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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Introduction


Demon Moon was invented for my own entertainment on long plane flights and long bus rides and long nights in strange hotels on a tour of China. The Dragon Mountains are the Himalayas, which we crossed on a cloudless winter day on a non-stop flight from Karachi to Beijing, and again in full moonlight on our return. I found the demons on the walls of a sandstone canyon near Beijing, carved there by Buddhist monks eight hundred years ago. A good deal of the beginning comes from my own earliest recollections, when the Mexican Revolution exiled us from my first home in a little grass-roofed rock house on a cattle ranch high in the Sierra Madre of Sonora, to a small farm in West Texas. The unicorns owe something to horses I used to know.
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Prologue: The Wyvern Queen


“Save my husband!”


Kneeling barefoot at the earthen altar in the garden shrine on the great hall’s roof, she whispered her prayer to the Three.


“Save him from the devil-god Xath. Save him from the werewolves and wyvern and the dragons that rule them. Save him and all our world from the demons and the evil moon where they dwell.”


Cupping her hands into the silver font to dip water for the hallowed soil, she bowed lower to kiss the grains of golden corn, the apple, and the rose: the sacred symbols of the Three. The sweetness of the bloom gave her courage to pull her boots on and walk out into the garden.


It was her own private place, sacred to her memories of Rendahl since they stood here for the wedding ceremony. She loved the luminous blooms, the feather-leafed ferns, the falling vines that draped the gravel oaths. It always restored her faith in the Mystic Three.


Surely they would hear her prayers.


It was nine days now since the raiding werewolves and the wyvern queen had called Rendahl away.


“Must you?” She had come with him to the flight stage that topped the castle’s tallest tower. “Must you fly in this dreadful weather?”


Waiting for his answer, she snuggled close against him to escape the chill dawn wind. An angular, rangy man, he had the fair hair of the Vars. Weather had bleached his neat short beard to the color of bronze. He was already in flight leathers, and she caught the peppery unicorn scent. Silent for a moment, he shook his head and stood frowning at the cloud-banked north horizon.


“Joy Bird, you know I must.” He liked to call her that, though her name was Eyna. “It’s the bad winter itself that drives the creatures down out of their mountains to ravage the riding. I dreamed last night about the queen.”


She shivered now, even here in the sheltered garden, remembering the moment.


“She came diving at me out of a storm.” His voice was hushed, the dread of the dream still upon him. “A fearful thing, her black wings wide as the sky. Long black talons snatching at me, great fangs dripping blood.


“And I thought there was a man—”


He stopped to look down at her face, yet his blue Var eyes seemed blind to her, as if all they could see was that haunting nightmare.


“A serpent man,” he whispered. “A black-robed priest of Xath, his bare head shaven and dyed the color of blood. I thought he was riding the wyvern, waving his black snake staff and yelling commands to a great pack of wolves hunting me over the snow.”


He had felt her shudder.


“I’m sorry, Joy.” He shrugged and gave her a suntanned grin. “The dream came out of the bad news we’ve had from the North and the rumors of a man with the wolves, but it was just a dream. Who believes in dreams?”


Mystics did, and she was more than half a Mystic. Rendahl was a Realist, a laughing skeptic of magic, but her father had been a professor of Mystic philosophy. She lived torn between the two beliefs, but dread felt like ice inside her as they stood waiting on the stage for the trainer to bring Zeldar, his great bay stallion.


“It hurts to leave you.” His strong arms caught her closer. “More than ever now. But you know who I am and where my duty lies.”


He was Rendahl ir Var, the lord of Wolver Riding and heir to all the noble generations of warrior Vars who had reconquered the riding from the wyvern and the werewolves and kept them hunted out of it for so many centuries.


“I know,” she whispered. “You warned me before we ever married and conceived our son. The holy Three—” She had to catch her breath. “The Three be with you!”


Too soon, the trainer brought Zeldar.


In the garden now, she remembered the feel of his lips when he kissed her, the hot-scented wind from the unicorn’s wings, the thundering hooves on the flight deck, and then her tears dissolving everything as he turned in the saddle to wave.


City-bred, she had grown up in Targon, far off in the long-settled lowlands, and met Rendahl when he came there to school. Wolver Riding was a stern frontier, still alien to her. Dragonrock castle had depressed her at first, because it seemed so cruelly prisonlike. It was all gray granite, the huge roughhewn blocks as immense as if its builders had been actual giants. Now, however, she had learned to see those same towering walls with a mix of awe and love. They had Rendahl’s rugged strength. She needed that strength now, since the old midwife listened at her belly and promised her a son.


“Care for yourself.” Old Nanda had scolded her for flying. “Care for the baby! He’ll be the next Var.”


“I do care,” she answered. “But Vars ride unicorns.”


She had come out this morning ready to fly, in white kidskin and the white fur parka that covered her dark hair when she slipped it on. Falcon Child had been Rendahl’s first gift, and she had learned to sing the flight commands. The tawny-winged filly was spirited enough, already well trained and gentle in the air. Soaring on her had been pure delight. At least so long as he soared beside her.


She was turning to leave the garden when a far shout stopped her.


Or had it been a shout? At first she wasn’t sure. Craning to look up, she saw men running along the edge of the high flight stage. One was pointing into the narrow scrap of sky above the parapets. Dazzled at first, she squinted and found a dark fleck against the sky.


Zeldar? Bringing Rendahl home?


Knuckles against her teeth, she stood breathless, watching till the descending unicorn was gone beyond the battlements, still too high for her to recognize. Louder shouts echoed against the walls. Shivering to the memory of that evil dream, she rushed back into the donjon and down the corridor to the elevator.


The machine was new to the ancient castle, a gift from Rendahl when she told him she was pregnant. Parts for it had been shipped on the steam trains that came as far as Dorth; freight wagons had hauled it up the rugged scarp into the highlands; and engineers had come from Targon to install a turbine in the river for power.


