover, and to
be refused, spurned, put off. Then, as the storm gathered over Bhel sheved, Chuz, nadly forcing the
i ssue, bringing down the roof on Azhrarn's schenmes, even m strusting hinself (well advised), gave
the fateful jewel away. He gave it to the stone-worshiping nadnen, his subjects. And the old man
stowed the anethyst in a | eather bag, from which he never would have allowed it to be taken for
any base use. But, oh, Fate—f not Kheshnet, his essence, the happenstance from whi ch Kheshnmet had
evolved. Prior to the jewel, the old phil osopher had kept in his |eather bag an amul et of gold.
CGold, that was inimcal to the denmons, and to denobn tissue.

The echo, the ghost of the gold, in such naked proximty, worked upon the drops of Vazdru bl ood.
They began to nove inside the die, to seek an exit. And Chuz, sensing that, in turn tried to
regai n the anethyst, and was unable. By the nmonment the die was scattered with other objects in the
fray, a single denoniac drop had broken free fromits prison. A naneless hand seized it, and flung
it for a pebble. It did the very thing Chuz had not neant it to. And Duni zel, though not the soul
of Dunizel, perished.

Two drops of blood renmined inside the die. They had stayed there, and were there to this m nute,
protected by silver, about the neck of Azhrarn's daughter

"By which you confirm" said Atnmeh now, "that they are also the means to ny death. As with ny

nmot her. That power | aboring against itself, diamond cutting dianond. If | absorb that immorta

energy changed to black stone, it will wear away nmy imortality. | will live long, and grow ol d at
length, and finish. And thus |I shall be free.”
"But as you al so know," said Chuz, "I sealed the anethyst. Only nmy will can give those drops of

death to you."

"Or," she said, "the nere action of gold."

And she raised the collar of electrumwith the lotus set init. Under that, in the hollow of her
throat, lay a gol den
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acorn on a chain of gold. The gold had silvered; she had worn it sonme while.

"The die is here, within the gold. | believe it has already conpleted its task. But | was al ways

hal f nortal. It was necessary to nme, to learn fromyou and fromno one and nothing el se, that you
did not kill my mother."

"Throw t he bauble away," said Chuz. "Perhaps | lied."

"Azhrarn warred with you for a deed of which you were blaneless. | too nust be given ny right to

savage foolishness, the glory of self-denial."

And Atneh tapped the acorn. It cracked in bits. Into her pal msprinkled brilliant |avender dust,
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all that was left of the die, ground between the struggle of the gold and two drops of ichor
These | ast appeared too in Atnmeh's palm black and boiling, sudden as neteors. Her hand flew to
her lips. She took those drops of death within her nouth, on her tongue. She swall owed t hem
Chuz sprang to his feet. Like a young nan whose wife or sister has abruptly eaten poison

Al'l around, the birds had stopped singing. The flowers wilted. A shadow nasked the sun

"It is done," said Atneh, looking up at him She said it quietly, with conpassion. "Now | shal
live."

Pri nce Madness stood staring at her.

"You are Dunizel," he said. "She betrayed himw th death. Now you do it to ne."
"Did you not say to ne, once, there is all tine for us to neet again? And there is this life yet.
Wth me, it has not been a piercing weapon cast—t will be mld, and slow | shall live a few days

| onger, some hundreds of years."

"You will be a hag," said Chuz. Hi s face was pale and serious. "You will die. You will cone back
to the earth in disguise, beautiless, ugly, diseased, witless, a wonan or a man. Unrecogni zabl e.
This you wanted? To see ny shoul der turned to you? To see the foul side of me, and that hand which
sends men shrieking to the mnd's brink?"

"Chuz," she said,"are you not the synbol of everything —the fair and the vile, together? And you,
the dealer in lunacy, a pitying father, a rescuer, the kind physician who binds the bruises of
life. The spirit of poets, and prophets, the lord of frenzies, religions, nusic, nmagic,
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|l ove, and wine. You are the master of the key to the inner nystery. You are the breaker of chains.
| amyour subject, ny lord, as | amyour lover. Always. And you will know ne, till the last star

bl oons and fades. You will know nme beyond the ending of the earth."”