All that was Realist science, and not entirely welcome here. Nanda still refused to enter it, puffing and groaning as she climbed the endless stairs, whispering that electricity was dangerous magic stolen from the devils of Xath. But Eyna felt thankful now for the speed of the little cage, lifting her fast to the stage. Rendahl had recruited all the unicorns and their trainers to support his expedition, and the crew house was empty.


She darted out of it, against a gust of cold north wind. A shock of disappointment stopped her. The incoming unicorn had landed. She saw it kneeling for its rider to slide down across the folded wing. It was not the bay Zeldar, but a shining black stallion. It looked exhausted, panting heavily and flecked with white foam, its bright-horned head sagging almost to the deck.


Not Rendahl, the rider was a brown, scrawny, tiny man, his flight leathers worn and soiled and splashed with something dark as drying blood. He limped away from the wing and turned to sing to the unicorn, voicing the notes with a melodious power that surprised her. The unicorn whickered gently, lurched back to its feet, and followed him to a water trough at the end of the stage.


She waited while he unsaddled it and watched it nuzzle his face, with a soft whinny for him, before it dipped its splendid head to the basket of suncorn. She ran to meet him when he turned toward the crew house.


“Lady—” He stopped as if astonished to recognize her. “You’re the Lady Rider?”


“I am,” she said. “Expecting my husband.”


“Sorry, Lady.” She remembered him when she heard his voice and saw the face beneath the blackened blood that had oozed from a raw gash across the side of his hairless head. “I’m Scorth, the rider’s trainer. I wish I brought better news.”


“Is something—” A sudden lump ached in her throat. “Is something wrong?”


“Nothing good. Nothing good.”


“Has something happened to him?”


“I had to leave him, Lady, if you’ll forgive me.” He was staring past her toward the crew house, and she saw him swaying on his feet. “In a bad spot, Lady, far out beyond the wyvern border.”


She followed him back to the crew house and made him let her clean his wound. It was shallow, but she put a bandage on it.


“A sad story, Lady.” Able at last to tell it, he sat on the side of a bunk and sipped a bowl of yara tea from the urn steaming on the heater. “And none of it the Lord Rider’s fault. I beg you not to blame him. Or me for the news I bring.”


“Is he—” she whispered. “Is he—”


Her voice was gone.


“Alive, Lady, by the grace of the sacred Three. Alive when I left him, but—” He shook his head and flinched as if it hurt. “What can I say?”


“Tell me!” she begged him. “I want to know—everything!”


“If you’ll forgive my rude way of talk.” Hairless as his scalp, his face was round and smooth, almost a child’s. His eyes were an odd yellow color, and they blinked at her owlishly. “I speak more to unicorns than men.”


“Just tell me where my husband is.”


“Far west, Lady …” He paused to sip his tea. “In the high cold heart of the Dragon Mountains, where we followed the invaders. A dreadful wilderness of wolves and wyvern and ice that never thaws.”


“What took him there?”


“Pursuit.” Deliberately he chose his words. “Pursuit of that fearful werewolf pack. They’d come down across the west border, in flight from this ugly winter. Hundreds of wolves, the wyvern queen with them. Commanding them, I think. You’ve heard of the wyvern?”


“My husband spoke of the queen.” She felt sick. “A flying monster.”


“Enormous!” He spread his arms to show the creature’s size. “With two of her half-grown wycks and her legion of wolves. Armed as they never were, because a human renegade was with them. A red-skulled priest of Xath; we saw him riding one of the wycks.”


She shivered, remembering Rendahl’s dream.


“They had weapons they never did before. They’ve always grown more cunning, with what they learn from the wolves who had been men, though nobody knows how much of the man lasts through the change. Now the Lord Rider thinks the serpent priests have been arming and instructing them. These had spears and powerful bows and a kind of clumsy catapult. One of their missiles hit me.”


He touched the bandage gingerly.


“Somebody has taught them fire. They set grass fires to drive cattle into their traps. Shot fire arrows into straw roofs to burn helpless settlers out of their homes. And ate them in the snow.”


“Dreadful!” she breathed. “But about my husband?”


“A warrior, Lady.” His blood-streaked baby face tried to smile. “A noble warrior! Never doubt it.”


“So what happened?”


“We flew against them.” He gestured north and west. “Half a dozen of us on unicorns. We crossed fire-black deserts that had been farms and ranches. Found gnawed bones scattered over the ice. Overtook the wyvern and their wolves near Battle Bluff, the outpost town they had surrounded. We fought them there.”


“My husband?” She had to prompt him. “He fought the wyvern?”


“And the werewolves, Lady. Fought them with the courage born in the Vars. He carried a rifle, a heavy three-shot weapon he brought from the lowlands. You must understand that the unicorns themselves are peaceful. They don’t like killing or even the noise of guns. The rest of them carried only supplies for the men on the ground, but the great Zeldar had learned your noble husband’s daring.


“He let the rider use the rifle and lead our little force to relieve the town. The wyvern queen and her wycks came to meet us, screeching in the wind. Monsters, Lady! Even the half-grown wycks looked larger than our unicorns. One of them dived to meet the rider, black talons spread and red jaws wide, bellowing to frighten us.


“I was with him, Lady, on his spare mount, Sharabok, Zeldar’s fine black son. I remember the wyck’s great eyes, arrow-shaped and green. Though unicorns fear the wyvern with good cause, because the wyvern kill so many of their foals, Zeldar never wavered.


“Well ahead of me, the Lord Rider fired. A great shot, Lady! He hit the wyck. Its right wing crumpled. It fell into the snow. The other dropped to help it. Their mother turned away and climbed to circle over us. The wolves ran, Lady, like the sneaking beasts they are.


“When the landing strip beside the town was clear, the others landed to unload the supplies they had carried. But not the rider, Lady. He circled above the wycks. The injured one tried to fly again and fell. The other left it dead and climbed to join the queen. They left the panicked wolves and flew together back into their forbidden wilderness.


“We pursued them.”


He shook his head very slightly, as if the movement hurt, and waited again for her to refill his bowl with the steaming tea.


“I begged him, Lady! Begged him to turn back. If the winter blizzards in the high country had been too savage for the wyvern and the wolves, I though they would be too savage for us. Even in the summers, the fools that followed the wyvern too far had never come back from those high summits where the dragons den. I begged till I felt ashamed, but the Lord Rider heard nothing I said.


“I followed him, but not from courage of my own. Sharabok was following his noble father. The black queen flew fast, shrieking at her wyck when it lagged, but we kept them in sight. Through the grace of the all-forgiving Three no blizzards caught us, but the cold was cruel. Even in winter leathers, I grew numb to the bone.


“Beyond the border, the wyvern took us high. Too high for our unicorns; they had to labor hard. The sun had no warmth there above the timber line, and the whole world was blinding white. All we saw was needle peaks and dreadful black-walled canyons and glaciers in the canyons under us. Unicorns warm themselves when they fly, but I felt frozen to the saddle.


“Zeldar was stronger than Sharabok, able to climb higher in that thin and bitter air. Close upon the wyvern, he carried your noble husband across a great glacier and far into the heart of the Dragons. Though Sharabok had given all he had, we fell behind—too far behind to see much of what happened. The wyvern had dived behind a peak and out of my sight. The great Zeldar was climbing bravely to clear the crest when something struck him.


“Nothing I saw, Lady.” He shrugged in apology. “Don’t ask me what it was. But Zeldar was somehow stricken. His wings seemed to fail. He dropped in the air, fought to recover, and glided back to meet us before he finally fell. Down on the glacier, his wings spread and flapped and stopped. Sharabok believes he died. I’m afraid he did; unicorns have a special sense for each other.”


Scorth shook his naked head, and she saw tears on his sun-browned baby cheeks.


“My husband?” she whispered. “Where is he?”


“I tried to save him. Believe me, Lady!” His eyes had narrowed, and she wondered. “He is alive, or was. I swear it, Lady. I saw him walk away from Zeldar’s body, and I tried to sing Sharabok toward him. But we’d climbed too high for him, and he was far too spent to carry double.


“He tried to sing of something else that hurt him, but it was something he had never known. He had no language for it. He was shattered, Lady. Broken! Unicorns love each other, and he had loved Zeldar. Your husband looked unhurt when we saw him walk, but we had no way to help him. He knew it, Lady. He waved us to leave him.”


“And you left him?”


“We had to, Lady. A deed that rankles in me, and I’m ashamed.” He made a helpless shrug, yellow eyes blinking. “Ashamed to say we left him there on the ice with his dead unicorn. But at least we left him alive. Alive and well enough when I looked back. And he still had his gun. Perhaps—”


The catch of his breath was almost a sob.


“Perhaps the blessed Three will intervene to save him. He’s a nobleman, Lady. Strong enough, and the bravest man I ever knew. He’s in a desperate spot, down on the ice in the wyvern wilderness, among the peaks where dragons are said to den. But I saw no wolves around him, nor wyvern still in the sky. I’ll pray for him, Lady. Pray that the merciful Three may let him escape.”


“Why?” Her white lips were quivering. “Why did he go so far?”


“Because of what he is.” Pride lit his dark-streaked face. “He’s the Var, never forget. Rendahl in Var, heir to twenty noble generations. One Nuradoon ir Var took these highlands back from the wyvern and the wolves, and his heirs have held them well. Vars have died, but never yielded. Dragonrock has never fallen.”


“I know,” she whispered. “I love Rendahl for what he is.”


“I grieve for him, Lady. I grieve for you.” In the red-streaked baby face, his yellow eyes blinked with a solemn concern. “In the face of evil, we must trust the holy Three. They saved Sharabok and saved me. Brought us back off the ice alive, and down across all those bare peaks and endless fields of snow, which is itself an amazing miracle. We stopped first in a lower valley, at a warm spring where he could drink and I could bathe to thaw myself, and landed again to let him graze a suncorn field the invaders had not burned. The Three flew with us, and here we are.”


She stared at him silently, eyes still dry in her tight white face.


“Forgive me, Lady, but the thing is done beyond undoing.” He shrugged, blood-grimed hands spread wide. “It’s true we had to leave him on the glacier where he fell, high in the wyvern wilderness, but the choice was his own. A cruel fate for him, but the good Three allowed it. We are not to judge them, Lady. They don’t reveal their reasons.”




1


The Red Moon


The red moon, unforecast by Realist science and unwelcome even to the archimage in holy Quar, though it had been foretold in The Esoterica of Xath, had been so long delayed that its terrors were almost forgotten. With no data on its orbit still surviving, astronomers at the Realist Institute had come to suspect that it was only one more myth of the mages.


It did return. Its legions of evil demons descended again, as they had every thousand years, to end an age of progress and plunge the world once more into nightmare. This book is the story of two men and a woman, all about the same age, whose lives shaped the cruel history of their coming.


The woman was a miner’s daughter born in far North Riding, near the wyvern border. A bold and hardy spirit who renamed herself Lyrane lo Lyrane because she liked the sound, she loved the hunters who rode to kill the raiding werewolves, loved their unicorns, and almost loved the wolves. She made the best of the unlikely accident that brought her as a most unwelcome guest into the sacred city of Quar, where no woman had ever been allowed, and made herself the speaker to demons, the actual voice of Xath.


One man was the primarch’s son, born in secret to a lady of the court whose name was never known. Out of his favor by then and fearing the wrath of more recent consorts, she concealed her pregnancy, slipped out of Targon on the pretext of a pilgrimage to Demon’s Island, and waited her time in a squalid village hut.