Then Chuz kneel ed once nore beside her. Like two humans, they clung together, and the cloud Ieft
the sun and showed themthere. The flowers lifted their heads. The birds exchanged their singing
gossi p. Wiat was the world but passing things? Wiat is it now?

"What will you do, Atneh, as a wonan?"

"What | have learned to do. But | shall love you al ways."

"Love is everywhere," said Chuz gently, stroking her hair, "and the death of love. And tine, which
is built of the histories of death and |Iove. Death and tine | had al ways conceded, and

acknow edged. And now | see plainly what Iove is. Not in you, pretty, nortal child. But in my arns
that confort you for wounding me, in ny hands which soothe you for it, in nmy words which say to
you, in despite of me, Do whatever you nmust. This lesson | will not renenber. Nor shall | ever
forget."

And Chuz | owered his eyes, his natchless eyes. He, magnificent, a Lord of Darkness, held in his
arms now a nortal woman. As Azhrarn had di scovered, that was |like clasping the tides of the sea,
the wi nds of heaven. How nmassively the mountains stand, while low to the ground the sand bl ows.

The sand bl ows on and on. And then there are no nountains, none at all, the sand has ki ssed and
whi spered them away. And still, the sand bl ows on
EPI LOGUE Thr ee Handsone Sons

MANY THOUSANDS had cone to consult the seer-ess, over the years. She was kind, and partial, but
nost significant, she was clever. She sat inside a shrine of sky-blue marble, far back in the
throat of it, where the vapors rose out of the nountain. Perhaps these vapors were conducive to
prophecy. Huge serpents dwelled, or had conme to dwell, in the nountain, and these were the
attendants of the seeress, snooth pythons and patterned anacondas. They did no harm except
sonetimes to scare the unwary. It seened the seeress-priestess had an affinity with snakes.

How ol d she was, the woman. Sone said two centuries, or three. Ohers said she was a young girl of
exceptional acunen, who had given herself the appearance of age in order not to tenpt or anger
gods and nen. Certainly she had been in that place a very great time, for grandfathers and
grandnot hers renenbered that their own grandsires had related how their grandsires spoke of her
She had previously traveled the world, to its four corners. To its deeps, its elevations. Even
under the sea, they said, she had gone. And it seened she had narried, or been |oved, also, but
this was nornmally only nurnured of: She was beyond weddi ngs and couchi ngs now. Now she was here, a
bl own grain of sand cone to rest.

A city ripened in the valley under the mountain. A tenple blossonmed fromthe nountain's side. Wen
strangers stayed there, they asked, "To which of the gods is this fine tenple dedicated?" But the
tenpl e was not dedicated to the gods. It was dedicated to nan. And man was
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wor shiped there. In all his stages—as a seed within a wonb, as a baby, and as an infant. As a
femal e and a nmale child next, then as youth and mai den, worman and man, father and nother, stoop-
back and crone. And in the inner cloisters mankind was shown in beauty, or ugliness, as prince and
beggar, as the leper and the strong, being crippled or upright. One found icons of the artisan and
the warrior, the scholar and the slave, the king, the priest, the sage. And, cut from polished
stone, effigies of the enraged and drunken, the nad, the stupid, the sly, the genius, the artist,
the nurderer, the savior, the innocent. Al these, and nore. And chiseled in the pillars here and
there, or in the marble of the floor, these words:

REMEMBER THI S: ALL THESE YOU MAY HAVE BEEN,

OR MAY BE. REMEMBER THI'S: | N EACH AND ALL

THERE BURNS THE FLAME.

They sai d she had made the tenple, or inspired it, the ancient seeress of the snakes.

O perhaps she had only chanced upon the tenple, and been pronpted to remnain

O some said she dreaned it, and her dreamlaid the foundation, but she was then a child in a

di stant | and.