When the midwife had washed the baby and brought him back to her bed, she took a single glance in the flicker of a guttering candle, called him a hideous little monster, and declared she never wanted to see him again. The boy was orphaned to the Church. Brought up by hard-minded mages in their hard schools and taught the dark mysteries of Xath, he named himself for a demon and almost became a demon in his eagerness to welcome the kindred he recognized in the invaders from the scarlet moon.


If the demons found an ally in this man, or at least a useful tool, the other man became their ultimate foe. A more welcome child, he was the son and rightful heir to Rendahl ir Var, born in Dragonrock castle and christened Zorn ir Var as soon as his mother could leave her bed to carry him down to her garden shrine.


That moment of rejoicing was soon eclipsed by bleak misfortune. Zorn was not yet a month old when his uncle Thorg returned from Targon with the primarch’s degree that deposed his father and exiled the family from Dragonrock to a rocky farm on remote Little River, far beyond the Wind River desert and the trackless Wolf Gap wilderness.


He grew to manhood there. His mother had been a student of ceramic art before his father carried her to Dragonrock. To keep the little family alive, she toiled at her wheel through the years of exile, peddling her plates and pots and pitchers in the nearby village.


Zorn had hoped for no more than to learn her craft of pottery, at least well enough to sell enough of his work to pay for care. The coming of the demons caught him untrained for conflict and unprepared for the terrors they brought, but he endured the disaster and played his own small part against them. His own account of that dreadful time is the most complete that has survived.




2


Wolf Bite


When we were exiled, I was still a baby. I recall nothing of Dragonrock or Wolver Riding. My childhood world was the tiny prison farm on the rocky bank of Little River, which flows down from the high wilderness where dragons and wyvern ruled and werewolves roamed. My parents seldom spoke of any other past.


Their memories must have been painful, and I suppose they didn’t want me feeling sorry for myself. My father never explained all the rules of his exile, but except for the tantalizing flights during which he was allowed to touch down nowhere else, he was forbidden to leave the farm.


He worked his little field of suncorn to feed our flying unicorn, Sharabok, dug clay and coal for my mother, and never spoke of the scar on his arm. A ragged blue ridge, it ran from his elbow halfway to his wrist. I used to wonder about it, but I never dared ask.


I spent most of my time with my mother, helping in the house and watching her work in the pottery. She, not so silent as he was, sometimes talked of the childhood she seemed to recall with sadly wistful pleasure. Motherless herself, she had lived with her father, a professor at the Institute in Targon, a city so far from the farm that it seemed as unreal to me as the worlds I invented in my dreams.


One day in the pottery I found courage to ask her how my father had got the scar.


“A wolf bite.” She stopped the wheel with a look on her face that made me sorry for the question. “A werewolf bite.”


All I could do was stand there wondering and afraid, shuffling my feet on the bare clay floor. She bent again to the lump of clay on the wheel, but straightened again in a moment with a troubled look in her eyes.


“You know about the werewolves?”


I shook my head; the little I knew terrified me.


“They live in the high wilderness west,” she said. “Ugly brutes as large as men. Sometimes in the winter they come down to raid the riding. Once it was your father’s duty to keep them driven back. A dangerous duty. One of them bit him.”


Absently she was kneading the clay.


“It was a terrible thing, because the bite of a bitch wolf can change a man. If she is in heat—if she wants a mate—the bite can transform the man into the mate she needs. At first I was terribly afraid your father would be changed.


“He wasn’t.” With a grim little smile, she shrugged and leaned back to the wheel. “If he had been, we wouldn’t be here.”


Though I longed to know more, that was all she said. Perhaps she shouldn’t have told me anything. My father was a wild-bearded giant, nothing wolfish about him. Commonly quiet and sometimes moody, he was always kind and often jolly. Yet at night on my pallet in the corner of the kitchen I used to wake to dark imaginings that he might yet become a black and dreadful beast, hungry to kill us.


The first I knew about my birthplace came from a pencil drawing my father found in my mother’s sketchbook. Only half-finished, it showed towered walls standing on a high rock. He asked her to let him hang it over his desk in the corner of their bedroom. I asked her if the tower was real.


“Dragonrock,” she said. “The great castle in the riding.”


I was learning to help her in the house. She had been showing me how to make the bed, but she stopped to look at the sketch. I thought her eyes were sad. I asked her where the castle was.


“Over the mountains.” She gestured north and added, perhaps on impulse, “You were born there.”


“So why do we live here?”


Something pinched her face.


“The wolf bite,” she said. “And bad men.”


That was all she wanted to say, but I begged her to tell me more about the castle until she described it and finally made a better picture for me on my birthday, painted in blue on a white porcelain plate. I loved the picture: the dark rock itself jutting above the canyon of Dragon River; the massive walls that rimmed the summit; the great square donjon on the highest peak; the high stage where the unicorns rose and landed.


She helped me find it on the map: a black dot on Dragon River, which ran out of the Dragon Mountains down across the yellow emptiness of Wolver Riding to twist around three sides of the castle before it flowed off the scarp and on down by Dorth and Targon in the lowlands, at last through Delta Lake and out through the five mouths into the eastern sea.


I used to dream about Dragonrock, and I remember telling her once that I was going back there when I grew up. She let her wheel stop and sat for a moment staring at a half-shaped bowl before she drew a long breath and turned to frown at me.


“Better forget it.” Her voice was sharp at first, almost scolding, but she paused to warm it. “Too far away. Too many wolves in the mountains. Too many banshees howling in the desert and watching everything we do.”


“I’d have a unicorn,” I said. “I’d fly.”


“Nothing there for you.” She shook her head and spun the wheel again. “Not even if you reached it. The people at the castle wouldn’t let you stay.”


Yet I kept the dream alive. Playing alone on the riverbank, I built little mud copies of the castle she had pictured. I caught butterflies and let them fly like unicorns from the tiny stage. I invented my own adventure tales, always about fighting my way to Dragonrock and somehow claiming it to be my own.