What ever the truth, it was to the old woman they went, the pilgrins, for consolation, after they
had worshi ped their own inmage in the halls bel ow.

The sun had set; there was nothing newin that.

The stars canme out and crowned the nmountain. Nothing new in that, either.

The nmoon sailed up in the east. This had happened before.

Down in the valley, where the poplars grew along the road | eading to and fromthe city, there cane
a tapping sound. Tap-tap, tap-tap. The cattle had been driven hone. The travelers had found their
| odgi ngs. The troupes of players, the journeynen—all these had nade their canps in the grassy
meadows, under trees. And the native citizens were indoors. Tap-tap. Even the brigands did not
Three Handsome Sons
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lie in wait upon that thoroughfare, out of respect for the tenple in which they too, and their
hungers, were represented. Tap tap-tap. Wio could it be, nmaking along the nighttine road, where
the noon cast the shadows of the poplars down in stripes? Along the road, toward the tenple,
steady and intent. Tap

After dark, the tenple too was dark; only a lanp hung here and there. But one | anp was on the

out er porch above the gate, and a young priest would sit there, to watch through the night, to

| ook at the stars, to think, and in case soneone m ght have sonme need or trouble.

He saw then, the young man before the Tenple of Man, a hunched inky figure, formess as a bl ot
upon the air, inching up onto the slope of the nmountain like a black snail. And it | eaned upon a
staff and it tapped with the staff. And for sone reason, the hair shivered on the priest's scalp
He stood and watched the tapping snail crawing up the slope, around the turns and curves of the
mountain, all the while getting nearer. The priest shuddered and was amazed. He said to hinself,
There have been night visitors before. True, it is not quite canny. But there is nothing bad in
it, surely. Besides, | never saw one of them and now | shall. And besides again, whatever it is,
I am human and will live forever. Even if a dragon cones and tears nme in pieces, the fire of ny
life it cannot quench. Let me be easy therefore, and brave.

Finally the black being had tapped all the way to the tenple gate.

There it raised its head, and the | anplight showed a seaned face, and |izard-1idded eyes. An old,
old man, nearly old as the seeress, mybe.

"Good evening, sir," said the young priest, mastering hinmself with difficulty, for to the sense of
fear had now been added a curious awe. But the old nman nodded, and | eaned on his staff. From under
his hood strayed charcoal |ocks. One gnarled hand gripped the staff's neck, but the fingers of the
ot her tapped on, upon the staff's head, which was in the shape of black dog, long in the nuzzle,
pointed in the ears, with two black jewels for eyes. Just so were the eyes of the ancient, also,
when he widened themat the priest, black and brilliant. In |like manner, the eyes
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of the seeress had stayed bright in her ravaged face. For sure, this is another of her kindred,

t hought the priest. And he trenbl ed.

"I aminforned," said the old man, "there is a prophetess here. Atneh, she is naned."

Then the priest sighed. The voice of the old nman was so beautiful, so full of nusic and power, yet
so full of darkness, too. The very sound of it swept through the young man, |ike water through a
channel, like a drug through the veins.
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"Just so," stammered the priest, "you will be welcone to go in, doubtless. As are the rest of her

famly."

"Her fam|ly?" said the old man. "Wo night they

be?"

"Wel |, she is aged, aged as trees and hills, sir. But it would seem late in |life—er through sone

magi cal neans—she bore three sons, and by three different fathers—three kings, they say. But |
have never seen them= And the priest grew silent, faintly ashanmed to have di scl osed so nuch, and
to one who presumably knew it al ready.

But the old nman pondered. He said, "You nust tell ne

nmore of this." And it seenmed to the young priest that very definitely,

he had no choice in the matter.

So, he told the story, as he had often heard it, fromthose who had wi tnessed the priestess's
three night callers. They did not, it appeared, ever arrive together. Nor were they at all alike
Except that each was handsone, and each was rich—what could it be but that, in her extensive
life, Atnmeh had conceived and borne then? And that their fathers were kings, who could doubt it
fromtheir wealth and their demeanor? Apparently they thought it best to travel incognito here,
and steal up the nmountain alone, to pay their respects to their nother.