I’d decided that if I had no money to buy a unicorn, I would capture a wild one and tame it. Or perhaps I would go on foot to climb the mountains and fight the werewolves and hide from the wyvern till I reached the castle. If the people there didn’t want me back, I would find out why, and change their minds.


I knew that dreams were only dreams. I never hoped even to see the castle, not until that wonderful day when my father carried me over it on Sharabok. Even then, he said nothing about that ugly blue scar. When I tried again to query my mother, she had always put me off. She had no time. The story was too long. I wouldn’t understand. Some things were best forgotten.


Growing up in puzzlement, I gathered hints and clues and bits of information until I knew that my father had been the Wolver Rider till his brother Thorg seized the castle and the riding and sent us into exile, but the bite and its ragged scar were still haunting mysteries until after I was grown.


When at last I heard the story, it came from Scorth, who had been my father’s unicorn trainer. We had camped one night in the dry bed of Wind River, where water no longer ran. We were sitting squatted together on the sand beside our dying fire, surrounded by grotesque masses of eroded sandstone.


The demon star had risen, already swollen to a disk and so bright that it turned midnight to a baleful crimson dusk, transforming those dead rocks into crouching monsters as ominous as the wyvern and the dragons themselves. An eerie howling echoed through them, as if they were awakening.


“Banshees!”


Scorth was hard to see in that dim red gloom, a tiny, wiry man, his oddly hairless face and scalp withered under the desert sun and browned to the color of old hopper leather. The rhythms of the unicorns echoed in his voice.


“Ugly, stinking things the banshees are, with poison spines and poison bites. They’re sly and quick and black, hard to see when they come out of their dens at night to look for the carrion they eat. Their wailing is said to warn you of death to come.”


The howling paused and came again, paused and came again, an unearthly sound that lifted the hair on the back of my neck. A single beast or a scattered pack? Sometimes so far off among the red-lit rocks around us that I thought it had ceased. Suddenly so loud, the creature or creatures might have been beside us.


“True enough, I heard the Lord Rider say, if you don’t ask the date.” Scorth shrugged and stirred the dead coals. “Their howling terrified your mother. He fretted more about the evidence that they’re sneaking spies for the wyvern and the wolves. Your noble mother dreaded something worse.


“I loved her.” Surprised that she had told me so little about the rescue, he seemed apologetic for her. “Rode with her and tried to save her from the consequences of her rashness. If they never spoke of the bite, that’s no wonder. A dreadful thing for her—your great father was too far out of his head most of the time even to know he’d been bitten. Nothing they’d ever care to talk about.”


When I begged for it, he told me the story.


“Not that I can brag of anything I did.” He poked the coals again and still found no fire. “As you may have heard, your father and I had killed a wyvern wyck and chased the mother queen and her surviving wyck far toward their lair in the Dragon Mountains. Your father was on Zeldar, a great bay stallion we both of us loved. I was on Sharabok, Zeldar’s son, still too young to have his sire’s full strength.


“The wyvern had led us too far and too high for Sharabok. We were over a great glacier with a mountain wall beyond it. Zeldar had carried your father a good way ahead of us, and higher. He never told me what hit them there; the wolf had got him before I saw him again, and I’m not sure he remembered.


“Something did happen. Zeldar was knocked down. I never knew how, though Sharabok felt him die; unicorns have a sense for each other. He never sang me anything about it, but it left a terror that’s still in him. Zeldar fell on the ice. He never moved again, and I had to leave your father.


“You may call me a coward for that, but the fact is, I had no choice. I saw your father walk away alive. He saw the situation, knew Sharabok was too far gone to carry double. Stricken with grief for Zeldar, too, and barely able to stay in the air. Your father waved us to go on. We did, and I beg you not to blame me.”


He stopped to squint at me in sardonic inquiry. I told him I didn’t blame him for anything. He grinned and shrugged and stared off into the crimson dusk, remembering.


“We had to leave your father where they fell, but Sharabok brought me back to Dragonrock alive.” He hunched himself against the wind, with a wry squint at me. “That’s the tale I had to tell your mother. If you’d known her then—”


He caught himself, remembering that she had been already pregnant with me, and cocked his leathery head to listen again to that uncanny howling.


“Still the Lady Rider!” He spoke with rueful admiration. “With a will of her own. She took my breath when she said she wanted me to take her back to rescue her husband. Not a chance, I told her. The wyvern would surely dive on us long before we got near the glacier. The Lord Rider was probably already dead. Her first duty, I tried to tell her, was to care for his heir. Old Nanda put it more plainly; I heard her call your mother a hopper-brained idiot.


“The rider had left his brother Thorg in command of the castle garrison. A slimy schemer, if you’d let me say it. Claiming to be as anxious about your father as your mother was. He urged us to go. Hoping, of course, that we’d never get back.”


Bleakly he grinned.


“She wanted to set out at once, but I was near dead. Sharabok too. We had to eat and rest. I slept half that day and all the night. She wanted me to exchange Sharabok for a fresher mount, but he made me take him, exhausted as he was. Out of his own love for your father and I think a sense of duty to the memory of his own. We left next morning at dawn. She rode Falcon Child.


“A flight I can’t forget.” The banshee seemed far off among the sandstone demons, but he paused and stared again into the red shadows among them as if searching for it. “We flew west and north and west again into a blizzard, and never outran the banshees that kept howling under us. Gleeful I guess they were, from their feasts on human carrion.


“Your mother endured everything bravely, but I made her stop at Iron Hill. A lonely fort in border country. We found it almost abandoned. Captain Yarcho had gone to fight the raiders, leaving only a handful of men. All on edge with fear, but they put us up and fed the unicorns. I’d hoped the blizzard would end, but next morning it was still whistling, the snow drifting deep.


“I begged her to wait at the fort, and let me go on alone. Begged till she grew angry. We went on together. At first we had to fly low against the storm. The banshees cried behind us all the way. We came out of the clouds, but the snow lay deep and the cold was merciless as your Uncle Thorg.”


By daylight, Scorth had odd yellow eyes nearly the color of a unicorn’s. They were invisible now, in the red dawn of the demon star, but I heard the irony when he paused, frowning at me as if to sense what I thought of Thorg.


“My father never spoke of him,” I said. “My mother hated him.”


“Who could love him?” A grunt of contempt. “She didn’t like leaving him in command of the castle, not that she ever stopped to worry as we flew on beyond the border. Sharabok took us back the way the rider and I had followed the wyvern, climbing over dead white summits into a dead white world. I got numb to the bone. The banshees had gone silent, the cold too savage for them.


“I expected the wyvern to meet us before we reached the glacier, but we never got there. The ice blinded me, but Falcon Child had keener eyes. Far down the canyon under the glacier, she picked up the trail of a lone man on skis. The Lord Rider, she thought.


“Impossible, I told her, because your father had no skis, but your mother’s a Mystic. Believes what she believes, no matter what you say. She made me follow—and I later learned that he’d found them with the bones of a man who died trying to climb into the Dragons two hundred years ago.


“We lost the trail where new snow had fallen and found it again farther down the canyon on a frozen river—it must have been the upper Dragon. On down below the timber line, we found the tracks of a wolf on the trail ahead of us. A bitch, your good mother feared, in heat and hungry for the rider’s soul. I heard her praying the Three to preserve him.


“Your noble father!”


Scorth squinted at me through that red dusk as if trying to guess whether I would ever measure up.


“The creatures had hunted him hard, but he fought them like the Var he was. We found the wolf and the ashes of a fire in a little hollow with the snow scraped away. Circling low, we saw that one ham was gone, all except the bone. Skinned out, roasted, eaten. I had to laugh.


“The ski tracks led us on across another empty valley, where nothing had followed. Your mother felt better and my own hopes rose higher, till we heard the banshees yelling again and found the prints of another wolf on the trail.


“It, too, had died. Hovering, we read the story in the red and trampled snow. Tracks and bones and scraps of skin, where its own evil folk had fed on it. Not much farther, we found the rider, trapped against a cliff above a river bend. Already bitten. His leathers ripped to shreds. The sleeve torn off and one bare arm already red with blood. I’d hoped your mother wouldn’t see, but I heard her gasp and heard her praying.


“Injured as he was, your father was still the valiant Var, swinging a broken ski against three gaunt gray wolves. One was standing, clubbing at him with a charred driftwood pole. Another, with a long steel blade, crouching to spring from the bluff behind him. A third, down where wind had swept the snow away, gathering rocks to throw.


“If we’d come later—”


Scorth stopped, crouching from a sudden gust of wind that stirred the dead ashes. Higher now, the crimson star had found new monsters around us and begun to reveal Scorth himself, a bald brown gnome with a perpetual infant grin that made him seem almost as strange as they.


“The wolves yelped and ran when they saw us, and our unicorns came down safe on the ice. Nearly done for, the Lord Rider floundered toward us and collapsed in snow too deep for him. Your mother helped me lift him onto Sharabok. We got him back to what was left of Battle Bluff and finally on to Iron Hill.


“Wolf weather delayed us there. Wolf weather and your father’s wound. The fever from his torn arm nearly killed him. Though he swore to your mother that the creature that bit him was a male, the men at the fort kept him locked up in their guardhouse as if he’d already been transformed. For many days he was out of his head, fighting those wolves again.


“Your brave mother stayed with him in the room. Prayed to the blessed Three. Gave him water when he could drink. A bad time for both.” He shook his naked head. “When his fever finally broke, she knocked and begged at the door, but it had left him so gaunt and wild and strange that another day was gone before I could get the men to let them out.


“We had to keep him there another week, till he got strong enough for the flight back to Dragonrock.” He shrugged in the scarlet dusk, blinking at me shrewdly. “I guess you know what had happened there?”


I told him how little I knew.


“I hate to think about it.” The banshee’s howl seemed suddenly near, and I saw him shiver. “Your grandfather, the old rider, had been a true and noble Var, but in his final years the Three had somehow forsaken him. His first wife had been your great father’s mother. As fine a woman as your own mother is. She died when he was still a boy, and he took another wife. The Lady Vlakia sar Sardek.”


He mouthed the name like something foul.


“A great beauty once, and once the primarch’s favorite mistress, but nasty when anybody crossed her. I remember all the ugly names she called me, once when she wanted to ride a unicorn that didn’t like her in the saddle. She bore Thorg and Slan in the old rider’s bed. Let him believe he’d sired them, though I was never sure. Took them back to Targon and left him groaning through his last years alone while she tried to win the old primarch back.


“She’d always lived in scandal.…”


He paused to listen at the banshees and sat staring moodily away into the crimson shadows till I begged for the rest of the story.


“A sad business,” he muttered. “When Thorg heard about the wolf bite, he went down to Targon with his tale that your father was now a wolf, locked up at Iron Hill. The Lady Vlakia had faded into a wrinkled witch by then, but Slan, her younger son, had learned to amuse the old primarch as well as she ever had. Or so the rumors went.


“Slan persuaded him to sign a decree the made Thorg the new Lord Wolver. Your uncle Thorg!” His voice wryly sardonic, Scorth tossed his shoulders. “His bite was worse than the wolf’s.”


That night I lay a long time awake, listening to Scorth’s rattling snore and the banshees’ eerie music, while the dull red disk of the demon moon climbed hour by hour above the sandstone dragons crouching around us. Shivering under a blanket too thin for the cold, I wondered how my mother could survive alone on the prison farm and wondered again what Thorg had done to my father. I dreamed of revenge—and tried to make my clenched hands relax, because I knew I was no killer. At least, unhappy as Scorth’s revelations had made me, I felt grateful for a better understanding of my life.
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Xath


Xath, so the mages preached, was the demon who loved mankind. He had stayed behind when the long orbit of his burning world carried his celestial fellows away, stayed to guide and comfort men and ready them for all the blessings of the foretold millennium when his crimson moon would rise again to end the cycle of time.