One wore clothes the color of a sunset, orange and gold, and his skin was brown as a nut. He was
the nost dutiful son, and had stopped by the nbst often. Sonetimes even he was early, and several
pilgrims had beheld himin the westering light, sitting on a rock at the wayside. And these
declared he was then dressed as a beggar, the further to

mask his regal person. The second son was |ess dutiful and had not been seen so frequently. He was
bl ond of hair and conpl exi on, wore nagenta and di anonds, and his beauty upset the evening birds,
who woul d begin to bleat |ike sheep. (And there were other things when he was about—doors opening
in unexpected directions, mlk fermenting to alcohol, the hair of girls plaiting itself.) An odd
one, the second son. The third son, he wore pure white rainment, and patently he had been fathered
by a lord of the black races. In the beginning he had never once called on his nother, being the

| east dutiful of the three. Yet, in recent nonths, he was noted often. "He is trying to make it up

to her," they said.

The old man in black, when he had heard this recital, gave a |augh. It was nel odi ous, but not good
to hear, sonehow. "And |," he then said. "Wat do you suppose | anf? The |ady's father, perhaps?"
"No, honored sir," said the priest, "since you are not old enough."

"Neverthel ess,” said the old man, "I will go in."

"Neverthel ess,” said the priest, "I amnot inclined to prevent you."

At that, the old nan drew close to the young one, and putting out his elderly claw, he touched the
priest upon the breast, once. This touch was gentle as a kiss, yet fromit such a rush of ecstasy
ran through his body that the priest fell to the earth. And reaching sightlessly, he caught the
hem of the black mantle to his lips. "Ch suprene naster, you are surely a god, a |loving god, you
warmme |like wine, like love itself. The sun by night—you are that > un— But there seenmed under
his mouth arid fingers only a fierce beating |ike col ossal w ngs-Com ng back to hinself, the
priest gazed around him

No one was by. The gate was shut. The |lanp burned placidly, and all the notionless stars.

"Did I dreamit?"

The night wind, browsing in the grasses, answered Yes.

"Yes," agreed the young man. "A dream"

The priestess-seeress was sitting within the shrine. By day, it was the color of the sky, but by
night pale, like a

414
DELIRIUM S M STRESS
smoky noon. Inside the shrine, the vapors floated and the pillars stood still, both substances

with a liquid glimrering on them Between, on a | edge, was Atneh.

Her robe was blue and fresh in the light of the little dishes of oil which burned there. Yet she
was bent nearly double, she had shrunk and w thered, her skin to parchnent, her hair to gauze.
Only her eyes blazed on, as if the flame of life itself directly kindled them They were keen, her
eyes. A snake, which if it had stood up on its tail would have knocked the high roof with its
skull, lay about Atnmeh like a coil of costly rope, its head quiescent on her |lap. Atneh said now
to the snake, "See, beloved. Here is one you nust bow down to. O he may change you into a cat."
The snake obediently | ooked, then, where Atneh | ooked—nto the shadows—and lifting itself, the
snake let itself down again to the floor in a fluid obei sance. That done, it swam away across the
shrine, and twined itself about a pillar, seeming to sleep, open-eyed in the fashion of its race
A man wal ked fromthe shadows then. He was marvel - ously handsone, with hair that shone |ike bl ue-
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black fire, and clothed in all the magnificence of night. If any fromthe tenple, or the city, any
pilgrims or passersby had seen him they would have excl ai med: "Wy, we had supposed the seeress
had t hree handsone sons, but here is a fourth!”

But there again, the faces of the three sons fornerly noted had had a sinmlarity of expression
They were enigmatic, perhaps, but benign. Wat expression did this fourth prince convey, so pale,
so black of hair, in his mantle of black that seemed to hold the |ight of a thousand bl ack-bl ue
I'i ghtni ngs? Expressionless, this one, yet surely not benign

"Lord of lords," said Atnmeh, firmy, softly, "pardon me if |I do not, as the serpent did, render
you the correct homage. But it is a nortal failing, this stiffness. My spirit bows down to you,
even if nmy frame may not. WIIl that do?"