Invisible except to the archimage, he dwelt in his great wooden fanes on the Isle of Paradise, appearing only rarely in the eternal flame kept burning black in the crimson-domed temple in holy Quar. His visitations there were to instruct the faithful and ask for gold and receive the worship due him in return for his benedictions. Fire was the garment of the celestials, and gold their favored food. Dutiful obedience would earn everlasting bliss.


Men were damned, his mages preached, born with fatal evil festering in every infant heart. Seeking redemption, the faithful were commanded to restrain appetite and impulse, to fear women, to revel in hunger and cold and pain, and to scourge themselves until their flowing blood washed away all the inborn longings of the beast.


Loyal to his sovereign will, the archimage marshaled the lesser mages for their sacred crusade against the Realists and the Mystics. The principal issue was the doctrine of trans-incarnation, was the miraculous redemption of the doomed through the sacred rites of privation, pain, and ultimate ecumenism with the celestials in the black flame of Xath.


The Realists, in their blasphemous defiance, called that doctrine pernicious nonsense. Realist philosophers traced most human ills not to that tainted heritage, but merely to ignorance and stupidity. Their remedy was not purification through agony, but the arrogant folly that man might redeem himself through worldly acts.


In this age of rampant heresy, the Realists had led souls astray with all the ease and convenience created by the so-called science they had stolen from the mages. Honest walking was no longer good enough; steamboats ran up and down the Dragon River, and steam carts and trains were puffing all across the lowlands.


The Mystics were less certain of themselves and their world, claiming that they sought a path of peaceful sanity through a universe of unknowable mystery. The Mystic way appealed through a deceptive simplicity: release from fear through love.


As the mages taught, the Mystics were fools, stumbling into hell through their mistaken faith, and the Realists were equally doomed by their foolhardy trust in their own blundering minds. They were, taught the mages, malevolent fiends besides, claiming that the stolen powers of Xath that drove their dynamos and steam carts had been inventions of their own.


Powerful once, the faith of Xath had waned as men forgot his scarlet moon. Unexpected when at last it shone, his herald star ignored by his temple watchers, the actual descent of the celestials caught the archimage unready for the battle to restore his diminished dominion.
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The Serpent Staff


The police watched us.


Gray men with long guns, they came up the river riding unicorns, sometimes one alone, more often two, rarely three. They dived to circle low over the farm, leaning in the saddle to search through glasses until they found my father. He never looked at them. And they never landed, not so long as he was there.


The unicorns excited Sharabok. He always sensed them far away and ran to where my father was, neighing to tell him. I think he was lonely for his own kind, but my father kept him on the ground. He would stand looking after the unicorns, nostrils distended and white horn high, till they had gone on upriver to patrol the wilderness border.


When I asked why they came, my father shrugged as if it didn’t matter and said they were only doing their job. He never explained the job, or told me why we had to stay there. All through my lonely childhood, I wondered who I was and wrestled to unravel the clues I could uncover.


Wistfully he and my mother sometimes spoke to each other of their happier years as classmates at the Institute in Targon. He had gone there already a Realist. Their friendship had begun when he teased her about her Mystic faith. Hurt by his teasing, she cried. He apologized and took her flying on his unicorn. They fell in love.


Listening on my pallet when they thought I was asleep, I learned that he was still a Realist, but what that meant, I didn’t know. I knew her father had been a professor of Mystic philosophy, and sometimes I heard her praying for the loving Three to save us from the demons and their evil moon. I felt afraid to ask what the demons were or how they might hurt us, but often I lay awake and wondered.


I thought we must have once been rich. My mother treasured the shining diamond ring my father had given her, too precious to wear while she was working clay. My father’s books were printed with what my mother called the sigil of the Vars: a unicorn’s head outlined in blue, with golden eyes and horn. Sharabok’s saddle was polished hopper-hide, mounted with silver and precious green malachite.


Yet somehow we were now very poor. Our house was built of rough fieldstone my father had laid up himself, with mud for mortar and a grass thatch instead of tile. It was only two small rooms and the narrow hall between. My father’s desk and shelf of books took one side of the bedroom. My own bed was a pallet rolled down every night in the kitchen.


Our farm was a lonely strip of steep and stony land on the bank of Little River, which rushed white and swift over the rapids below the house. Above the rapids, it came down out of the high mountain wilderness where no human people lived, but only such evil creatures as the wolves and banshees and wyvern and dragons.


My mother used to tremble and kneel at her tiny shrine in the corner of the bedroom when she heard the banshees howling, though my father always told me they were slinking, cowardly things that would never trouble us.


We had no money. The suncorn my father grew in the narrow field was barely enough to keep Sharabok alive. He cultivated the kitchen garden and dug coal out of the cliff above the house to fire my mother’s kiln. She earned most of our living, making the pottery we carried to the village.


That was a dozen miles down the river. I met a few of its people when she let me go there with her, walking ahead of the donkey. Mr. Yggs herded spotted cows and preached in the chapel. Mrs. Yggs sold milk and butter. The Ulors grew cherries in the spring and sweet melons in the summer and apples in the fall. Mr. Keroth made boots and shoes. Mr. Gornal built houses. Mrs. Emok ran the general store. Mr. Alu was the blacksmith.


Miss Penra taught the school, but it was too far for me to walk. My father helped me teach myself to read, though most of his books were too hard for me. He showed me how to use his counting frame, which had wooden beads that slid on little rods. I had no friends. Sometimes I felt unhappy. My parents tried to be kind, even when they didn’t want to talk about themselves, and I loved them.


My mother was a neat little woman with bright brown eyes and deft brown hands. She could be quick as a bird, but she liked to sit all day, busy at her wheel. Sometimes when I begged, she would sing. Her voice was music, and I loved the ballads about the times long ago when the noble Vars were fighting the demons and wyvern, and the cunning wolves that had been men.


My father was a tall, copper-haired man who teased my mother and betimes played his flute for Sharabok. Sharabok grazed on the hills above the house and came to beg my father for suncorn, singing for it in his own strange language. His songs always puzzled me, even when my father tried to translate, but I loved their music and knew when he felt sad or lonely, or more often happy, because my father loved him.


I longed sometimes to ride in the sky with my father, yet Sharabok frightened me. He was taller than a man. His odor was strong and strange. I never understood the look of his great golden eyes, and I felt afraid of the shining ivory horn, which was sharp as a knife and longer than I was tall.


We were exiles.


The word was strange when I first heard it, listening as I lay on my pallet at night. I kept wondering, till I finally dared myself to ask my mother what exiles were. She was grinding blue pigment in her mortar, and I stood waiting till she stopped to raise her head, her face set hard.


“Look at me.” Her voice was quick and sharp. “Look at your father. Look in the mirror. Exiles are what we are.”


“I don’t understand.”


“You will when you are older. No need to fret about it.” I saw her lip quiver. “We must learn to take what we have and try to be happy with it.”


I liked the times I spent exploring the sandbars and searching for bright pebbles when the river was low, or riding the donkey when I went with my father up the hill for coal, or watching my mother shaping and burning and painting and glazing her plates and bowls and lovely vases.


I was always glad when she let me come with her to the village. We led the donkey packed with pottery, and camped overnight on the trail. We saw birds in the trees and sometimes fish leaping up the rapids. Sometimes we heard a banshee howl and my mother would kneel to pray, but there were never any wolves.


Mrs. Emok smiled to see us because she wanted the pots, but most people seemed afraid to speak to us. The only village boy I knew was Bastard, who worked the bellows for Mr. Alu in the blacksmith shop. Mr. Alu went home when he could to tend the still where he made the untaxed brandy Mrs. Emok sold through her back door, and he used to leave Bastard to watch the shop.


Bastard was always hungry. When I offered to share my lunch, he brought water in a gourd to drink with the bread and cheese. We sat on a flattened log in front of the shop, and Bastard talked. He had no father. When he was still a baby, his mother ran away with the captain of the trading boat that came up the river from Dorth. Mrs. Yggs kept him till he got old enough to do odd jobs around the blacksmith shop. He always stopped whatever he was saying to watch Miss Penra when she went by on her way to school. I thought he longed for her to like him, but she never even seemed to see him.


I asked him about dragons and wyvern and wolves. He looked warily up and down the muddy street and leaned closer before he would say anything about them. They were dreadful. Mr. Yggs said the Three had let the serpent-god Xath send them to punish people for cheating on their taxes and tithes or for talking treason against the primarch.


“The wyvern …” He looked up the street again, and his voice sank lower. “Mr. Yggs says they’re half as big as dragons. They fly like unicorns and fight with long black fangs and great black claws. He says they can kill unicorns. And they eat everybody they can catch.”


I asked about the werewolves.


“They’re bigger than men,” Bastard said. “They run on all fours, but walk on two feet when they like. Their forepaws are nearly like hands. They can throw rocks and carry weapons and fight like men, but they are covered with hair and look more like giant dogs. Mr. Yggs says they suck human blood, while the victims are still alive. The male wolves kill you. But people say …”


He hushed his voice.


“People say they’re half demon, born of human women the demons bred with. And they say a bitch wolf’s bite doesn’t kill you. Not if she’s in heat. It just makes you the mate she wants.”


Horrified, because I hadn’t really understood what my mother said about them, I stared into his grimy face.


“I know.” He leaned closer. “Because that’s what became of Mr. Emok. Last year he went hunting up in the foothills and never came back. Mr. Alu went with the men searching for him. They followed his trail to the last place he camped, and Mr. Alu found blood on the rocks and the weeds torn up where the bitch wolf caught him. Two sets of wolf tracks going away.


“Queer tracks!” His pale eyes went wider. “Because the wolves have queer feet. Mr. Alu says the wolf tracks were like tracks of fat human hands.”


I shivered at that, but he hadn’t finished.


“They’ll eat you if they catch you,” he whispered. “But you better never see a banshee.”


I gulped and leaned to ask if he knew about the demons. He caught my arm to hush me. Two boys were walking up the street on their way to school. They yelled something I didn’t understand. Bastard went red in the face and said he had chores to do before Mr. Alu came back.


I learned more about the world from a book called The Legend of the Land. I’d found it on a rack in Mrs. Emok’s shop, back before I learned to read. The colored pictures looked so wonderful and strange that I begged my mother until she traded a blue plate for it.


My father helped me spell out the opening chapters, about how the first settlers had come across the great ocean and found the land. They were happy in the beginning because it had rich soil and great forests and no people except the singing unicorns. The werewolves hadn’t learned to hunt people then.


They sailed up the great river to Granite Ridge and knocked the timbers off their ship to build a fort at Targon. They learned to hunt the wolves and the wyvern that had hunted the unicorns. The unicorns got to be their friends. Spreading over the smiling land, building new towns and exploring as far as the foothills of the Dragons, they’d lived in peace for centuries, till the demon moon came into the sky.


The book had pictures of that moon. It was huge and red, with dark marks that made a snarling face. The demons had come down from it, blazing like comets at night. They brought the dragons and taught the wolves and the wyvern to burn cities and hunt people. The book gave me nightmares, and I was afraid to read on.


“It’s only a legend,” my mother tried to cheer me. “You mustn’t be afraid.”


She made me finish the book. It told how the demons had taken over nearly all the world before the great Nuradoon the First fought them from behind the magical Dragonshield. He drove them off the planet, but they had left the dragons to command the wolves and the wyvern in their endless war against us. The book ended with a prophecy that the demon moon could rise again.
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