"Mortal ," he said. "There you are."

At mreh replied, "And here also are you, ny father."

Azhrarn's face assumed an expression then. It was one

Three Handsone Sons
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of blasting contenpt, or repugnance. But, after a pause, he spoke to her again.

"The Drin," he said, "take pride in their ugliness, for beside the unsurpassable gl anour of the
Vazdru and the Eshva, what is there left for thembut to be hideous—a paltry coneliness woul d not
suffice. The Drin, neverthel ess, convey their rejected beauties by what they nake, and everything
they make, fromthe npst conplex artifact to a tiny pin, everything is exquisite. Yet when a Drin
makes anything that fails to please him which—+o his mnd—s inperfect, he destroys it instantly.
It is a habit indeed with all denpnkind to eradicate a fault. And you," said Azhrarn, the Prince
of Denons, "you, who were nade by ne, from sabl e shade and cl ear nocturnal light, you, carried in
the flaw ess vessel of Dunizel + regard you now. To this abjection you have brought yourself. Wat
should | do, confronted by that fact?"

"My death is near," said Atneh. "You need only wait."

"Yes, he will have told you so, that third 'son' of yours, Unhlume. He is readying a tender stony
cup for you. But the end I mght present you with would bnng \ou pain, | think."

"If that is your wish," said Atneh, "to cause me to die in agony, then do it. I will not struggle
or deny you."

Azhrarn's face altered. It was not friendlier, only different.

He said, "Wth such words, your nother cane to ne, at the first."

"She | oved you fromthe first."

"Love," he said. "Wiy pretend you have invented it?"

"Was | not," she said, "a denpn, once? And did not the denpns invent |ove?"

"Not the |ove you nean."

"Are not all |oves secretly the sane? A hundred flowers sprung froma single root. The body's |ove
will teach the spirit howto | ove. The spasm of the body's carnal pleasure, forgetting all things
but ecstasy itself, teaches the body to remenber the ecstasy of the soul, forgetting all but
itself, the nmonments of oneness, and freedom The |love a man feels only for one other in all the
world will teach him at length, love of all others, of all the world. A cry of
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j oy, whatever its cause, is the one true nenory of those wonders the flesh has banished. A cry of
love is always a cry of |ove."

Then Azhrarn's face truly and utterly altered. He | ooked at her, and though he was the dark

i ncarnate, yet darkness fell away fromhim

"Little girl,"” he said, "I would have killed you seven tinmes over, each death a death nore vile.
Humanity is my plaything no Ionger, only a toy for those that are m ne under the earth. But you,
you are her child. You are hers. You are Dunizel. Not mine. Never mne. Though | nmade you to be ny
curse upon the world. Though | made you to be nyself. You are Dunizel, that |I |oved, Dunizel who
was the nmoon and sun together. Your nother's daughter. | could no nmore hurt you than | woul d tear
the stars fromthe sky."

Then Atnmeh got to her feet, old and bowed and withered in her robe of sunny blue, and she went
down to him across the floor, peculiarly graceful, as a crunpled dying | eaf has grace. Wen she
stood by him Azhrarn kneel ed before her on the ground. He bowed his head, and she set her hands
upon it, upon that nidnight ocean of hair, that case of ivory bone beneath that held the firmanent
of his brain.

"Dear Father," said the crone, "do not weep." He said,"That is the bane on ne. | cannot." "Each
word you have spoken,"” she said, "was a tear." She was so bowed and shrunken that even as he
knelt, his head night |ie upon her sunken breast. He laid it there, and so she held him the aged
nmot her with her fourth handsone son, and she sang to himthen, as the Vazdru sang—for sone
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nysteries had never been lost to her. The substance of her song they do not tell. Wo does not
know?
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